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S A N I T Y ?S A N I T Y ?   
 

I’m raising a teenager! 
 
 

 
 
 
Helpful hints that will save you from premature 

baldness and throttling your teenager! 
 

by Brian and Sally Burgess 
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I N T R O D U C T I O NI N T R O D U C T I O N   

 
Why write an e-booklet on teenagers? Aren’t there hundreds of 
books around on this topic? Well, yes there are and many of 
them have some very helpful material, but haven’t you seen how 
thick they are? It’s hard to digest so much and harder still to take 
out the bare bones and work on those. I’ve written one of those 
thicker books ‘Kids don’t come with Manuals’, but that is all 
about parenting in general.  
 
With all my experience working with troubled kids and their 
families I just wanted, in this booklet, to strip off all the fat and 
flesh and just get down to the bone. What are the most 
important things for any parent, whether their kids are troubled 
or doing OK, to comprehend if they are going to raise 
extraordinary kids? All parents want their kids to be amazing 
and want to be able to gloat about their personalities and 
achievements. 
 
Like most parents we fall short of that desire because we haven’t 
always done the best things for our kids. We sometimes have let 
our own bad childhood memories and hurts dictate what we do 
in raising our children. Sometimes we choose the exact opposite 
for our kids than we experienced. Sometimes we over-
compensate and spoil them. You may have heard the adage, 
‘Spoil the kids rotten…and you get rotten kids!’ That is so true! 
 
You might say, “But my kids are pretty good on the whole.” This 
booklet is still for you, and it’s for grandparents to pass on to 
their kids to help them raise their kids. The principles espoused 
in this booklet are tried and true. I know from my vast 
experience what does and doesn’t work. There’s not a problem 
about kids and their behavior that you can throw my direction 
that I haven’t had to deal with and successfully work out a 
solution. 
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Will this be a booklet that will deal with all aspects of raising a 
teenager? No, remember that I earlier stated it would get down 
to the bones of what is and what is not important in raising a 
teenager. 
 
Our world is constantly changing. Our societies are in flux, such 
as the world has never seen before. Technology is increasing at 
an exponential rate and many parents are left bewildered by 
how it has changed their family life for good and bad. I will 
address this issue. 
 
The teenage years have always been difficult for both teens and 
parents. In the 21st century so far, there are so many distractions, 
so many things that challenge our values and leave us rather 
breathless. Through it all, if we have brought children into the 
world or find ourselves raising grandchildren, then we have a 
major mission ahead of us to do the best job we can. We may go 
prematurely grey or lose it altogether. We may seek a therapist 
or counselor for support. We may even have to use the services 
of a psychiatrist, but it doesn’t diminish our responsibility to 
raise great kids. 
 
Use this booklet in your quest to do the best you can to stay sane 
and have people want to name their kids after your kids because 
you’ve done such a great job raising your little tykes.  
 
Pass our website on to others so that they can apply for a FREE 
copy of this e-booklet, too. Or, you can let us know their email 
address and we will send it to them.  
 
management@forefrontfamilies.org        for our website 
www.forefrontfamilies.blogspot.com        for a twice-weekly blog 
 
Merchandise in the form of teaching CDs, books and free e-
booklets can be ordered from our website. 
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All power to you parents, grandparents and soldiers in the 
fray! 

         Y O U   K N O W   Y O U   A R E   A   S U C C E S S F U L   Y O U   K N O W   Y O U   A R E   A   S U C C E S S F U L   
P A R E N T  W H E N …P A R E N T  W H E N …   

 
• People who know you well and have seen your kids in 

different circumstances tell you, "You have great kids! They 
are a credit to you!" 

 
• People you have never seen before come up to you and say, 

"You have great kids! They are a credit to you!" 
 

• Your kids do the right thing even when they know you are 
not looking. 

 
• Your kids own up to their mistakes without blaming 

anyone else. 
 

• Your kids willingly take responsibility in helping with 
family stuff. 

 
• Your kids walk along the street with you instead of hiding 

in doorways or walking 20 ft (6 meters) ahead or behind 
you! 

 
• Your kids are not afraid to be affectionate towards you in 

front of their friends. 
 

• You are their heroes. Your kids' friends want to hang out at 
your place because they think you are 'cool' parents.  

 
• Your kids reach your expectations as well as their own. 

 
• Your kids do not try to bolt to some university on the other 

side of the planet just to get away from you for 4 years 
while partying and spending your money! 
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• Your kids still want to go on vacation with you when they 

are 16. 
 

• Your kids don't have to be told 15 times to do chores.  In 
fact, they don't have to be told at all. 

 
• Your kids willingly tell you their problems because they 

value your advice…and take it! 
 

• There is much more laughter in your home than frustration 
and tension. 

 
• Your kids know how to settle their differences without 

causing bodily injury! 
 

• Other parents ask you your secret on successful parenting. 
 

• Your kids become your best friends after they leave home. 
 

• Your kids actually manage to reach adulthood and you 
have shaped them into independent, nice people equipped 
with all the necessary life skills, and you are so pleased to 
be seen with them! 

 
• You still have your sanity. 

 
We believe successful families are better to be: 

v God-centered (a strong core belief system) 
v Parent-directed (great role models with strong family 

values) 
v Family-oriented (NOT child-centered) 
v Outwardly-focused (caring for the needs of others) 

 
Just because a few things in the list above aren’t happening or 
didn’t happen, you are no less a successful parent…but it might 
give you something to work towards. 
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Go ahead. Take a bow. You deserve to be appreciated for 
all the wonderful things you do for your family! 
 

T E E N A G E R S  ! !T E E N A G E R S  ! !           
 

Why is it that the word ‘teenager’ for many people implies a 
negative connotation? This label merely denotes a person’s 
journey between being a child and becoming an adult.  
 
Herein lies the problem. Take a look at weather systems. When I 
was living in New Zealand I used to think that I knew what a 
storm was. I’ve been to Queensland, Australia, a few times and 
have lived in the United States of America for going on 20 years. 
Now, that’s where real storms happen! When the super warm 
continental temperatures meet the cold air masses from the 
Arctic or Antarctic the resulting turbulence can be terrifying and 
the resulting destruction unbelievable! 
 
Let me use this analogy to explain the turbulent years that both 
the teen and their parents may go through. The expectations of 
parents sometimes clash with the youth’s newly emerging 
personality: “Who am I?” “I want to fit in with the crowd and not 
be called a ‘dork’ or a ‘geek’.” “My parents don’t let me do what 
my friend’s parents let them do.” “They still treat me like a 
child!” 
 
You are feeling like a stranger has taken over your child’s body. 
It certainly isn’t the compliant child you once had. You still feel 
like you need to be in control. You may even feel that you are 
losing your child. You are! They’re becoming transformed into a 
young adult and go through a process just like the metamorphic 
stages that precede the beautiful butterfly. Fear of separation 
and loss shakes your body. Sometimes you wish your teen would 
stay in the cocoon stage and never emerge! 
 
So, we have these two opposite masses moving towards each 
other and a stormy time is evident. It seems that you are losing 
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your child far too early. Your child feels like you are smothering 
them and won’t give them any freedom. You see your child 
challenging the core values you have raised them with and this 
hurts. Tommy wants to be called Tom and Peggy Sue simply, 
Peg. “Please drop me off a block from school and while out in 
public let me walk a good distance ahead or behind you. Just 
don’t show me any attention or affection in front of my friends!” 
I can remember being a little hurt that our daughter didn’t want 
to be seen with us in the Mall or walking down the main street.   
 
We thought we had done a pretty good job with raising her and 
her brother. One day when our daughter was about 14 years old 
we were doing some downtown shopping. She began whining 
about wanting a drink. The whining was to the point that you 
felt like offering cheese to go with the whine! I remember my 
wife, Sally, telling her that we were about to go home (a 3 
minute drive) and she could get a drink then. We told her that 
she could get water from a drinking fountain, but she wanted a 
fizzy drink (soda). She was walking well ahead of us so as not to 
be seen with these wart-covered, dowdy-dressed specimens of 
mankind. 
 
By this time my wife had had enough. In a loud singing voice so 
everyone around could hear, Sally lyrically proclaimed over and 
over, “…..’s in a snotty with her mother!!!” Our daughter didn’t 
know where to put herself. She was so embarrassed that she 
dived into every recessed store entrance she could find to avoid 
being seen as the object of my wife’s melodramatic onslaught. 
It’s funny, you know, but she never tried doing that sort of thing 
again in public and as for Sally’s performance, well, that has 
gone down in folklore history in that suburb of Henderson! 
 
Teens are quick to say, “You expect me to be an adult, but you 
still treat me like a child.” This is a recipe for a major storm. If 
you act hurt and angry, or even lose your cool, you are likely to 
say something you will regret. Your child then reacts to how you 
came across and storms off. All you can think is…hormones!!! 
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Then you see a family that supposedly has perfect children and, 
of course, perfect parents. Once you’ve got over hating them for 
being so perfect (and you may not even know these people!) you 
remember the phrase you read in my book called, ‘Kids don’t 
come with manuals’ (Buy it! Buy it on-line and then there’s no 
excuse not to remember the phrase. If you don’t find it in the 
book then I’ll try to remember to put it in the next edition). Ahh! 
The phrase: “Too many people wear inside and outside faces!” 
It’s amazing how deceived so many people are by the masks so 
many people wear. 
 
Are there perfect families with perfect kids? Well, there are some 
parents who’ve done an excellent job raising their kids. They 
either bred amazingly compliant and placid kids or they have 
simply used tried and true discipline and training tools to get 
these results and, of course, a lot of love. These tools may have 
come from the best techniques they remember from their own 
parents’ repertoire or they chose to use more skills they found 
from their more recent experiences and from parenting 
resources they researched. Oh, by the way, their kids may not 
have reached their teen years yet! 
 
Raising teenagers does not have to be a hellish experience. 
Neither should it be a marriage breaker. Teens shouldn’t have to 
look back at those years and wish they had grown up in another 
family. They shouldn’t have to pay a counselor or therapist the 
rest of their life to overcome some of the hurtful comments their 
parents made when suddenly reacting to a comment their teen 
blurted out or an unacceptable behavior they perpetrated. 
Parents shouldn’t have to look back with dread on those years 
and wish they’d never had children. 
 
In this e-book I will give you some material that has helped and 
empowered so many parents in a number of countries to do an 
even better job in raising extraordinary kids. 
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B E   Y O U R   T E E N ’ S   H E R OB E   Y O U R   T E E N ’ S   H E R O   
 

In the world of superheroes that teens have just emerged from 
they still have an empty space labeled, ‘I need a hero in my life’. 
Now you may be scrawny, too small, too tall, too thin, or too fat. 
You may be ugly, plain Jane, handsome, beautiful or any of the 
descriptions in between. It doesn’t even matter where you 
consider yourself fitting in this lineup, you can still be your kid’s 
hero. 
 
Getting into gear 
O.K. So I’m going to get busy sewing up my cape and designing 
my headgear. Oh, to be invincible against all the stuff that 
comes my way! I’m going to spring clean my home and divest it 
of all the ‘Kryptonite’ that made Superman powerless. What 
might some of this ‘Kryptonite’ look like? It comes in the form 
of: 

• A flawed marriage relationship. 
• An argumentative atmosphere. 
• Shouting and screaming in the home. 
• A nagging adult. 
• Little or no affection demonstrated. 
• Harsh and negative words stated in moments of anger. 
• Lack of core values being taught and demonstrated. 
• Lack of family goals and direction. 
• Poor team work within the family. 
• Overstressed family members. 
• Overworked parents, lazy kids. 
• Allowing ungrateful and rude attitudes to exist. 
• Differences in child-rearing practices. 
• Poorly disciplined kids/unruly children. 
• Disrespectful behavior (both children and adults). 
• Spoilt kids. 
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• Neglected kids. 
• Bored and disinterested children. 
• Imbalanced attitude towards technology. 
• Poor financial accountability. 
• Untreated addictions. 
 

It’s not all bad 
O.K. So that spring clean takes nearly a lifetime to complete and 
then your poor old superhero cape and suit is all but destroyed 
by moths, wear and tear, constant tears, rage and other idiotic 
destroyers that got in the way. As for all those lumps and sores 
on your head from beating it against a brick wall…! Then there is 
sleep apnea from the constant tending to the needs of others, 
and that’s just the mother syndrome! 
 
If it were all that bad the world’s population would just about be 
zero because nobody would want to have kids! And then there 
wouldn’t be any marriage because you can be unhappy by 
yourself rather than have to share it with some other unhappy 
person. 
 
Start early 
When our kids are young we are naturally their heroes. We can’t 
do anything wrong. They consider their teachers in the same 
way. When they see their teachers in the supermarket you can 
almost hear their tiny voices exclaim, “They eat?” I’ve asked 
classes of elementary students if they believe I have ever made 
any mistakes. The majority of them believe I haven’t. Kids are 
ripe for you being their invincible hero and you need to take 
advantage of this.  
 
Unfortunately, teenagers have got over that belief and often 
think that their parents are big hypocrites, dowdy, and 
something to be avoided. However, you can beat them at their 
game and be their hero when they are young. When they bring 
their friends over to play at your home and these friends think 
you are very cool parents you have gained a few positive strokes. 



 13 

Ø You always know where your kids are. 
Ø You have the chance to positively influence other children. 
Ø You can prove that you are still a kid at heart. 
Ø You get a kick out of all the good vibes you get from all the 

kids. 
Ø You are setting a firm base for having very little or no 

major problems with your kids in their teenage years.  
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S H A P I N G   Y O U R   C H I L DS H A P I N G   Y O U R   C H I L D   
 
Oh, really! 
One of the most vital tasks a parent has to fulfill is to shape their 
child into a fully functioning adult. Mrs. G was a teacher at a 
school where I was a principal. She asked me whether I could let 
her have Thursday off. Now you need to know that I got on well 
with Mrs. G, but her next statement floored me! “My son’s going 
to college and I need to pack his bags.”  
 
When I woke from my coma I said to her, “How old is your son?” 
I knew that already, but I was toying with her.  
 
“Eighteen”, she said. I told her that an 18 year-old son should be 
packing his own bags! “I may as well give you a baseball bat so 
that you can whack him around the kneecaps. Then he can 
spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. You’re crippling him 
anyway”, I retorted. 
 
“Oh, Mr. Burgess”, she blurted out.  
 
I said, “Next week you’ll be asking me for another day off so you 
can go and do his laundry.” 
 
“No, you don’t have to worry about that. We have already 
arranged a laundry service for him.” 
 
Those were the actual words spoken and so I returned to my 
catatonic state, not believing that this conversation had ever 
taken place. 
 
Some time later in general conversation I found that Mrs. G’s son 
did nothing around home in the way of chores and was not 
expected to do so.  
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Surely you are generalizing! 
Time and time again I find this to be the case in so many 
families. I teach character lessons to children in elementary 
(primary) schools in Tennessee, USA. I have asked students to 
honestly indicate whether they are required to do chores at 
home. It astounds me that only around half of them have regular 
chores that they are expected to perform. To me that is 
alarming! Where are people supposed to learn basic living skills?  
 
Fitting our children for life is a must if we really love them. Life 
skills are not learned by osmosis, nor are they gained by 
watching other people perform them. It helps to watch, but it 
doesn’t give the observer a sense of satisfaction, of teamwork or 
of being equipped for the future. 
 
Working the clay 
Recently, on a trip back to New Zealand my wife and I visited a 
pottery in the beautiful and popular town of Matakana north of 
Auckland. On a tour of the facility we were shown a potter at 
work. From an extruded round blob of clay the potter created a 
beautiful ornate pot in a matter of five minutes. Dipping his 
hands in water and shaping the clay this way and that as it spun 
on the wheel he used his creative talent to make an 
extraordinary vessel. 
 
That procedure brought back memory of part of a song we used 
to sing in church: 
 “Thou art the potter, I am the clay 
 Mold me and make me, after Thy will 
          While I am waiting, yielded and still.” 
So it is with our children. Unlike clay they have a personality. 
But, in both cases they have purpose and potential already there 
waiting to be molded by somebody.  
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But they’re teenagers now! 
By the time our children reach their teenage years, most of the 
core values we espouse have been implanted, attitudes towards 
life and others have been tried and tested. They may even have 
begun to understand their potential and purpose in life.  
 
I look back on my life and see what my parents did. They were 
strict, yet very loving. Oh, I remember many a spanking (that 
was pre-PC and before liberal damage-control thinking took over 
in New Zealand). I’m sure that if I ever had to go to court for a 
felony I’d be able to get off the charge because so much damage 
had been done to me in my childhood. Just kidding!! 
 
My parents had done such a good job that in my teenage years 
the last thing I wanted to do was disappoint them. This strong 
feeling kept me from being surly, disrespectful, lazy, 
disorganized, or self-centered. I had no desire to experiment 
with drugs or alcohol. I was able to resist pre-marriage sexual 
encounters because I was taught to respect my own and others’ 
bodies. That took some strength of character, but it worked! 
 
How time goes by! 
The early years, between toddlerhood and ‘tween years, are so 
critical. During this fleeting time parents are given the 
opportunity to:  

v Mold and establish critical values.  
v Build character. 
v Instill hope. 
v Establish a good work ethic.  
v Create positive memories. 
v Help our kids discover their purpose. 
v Display positive male/female relationships. 
v Steer them on the path to a meaningful and successful 

future. 
 
Don’t let this time just slip by. It goes so fast! Being over-busy at 
work and not spending quality and quantity time with your 
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children (and wife) is just not worth it. “But”, you say, “I’m 
working hard to give my family a good life.” I’ve heard it all 
before.  
 
How does this work out? 
A gung-ho Vice-President in a large corporation was hardly ever 
home. He was, after all, one who wanted to make his mark in the 
business world. His oldest daughter was getting married. This 
got him thinking. 
 
On reflection he felt a moment of shame when she named her 
bridesmaids and he realized that he had never met any of her 
friends. This led him into further contemplation where he 
thought, “I don’t even know what my daughter’s favorite color 
is. I don’t know much about my daughter at all! I’ve given my 
kids all they want and we have regularly traveled overseas, but 
even then, through technology, I was always pre-occupied with 
my business.” 
 
The week following the wedding he called together a meeting of 
the younger middle management staff in the corporation and he 
told his story. To this eager bunch of yuppie executives he finally 
said, “If you are keen to get where I am now, you can have my 
job. It’s just not worth it!” 
 
What had this man, who could so easily be you or me, done to 
shape his child? He had shown this daughter and his other 
children that, in his musings:  

v Work is far more important than family.  
v I thought I could always throw money their way to make 

them happy. 
v I have been utterly selfish. 
v I thought I was doing all this to give them a good life. I’ve 

since discovered they wanted me. 
v My children don’t really know me. In fact, they may even 

resent me. 
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v The kids rarely got to see what a good adult husband/wife 
relationship ought to be. 

v I’m fortunate that my wife has stuck by me, because there 
are times when she hasn’t seen much of me either. 

v I hope it’s not too late, because I’ve got a lot of repair work 
to do with my married daughter and especially with her 
younger siblings. Can I turn it around?  

 
If you don’t shape your kids… 
Someone or something else will! Friends, the media, fashion, our 
culture, whims and fancies, teachers or professors, coaches, 
youth leaders, nature, God or whatever influence is around will 
influence and shape your child. Another way of saying this is 
that the world is full of ‘creators’ who want to shape and capture 
your child’s mind. Some of these ‘creators’ may be good and 
exert a positive influence over your child, but you cannot know 
who is going to do what and you cannot control that.  
 
Parents are first-line creators and we can shape our children so 
that they can discern for themselves what is good and ignore or 
discard what is not good or helpful. It is parents who have the 
task and duty to fit their children to live an educated, 
interdependent, outwardly focused and purposeful life. We can 
help produce adults who impact this world and make a 
difference.  
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G E A R I N G   T E E N S   F O R   T H E   R E A L   W O R L DG E A R I N G   T E E N S   F O R   T H E   R E A L   W O R L D   
     
We think our kids know how to manage their 'stuff' once they 
leave home. I can vividly recall finding out that one of my young 
relations had no idea that you couldn't write checks without 
knowing how much money was in the bank. When the check 
bounced she was shocked. So was her husband when he 
discovered she had no idea about the principles of managing 
money other than cash. 
 
Kids don't learn by chance! The really important things have to 
be taught and practiced until kids can prove they can manage 
everyday adult life. 
 
So, how do we prepare them for the unforgiving world 
out there?   
Here are some suggestions: 

• Be that savvy person you want your kids to be. 
• Train them in practical matters: 

a) To do all household chores.  From an early age all kids 
should be involved in helping to keep the house and 
garden tidy. 

b) To be responsible. Give them specific tasks e.g. doing 
the shopping, cooking meals, doing laundry, and 
tidying rooms. 

c) To manage their own money - a credit card, check 
book, bank account, and allowance. 

d) To do simple repairs around the home. 
e) To know what to do in case of emergencies or vehicle 

breakdown. 
f) To take care of a family pet. 
g) To look after kids – baby sit. 
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Other personal skills and life skills to be taught include: 
• Managing their time – being on time for 

school and appointments. 
• Being respectful not only to authority figures 

but to their friends as well. 
• Managing conflict and anger appropriately. 
• Creating and maintaining good, healthy 

friendships. Being able to sense when they 
are being negatively influenced and when 
and how to walk away. 

• Being involved in voluntary work. Learning to 
do kind deeds for others without accepting 
payment or recognition for it. 

 

We all need encouragement when we make mistakes and 
to get recognition for getting things right, and kids need 
it even more.  They are in a huge learning curve and need 
the smoothest transition possible when it comes to 
gearing up for the responsibilities of adulthood. As 
parents, it is important not only to prepare your kids for 
the world beyond your home, but also to support them 
even when they have moved away from you. Your kids will 
always be your kids, no matter how old they are. They 
need all the input and wisdom they can get. It is a 
privilege to have them continue to confer with you when 
they need input into making the best decisions for their 
life.  
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                      G E T T I N G   T H E   B E S T   F R O M   Y O U R   G E T T I N G   T H E   B E S T   F R O M   Y O U R   
T E E NT E E N   
      
There are two important keys to getting the best from your 
teens. The first is to have a rock solid family foundation, and the 
second is to nurture a strong two-way connection with your kids. 
 
Strong core values 
The way to create a rock solid foundation is two-fold. Parental 
agreement on child rearing is one of them. It is said that the 
second most common reason for divorce is either money or 
parental disharmony over child management. If you don’t 
present a united front then kids will go for the weakest link every 
time. You also need to create a strong set of family values.   
 
Examples of these values are respect, commitment, honesty, 
integrity, forgiveness, obedience, responsibility, caring, 
trustworthiness and loyalty. There are many more. Identifying 
values will, in themselves, not change your family culture unless 
you describe what each of those values should look like in action 
around your home. You then train yourselves and your kids to 
live by those values.   
 
Not only do values provide clear expectations for you and your 
children to live by, but they also help to create a family identity. 
A positive identity promotes a sense of family pride that evokes a 
positive sense of belonging. When people think of your family, 
what characteristics do they observe? Is it a strong sense of 
loyalty and commitment amongst family members? Is it a family 
that thinks of others before themselves, or maybe one that 
demonstrates a strong sense of responsibility for the 
environment? 
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Creating a negative atmosphere in your home will lead to your 
kids paying you back with negative behavior. Your kids would 
rather be with their fiends’ parents than with you.    
 
Strong two-way connection 
How do you nurture a two-way connection with your teens? You 
will get a head start if you start from the time they are born. We 
know that with blended families, this is not always possible.  
 
Here are some pointers:  

* Take your kids seriously.  
* Value their opinions and ideas.   
* Encourage them to dream big.   
* Go to their games/school functions whenever you can. 
* Tell them you are proud of them.   
* Give them time and attention.   

 
When teens know you are listening to them and not judging 
every word they say, they will feel more confident to talk to you 
about their feelings. If you don’t do this, your credibility will go 
straight out the window. When you make a poor judgment call 
regarding them, then ask for their forgiveness. Yes, it is OK for a 
parent to apologize!  
 
Train them for the responsibilities they will face as adults, such 
as how to manage money. Teach them how to show respect for 
their girlfriend or boyfriend on dates if you allow them to pair 
off. Allow your teen to make mistakes in the safety of the home. 
You will stimulate your teen’s maturity in several ways. When 
you expose them to a wide range of interests they become more 
interesting people and others are more likely to want to hang 
out with them.  

  
Wider knowledge helps your teen become more outwardly 
focused because they are more aware of where they fit in the 
greater scheme of things, and what others’ needs are. Teens will 
make wiser decisions when they can tap into a wider knowledge 
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base. Encourage and instruct them in leadership skills. Have high 
expectations of them. They will rise to your level of expectations 
so long as those levels are realistic. Give them increasing 
responsibility, and encourage them to take on some challenges 
(under supervision). It is vital that you look for potential in your 
teens. Role model an active and interesting life and they are 
more likely to follow your example. They won’t know what they 
are good at until they are exposed to a wide variety of 
opportunities. Support them in what they  excel at and don’t be 
tempted to live out your unfulfilled dreams through them. 
 
When teenagers see you walking out your talents, abilities, and 
purpose and trying to reach your potential they are more likely 
to understand that this is the direction and parameters they 
need for their lives, too.  
 
When your teens are encouraged and praised for the things they 
get right they are inclined to want to further please you. All of us 
have experienced being positively affirmed and we know it feels 
good. It has made me feel like I can stretch myself further to 
achieve even more. The ultimate is when we reach that point 
where we do something simply because it is the right thing to 
do or because we feel motivated to do things even without a 
reward.  

 
A very important footnote is to remember that your teens need 
to understand they are part of your family. They do not rule the 
home just because they are bigger and noisier than you are. 
Remember, you are meant to be in charge, not them! 
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D O N ’ T   G E T   N O   R E S P E C TD O N ’ T   G E T   N O   R E S P E C T   

                
As we grow older it seems that there is less and less respect in 
the world. I find myself saying, “I would never have spoken to 
my father like that when I was a kid!” Along with lack of respect 
there seems to be a general lack of healthy fear. I do not think 
we should be frightened of our parents or of those in authority, 
but respect for others and fear of the consequences should stop 
us from making negative choices.  
 
To instill respect in our children we need to understand the 
meaning of respect. It is ‘to give high admiration or esteem 
to someone. It is demonstrated by holding high regard for 
authority, position, possessions and living things, and 
also by being courteous’.  We can train our kids to be 
respectful from the time they are toddlers and we need to 
continue to train them right up until they leave home. It is an 
ongoing process. The simplest way to develop respect in your 
kids is to decide what ‘respect’ will look like in your home.  

 
Here are some suggestions: 

v Respect in this home means that we will be obedient to our 
parents and those in authority over us.  

v We will not interrupt others. 
v We will not fight with each other or take others’ stuff 

without asking.   
v When we borrow others’ stuff we will look after it as if it 

were our own and give it back when we said we would.   
v Respect in our home means we will speak kindly to one 

another and will not raise our voices in anger.  
v We will care about one another, enough to not make 

negative comments, listen to, or gossip about others.   
v We will respect our grandparents or older relatives by 

visiting them or calling them regularly.   
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v We will respect older people by helping them when they 
need it, by opening doors for them, and by giving them 
our seat on crowded public transportation.   

v We will thank people for their kind deeds to us.  
v We will respect the environment by not dropping litter 

ourselves and by ‘going the second mile’ by picking up 
others’ trash.   

v We will respect animals by being gentle and kind to them. 
 

If we want our kids to respect us 
We expect our kids to respect, but respect is a fragile thing. It is 
lost when we disappoint our kids by being poor examples. If we 
shout at them, speak disparaging words to them, break our 
word, and ignore them, they have nothing to respect in us as 
parents.   
 
Respect, once lost, is a hard thing to regain. We have to learn to 
say sorry for critical words said in haste or if we administered 
inappropriate discipline. We need to admit we make mistakes 
sometimes and ask for forgiveness from our spouse and our kids. 
If we can identify what being respected feels like to us, then we 
will know what our kids need. If they respect us, we can be fairly 
confident that they will also respect others.  
 
The teen years are a well-known time for children to stretch the 
limits of our patience and tugging on the boundaries of respect. 
The early years of instilling this essential value will pay off when 
your child is trying to sever the second umbilical cord that 
especially mothers long firmly to hold on to. 
 
When other kids aren’t kind to our kids 
We also need to teach our kids how to handle a situation where 
they do not feel they are being respected. Many times kids ‘diss’ 
others. You can hear it in the school playgrounds all the time. 
The reason for this is often because parents and kids are 
disrespected in their own homes, so they have no problem with 
being rude to others elsewhere. 
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When another child makes a derogatory remark to your child 
like, “Your mother is fat and ugly”, you can make several 
suggestions on how to respond:  

* They can completely ignore the remark. 
* They can agree. 

          * They could refrain from shouting or getting angry.   
          * They could surprise the other child by saying something                                           

     complimentary like, “I have seen your mother and she    
     seems very nice.” 
* They can say, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t say that                               
    about my mother. I am hurt by such comments.” 

 
If you explain to your kids why others are disrespectful, they are 
less likely to be hurt and retaliate in a disrespectful manner. 
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W H A T   D O   K I D S   W A N T   M O S T   F R O M  W H A T   D O   K I D S   W A N T   M O S T   F R O M    

Y O U ?Y O U ?   
      
Following the catastrophic destruction of the Twin Towers in 
2001 a survey of teenagers conducted by a Jewish Rabbi and a 
Catholic Priest asked a question, “What do you most want from 
your parents?” I’ve asked the same question at many seminars 
and it’s interesting to hear the answers. It’s fascinating that the 
top two things teens wanted are absolutely free and all parents 
can give it. They are TIME and LOVE. 
 
During the sixteen years I was Principal of alternative schools in 
New Zealand and the USA I regularly asked my students to 
project ahead to being parents (some already were!). I would 
ask what they would do differently from what their parents had 
done. They inevitably would say that they would spend more 
time with their children even if it meant having a lesser job. 
They wanted a demonstrative love and affection shown them. 
Many of these young people turned to their friends, became 
gang members, became attention-seekers, or became pregnant 
on purpose, because all they wanted was a little affection, and 
someone who would spend time listening, someone who would 
try to understand them.   
 
An example 
Julie lived in an affluent suburb of Auckland city. This sixteen-
year-old girl was referred to my school because her principal 
could no longer deal with her behavior. She was referred mainly 
for fighting other students, but she was also an attention-seeker. 
She argued with teachers, displayed sure signs of Attention 
Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD), and was a constant 
distraction in class. The expected ‘honeymoon period’ was over 
in two days and she began to act out. We had to set very firm 
guidelines for her by clearly stating the boundaries. Eventually 
we had to change Julie’s seating arrangement.  
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One day, in a group discussion, Julie told the student body and 
faculty that she could not remember when her father last 
showed her any sign of affection. When she was a little girl she 
could remember a few occasions when her father took her on his 
knee and cuddled her. In her memory, that was a long time ago. 
  
Imagine our surprise when she announced that dad was going 
to buy her a car. After supplying her with our phone numbers so 
she could call us before she hit the road (being on the road at 
the same time would have been like playing Russian roulette), 
we listened to her story. She was so badly behaved at home that 
her mother wanted her out. Either Julie was to go or her mother 
would. There was no love lost between them. Mom had tried 
everything that was in her mind to do, but there was still no 
change in Julie’s behavior. The problem was that Julie was being 
raised in a totally dysfunctional family. The parents’ poor 
relationship and their lack of consistent parenting skills had led 
to the current situation and had turned around and bitten them 
on the backside. 

 
Dad worked very long hours in his business, and sometimes 
labored seven days a week. We deduced that he spent this much 
time away from home to avoid the turmoil of an out-of-control 
daughter and a wife he argued with over their troublesome girl. 
He decided to offer Julie an incentive to do well at school. He 
was prepared to give an expensive gift when all she wanted was 
some of her father’s time and love. She told us so.  

 
What went wrong? 
The problem stemmed from years of affection neglect and lack 
of attention to a child’s needs. This was not going to be solved 
by her father dangling a vehicle in front of her nose. The 
excitement of being offered a car diminished within a few weeks 
because Julie was a young person who demanded immediate 
gratification. Her educational and family problems had not been 
solved.  
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How might this affect you? 
Too many parents fall into the trap of offering material bribes. I 
have no problem with realistic incentives, but these should 
never replace parents daring to invest the things that are 
free…their love and time. I have had parents say, “But my time 
isn’t free.”  If business takes precedence over raising a family 
and investing your life in the most precious commodity you will 
ever have in your hands, then your priorities are way up the 
creek! 
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T H E   I M P O R T A N C E   O F   B E L O N G I N GT H E   I M P O R T A N C E   O F   B E L O N G I N G   

 
I have heard it said, and I’ve experienced it, that kids leave the 
planet at 13 years of age and come back when they are 21 years 
old. I am sure many parents would say that they wish they could 
leave the planet instead when their kids begin to challenge their 
values and authority. 
 
It’s a progression 
From the time kids first learn to walk, they are learning what 
independence means. As they grow and develop, they are 
exposed to others who think and believe differently from them.  
As teenagers they rely less and less on parents for many aspects 
of their lives. They learn that wrong decisions create negative 
consequences. Teens learn that they have to take personal 
responsibility for their actions, and parents will not necessarily 
come to their aid. Age brings greater expectations and 
accountability, and without appropriate training, these can 
create great traumas for teens.  

 
Even prior to the teen years, others’ opinions become more 
important than parents’ opinions and tend to dictate kids’ taste 
in clothing, the way they speak, how they react to things, who 
they hang out with, what they believe in, and their choice in 
musical genres. Others’ opinions often dictate how kids feel 
about themselves, and how they regulate their self-esteem. 

 
I want to belong 
There is an inherent need in all of us ‘to belong’. To belong is to 
be accepted, to feel part of the group, to be cared for, and to be 
loved by others. As kids go through physical and hormonal 
transformation their feelings become very fragile and they 
gravitate towards those who will sympathize and not criticize 
them. When my wife’s brother was 17 years old, he decided he 
was not understood at home, so he left and joined the ‘Hells 
Angels’ biker gang. The family was appalled. My wife used to go 
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and visit him where he worked or where the bikers gathered on 
the street just to keep in touch with him. All he was looking for 
was love and acceptance. He found it in a gang.  
 
Many young girls get pregnant because they are desperate for 
someone to love them unconditionally. Some kids turn to 
alcohol and drugs to escape stress, such as family break-ups, or 
simply to be accepted as part of a particular group. 

 
What can parents do? 
How can we create the kind of environment where our kids can 
learn to be responsible, fun loving, law abiding young adults? 
We need strong family values from the beginning. Kids need to 
know that conforming to these values will create a peaceful, 
happy and protective environment. Maturity comes when kids 
make choices based on wanting what is best for them and for 
others, rather than acting on ‘wrote obedience’.   

 
Parents need to pick their battles. They need to anticipate, and 
discuss the ‘hot spots’ before they are likely to be an issue.  
Hopefully, by the time a teenager is offered a cigarette by his 
friends, the family has already talked to him about why smoking 
is bad for health. I would trust that he has already worked out 
what a good response would be. Other topics might include 
issues such as, ‘What is acceptable and unacceptable behavior?’ 
‘How can I maintain a positive attitude?’ ‘What is appropriate 
clothing for different settings?’  ‘What is a reasonable curfew 
time?’   
 
Parents should guide their kids by example and explanation, not 
waiting until unacceptable behavior has reared its ugly head. 
Kids need to be encouraged to engage in sports, hobbies, or 
youth groups. They need plenty of physical activity, and they 
need the support of parents who will play with them and cheer 
for them.   
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Home needs to be a soft place to land when our teens are facing 
the many changes going on in and around them. A positive 
atmosphere in the home with opportunities for kids to talk one-
on-one with parents or trusted friends, is a place where kids will 
want to be rather than feel that they have to find others who will 
accept them.  
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P E E R   P R E S S U R E   v s .  P A R E N T A L   I N F L U E N C EP E E R   P R E S S U R E   v s .  P A R E N T A L   I N F L U E N C E   
 
We want our children to be children and our young adults 
to be adults, but somewhere in the middle we fail to let 
the child go and let the adult develop. At one point we 
are babying them and then saying, “Don’t be so childish! 
Next we are saying, “You are a young adult now, so act 
like one!” No wonder kids become confused. “Am I a child 
or and adult? Make up your mind!”  
 
Teen years, it seems, are when aliens come and abduct your 
adolescent, remove their brain for a few years, and return 
sometime later to re-implant it. The abduction is swift and 
thorough, but the implanting can take anywhere from 1 to 10 
years. In some cases you may fear the aliens forgot where you 
live because the child you reared still hasn’t ‘come back’! You 
are left wondering where that dear compliant, happy child went 
and whom the moody, weird stranger is sleeping in their bed.  
Parents are left wondering where they went wrong and whether 
there will ever be a happy ending. It is called ‘Growing up and 
out’. None of us want tumultuous years. None of us want to be 
treated as if we were the aliens. We don’t want to see our 
children hit skid row, have to pick them up from Juvenile, or 
send them to rehab for addictions. We don’t want to live in a 
house with a surly, ungrateful, non-contributing family member 
where every day it’s a battle of the wills. The influence you had 
on their early years and whom they hang with seems to 
determine the outcome. The following are some helpful tips to 
avoid ‘alienation’. 
 
WHY ARE TEENS INFLUENCED MORE BY OTHERS THAN 
PARENTS? 
 
Kids will be influenced by peers: 

§ When they feel insecure at home - absence of 
family values, discipline, boundaries and constancy 
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within the home. Traumatic events can cause 
insecurity as can a dysfunctional home environment. 

§ When they don’t feel loved or accepted at 
home - when kids feel nothing they do is good 
enough or they are being compared negatively with 
others. 

§ When they are not getting training and 
guidance from home - When kids don’t know how 
to perform tasks, play games, and don’t know what 
the family expectations are, they go somewhere 
where someone else will give them the skills. When 
they don’t have simple life skills to know how to 
handle situations or when circumstances are 
dangerous, they are easily sucked into harmful 
situations because they think others are having more 
fun than they are.  When others have more input into 
kids’ lives than their parents do, the level of parental 
influence is greatly lessened. 

§ When there is a lack of freedom at home - 
when there is a rigid regimen at home where kids 
don’t feel they can enjoy life, be spontaneous, have 
fun, and have friends over. 

§ When they are not stimulated and busy – this 
may lead to boredom and lethargic thinking. They 
will look for excitement, and it’s not going to be 
around your place! 

 
BE READY FOR THE BUMPS IN THE ROAD  

v The best way to deal with peer pressure is to be 
proactive. Anticipate possible issues before your kids 
ever show any signs of negative teen behavior.  

v Think about your own early years.   
v Read related books and search the Internet for 

information. 
 
ENSURE CONSTANT COMMUNICATION OCCURS 
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Kids will talk to those who have the time to listen and who value 
their opinions. 

§ Listen to your kids. You don’t need to make a judgment 
call on everything they discuss with you. Sometimes they 
just want to talk things over or think out loud. 

§ Ask your kids what they know about peer pressure and 
what thoughts they have about it. Ask what they see older 
kids doing that may cause their parents concern. 

§ Discuss with your preteens the issues they need to 
be prepared for:  

a) Changes in their bodies and in their thinking. 
b) Sexuality and the process of life. (If you don’t tell  
     them they will possibly be told in a way you would  
     not have wished). 
c) Boundaries and respectfulness when dating. 

§ Discuss independence, responsibility and accepting the 
authority of others. 

§ Talk about why and how teens may become 
pressured by others. Show them how and why to say, 
‘No’, when asked by their peers to do things they don’t feel 
comfortable with or that they know are contrary to what 
they know is right. 

§ Remind them of your family’s core values and how 
these values have positively affected your family’s lives.  
Explain that their friends may not agree with them. 
Remind them of how negative activities contravene your 
family values and what the consequences of violation are. 

§ Eat together at the table without the TV on. Make it 
family time where everyone gets to share their day. Try and 
keep the atmosphere positive and don’t make table time 
the place to be negative or bring up disciplinary matters. 

§ Keep the communication lines open at all times.  
Encourage your kids to tell you what they are thinking and 
what troubles them. Be understanding, but do not 
compromise your agreed core values. They really want you 
to guide them to make wise decisions. 
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KEEP YOUR TEENS BUSY 
Encourage healthy physical activities like team sports, 
membership in service clubs, Scouts etc. Vegetating and 
sedentary activities can lead to inappropriate Internet exposure, 
becoming overweight, and unhealthy ‘navel gazing’. If you keep 
kids busy, they expend their energies in activities that often 
stretch their own ability. When they feel good about their 
achievements and continue to strive for excellence, they become 
much less likely to be swayed by negative peer pressure.  
 
GIVE YOUR TEENS INCREASING RESPONSIBILITY 
From the time a child is 2 years old he/she can be trained to 
perform simple tasks. Train them to perform the tasks properly.  
Set house rules fairly so that each child has tasks to do each 
week. Make sure they know they cannot play until the tasks are 
performed. Do not make routine tasks a punishment e.g. ’You 
told a lie so you are on dishes for a month.’ As they grow older 
they have established the habit of sharing household chores, so 
gradually give them more adult responsibilities. By doing this 
you are instilling trust into your teens.   
Such responsibilities might include: handling money, 
driving the car, taking care of younger siblings, taking care of 
animals, having an ‘after school’ job, cooking evening meals, 
maintaining equipment like the car, bike, mower, or keeping a 
garden. 
 
DON’T BE AFRAID OF YOUR TEENS  
When there are no expectations, boundaries or consequences to 
teens’ negative behavior, they are not being taught what 
authority means.   

§ When teens are physically as big or bigger than their 
parents, then the parents can easily feel intimidated by 
them. It is imperative that parents are in control of their 
kids from the beginning. Kids should not rule the home.  
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§ When kids have not been disciplined they do not learn to 
become self-disciplined. They often don’t manage their 
anger appropriately and can become bullies. Little bullies 
become adult bullies. Undisciplined adults often lose jobs 
and some end up in jail because they will not submit to 
authority. 

 
MAKE YOUR HOME A GREAT PLACE FOR KIDS TO HANG 
OUT 

§ Make sure you make the home a happy and positive place 
to be. 

§ Encourage your kids to invite others over.  
§ Join in the fun with your kids and their friends sometimes. 

 
PRAISE TEENS’ GOOD IDEAS, DECISIONS AND 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

When family values are in place, then expectations, 
boundaries and consequences are already spelled out. Kids 
soon learn to make wise decisions when they experience 
praise for doing the right thing and receive consequences for 
negative decisions.  

§ When teens come up with good ideas, give them credit.  
Give them opportunities for input and ask their opinions 
on things. You may be surprised what great ideas they 
come up with. 

§ Tell them you are proud of them.   
§ Send them cards in the mail.   
§ Go to their games. Be the sideline screamers when they 

make a good play, but avoid loud criticism. 
§ It is not helpful to shield kids from failure. Parents need 

to walk through failures with their kids so they learn 
from the experience and move on.  When they know you 
are there to help them, they will not be so inclined to 
hide their failures and seek out others’ sympathy. 
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CHOOSE YOUR KIDS’ FRIENDS IF YOU HAVE TO 
Kids friends often do have a strong influence over them.  
When your kids suddenly start acting negatively or out of 
character, it is time to look at their friendships. When they are 
pre-teens you can have their friends come over to play and 
observe their friends’ behavioral tendencies. If their behavior 
is not a good influence you can say to the visiting child, “We 
do not allow Jonnie to…so please don’t do that while you are 
here.” You can also refuse to allow Jonnie to continue a 
relationship with friends who negatively influence him. You 
can ‘de-friend’ someone on Facebook. I guess you can ‘de-
friend’ someone who is not good for your child in their social 
circle! 
 

Teens are beginning to become more independent and it is 
not always appropriate to lay down the law about whom 
they choose to befriend. However, if you have strong 
family values and good healthy communication with your 
teen, then you can point out the changes in his/her 
behavior when they are around that person.  When your 
kids are mixing with friends who have similar values, 
there is usually not a problem. Try to ensure they are in 
wholesome groups. Let them know you love them and 
want the best for them and they will be more accepting of 
your advice regarding their friendships. 



 39 

 
1 4   R U L E S   K I D S   W O N ’ T   L E A R N   I N   1 4   R U L E S   K I D S   W O N ’ T   L E A R N   I N   

S C H O O LS C H O O L   
  

Rule No. 1:   Life is not fair. Get used to it. The average teenager 
uses the phrase “It’s not fair” 8.6 times a day. You got it from 
your parents, who said it so often you decided they must be the 
most idealistic generation ever. When they started hearing it 
from their own kids, they realized Rule No. 1. 
 
Rule No. 2:   The real world won’t care as much about your self-
esteem as much as your school does. It’ll expect you to 
accomplish something before you feel good about yourself. This 
may come as a shock. Usually, when inflated self-esteem meets 
reality, kids complain that it’s not fair. (See Rule No. 1) 
 
Rule No. 3:   Sorry, you won’t make $40,000 a year right out of 
high school. And you won’t be a vice-president or have a car 
phone either. You may even have to wear a uniform that doesn’t 
have a Gap label. 
 
Rule No. 4:   If you think your teacher is tough, wait ’til you get a 
boss. He doesn’t have tenure, so he tends to be a bit edgier. 
When you screw up, he’s not going to ask you how you feel 
about it. 
 
Rule No. 5:   Flipping burgers is not beneath your dignity. Your 
grandparents had a different word for burger flipping. They 
called it opportunity. They weren’t embarrassed making 
minimum wage either. They would have been embarrassed to sit 
around talking about Kurt Cobain all weekend. 
 
Rule No. 6:   It’s not your parents’ fault. If you screw up, you are 
responsible. This is the flip side of “It’s my life,” and “You’re not 
the boss of me,” and other eloquent proclamations of your 
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generation. When you turn 18, it’s on your dime. Don’t whine 
about it, or you’ll sound like a baby boomer. 
 
Rule No. 7:   Before you were born your parents weren’t as 
boring as they are now. They got that way paying your bills, 
cleaning up your room and listening to you tell them how 
idealistic you are. And by the way, before you save the rain forest 
from the blood-sucking parasites of your parents’ generation, try 
delousing the closet in your bedroom. 
 
Rule No. 8:   Your school may have done away with winners and 
losers. Life hasn’t. In some schools, they’ll give you as many 
times as you want to get the right answer. Failing grades have 
been abolished and class valedictorians scrapped, lest anyone’s 
feelings be hurt. Effort is as important as results. This, of course, 
bears not the slightest resemblance to anything in real life. (See 
Rule No. 1, Rule No. 2 and Rule No. 4.) 
 
Rule No. 9:   Life is not divided into semesters, and you don’t get 
summers off. Not even Easter break. They expect you to show up 
every day. For eight hours. And you don’t get a new life every 10 
weeks. It just goes on and on. While we’re at it, very few jobs are 
interested in fostering your self-expression or helping you find 
yourself. Fewer still lead to self-realization. (See Rule No. 1 and 
Rule No. 2.) 
 
Rule No. 10:   Television is not real life. Your life is not a sitcom. 
Your problems will not all be solved in 30 minutes, minus time 
for commercials. In real life, people actually have to leave the 
coffee shop to go to jobs. Your friends will not be as perky or 
pliable as Jennifer Aniston. 
 
Rule No. 11:   Be nice to nerds. You may end up working for 
them. We all could. 
 
Rule No. 12:   Smoking does not make you look cool. It makes 
you look moronic. Next time you’re out cruising, watch an 11-
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year-old with a butt in his mouth. That’s what you look like to 
anyone over 20. Ditto for “expressing yourself” with purple hair 
and/or pierced body parts. 
 
Rule No. 13:   You are not immortal. (See Rule No. 12.) If you are 
under the impression that living fast, dying young and leaving a 
beautiful corpse is romantic, you obviously haven’t seen one of 
your peers at room temperature lately. 
 
Rule No. 14:   Enjoy this while you can. Sure parents are a pain, 
school’s a bother, and life is depressing. But someday you’ll 
realize how wonderful it was to be a kid. Maybe you should start 
now. You’re welcome.  
 
[Attributed to Charles J. Sykes, 2007. From his book ’50 rules kids won’t learn in 
school’. These 14 rules were selected from his 50 and given in at least two 
commencement speeches, including Bill Gates. The latter did not write these rules 
according to Snopes.]  
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S H O U L D   K I D S ’   B E D R O O M S   B E   P R I V A T E  ?S H O U L D   K I D S ’   B E D R O O M S   B E   P R I V A T E  ?   
     
I have heard arguments for and against parents ‘invading their 
kids’ space’. Yes, I agree that children should have a place that 
they call their own. A child’s bedroom is their sanctuary. It is 
their own special place to play, read, rest and sleep without 
being disturbed. They can set up tea parties for their dolls, make 
castles with sheets or cardboard boxes and not have to pull them 
down because they are in the way of family traffic. Their 
bedroom is a place where they keep all the stuff that is dear to 
them, where girls write their diaries and boys plan their next 
escapades. It is a place where they can play with their friends or 
just daydream. 
 
That’s OK for small kids, but if you don’t occasionally visit your 
teen’s bedroom you might get attacked by large, super rats that 
feed on rotting stacks of pizza, pretzels, chips and filthy plates 
laden with other snacks wasted by your non-paying ‘guest’. 
Clothes may be ‘hung’ all over the floor and you wonder why 
your teen is asking to buy more outfits. It’s probably because he 
can’t find anything 4 layers down.  
 
There could be bottles of alcohol hidden in the closet you can’t 
even open because of the clothing and trash all over the floor. 
Who knows whether there are prescription drugs under the 
mattress? You wondered why you seemed to be running out of 
your Prozac and Oxycodin early and couldn’t locate your 
handgun recently. 
 
Do you get the point? It has happened so often in homes where 
parents have ‘honored’ their teens ‘right’ to have exclusive 
privacy.  
 
Looking back 
When I was a kid, I valued my own space probably more than 
most. My Dad remarried and within about five years there were 
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three little children added to the family. There were only three 
bedrooms in our small house and before they came along my 
brother had one very small bedroom, I had one and my parents 
the other. Where do you fit three little kids? My brother moved 
out of the home at about the time my second sister needed a 
room and I had to share my bedroom with a 3-4 year old.  
Sleeping permanently under the plum tree was not an option. I 
didn’t get the room to myself very often, but when I did it was 
great to be able to escape the busy, noisy environment and have 
my own stuff around me. 
 
I have heard many parents say the kids’ bedrooms are their own 
domain and if they can live in what resembles an ‘explosion in a 
mattress factory’ then so be it! I disagree. I think that children 
need to be taught that respect includes keeping their rooms 
tidy. They need to learn to care for their own stuff and know that 
everything has a place … other than the floor, the bed or the 
doorknob. As they grow up they then learn to care for their own 
stuff wherever they are, whether that be at school, at home or 
visiting their friends’ homes.  Part of teaching children to be tidy 
involves parents inspecting their bedrooms every week. 
 
Know what’s going on 
For their own safety, you need to know what is going on in every 
room in your home. For that reason your children need to 
understand that you will inspect their rooms whenever you 
choose, especially as tweens and teens. Too many times we have 
seen on the news that kids have been experimenting with 
explosives, drugs or been looking at pornography on the TV or 
computers in their bedrooms. I can’t think of one time that 
parents, upon being questioned by the media, have had any 
idea their kids were into illegal, unsafe or unsavory practices in 
their own home. 
 
As parents we have the responsibility, to the best of our ability, 
to keep our children, our home, our schools and our immediate 
neighborhood safe. In order to achieve this, we must be aware of 
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everything that is going on under our own roof and particularly 
in the ‘privacy’ of our kids’ bedrooms. We should observe our 
children’s behavior and monitor their friendships. The teen 
responsible for the Sandy Hook Elementary School shootings in 
the USA concocted the idea in his bedroom after watching 
violent movies. His mother was not sufficiently aware of his 
unstable mental condition.  
 
The two youths responsible for the high school shootings in 
Colorado conceived and constructed bombs and gathered 
assault rifles and loads of ammunition in one of their homes 
‘without their parents’ knowledge’. Their computers showed 
that they had visited dozens of sites on how to construct bombs, 
how to pull off mass murders and so on. The parents vowed they 
had no knowledge of that. Why not? Privacy issues? Parents 
can’t allow that degree of privacy and they should tell their 
children that the computer history would be randomly checked 
to see what sites have been visited. This is being a responsible 
parent, not a friend. Bedrooms need to be a fun, safe and 
peaceful place to be, but parents need to check to see that all 
activities are legitimate.  



 46 

 
M E D I A   A N D   O U R   K I D SM E D I A   A N D   O U R   K I D S   

 
Let’s face it, for many of us, our memories of play revolved 
around dolls, trucks, swings, balls, bats, bikes, and perhaps an 
outside tree house. We loved to listen to the kids’ request 
session on Sunday morning radio. We played board games and 
cards and had friends over to play. So what has changed from 
those ‘good old days’? 
 
One of the differences between then and now is that so much 
entertainment today requires no initiative or physical activity. 
Kids sit and watch movies on TV or watch DVD’s. They play video 
games, or hand held games. They sit for hours on the Internet, 
being potentially exposed to adult porn sites or talking in 
meaningless chat rooms. Teens would play with technology all 
day and into the night if we let them, and some parents do! Why 
and how did this happen? 
 
The terms of play have moved 
I think it has just basically sneaked up on parents. Today we live 
in such a technological and sedentary world that we have 
allowed our kids to follow it without question. In the 1960s-
1980s our life-styles were different, with one parent often home 
to supervise kids’ play time. To my two brothers and me, in 
recollection, supervision was almost non-existent. The 
expectation was that we would always be outside if it was fine. 
That was the order of the day in my culture in New Zealand. 
Some parents had the rule that their kids were to head home as 
soon as the streetlights came on.  
 
And this is precisely the point. The word ‘play’ suggests activity, 
and now kids are getting ‘played to’ instead of the other way 
around. Just sitting also encourages kids to snack as they watch. 
Snacks are usually full of saturated fat, salt or sugar. We have a 
major growing weight problem with all age groups in the U.S.A. 
and other developed countries. Much of it can be attributed to 
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poor diet and lack of activity. We also notice in the U.S.A. that 
most school kids, especially in Middle and High School, are not 
given a recess. They go to the cafeteria for lunch and then go 
back to class. Teens are even more into a sedentary lifestyle if 
they are not in a sports’ team. 
 
The mind artist 
I have always told my kids that their minds are a blank canvas.  
Once images are painted on that canvas, they are not easily 
removed. We need to protect our kids’ minds from negative 
input. Movies today are far more graphic than we ever knew. TV 
programs are much more explicit than ever before. Kids’ minds 
become numbed to the horror of those images. Their brain 
‘canvas’ is painted over and over with violent and extreme 
images, and we wonder where some kids get such cruel and 
violent ideas.   
 
There is much to be said for getting ‘one’s hands in the soil’. As 
well as the lack of activity that video games, Internet and movie 
watching brings, kids today are not often doing anything 
tactile…not getting their hands dirty by playing in the soil. Now, 
just in case you think I’m one of those weird ‘dirt people’, not 
so! It’s just the fact that the more we seem to get away from dirt 
the less real we seem. If you have gardens then teach your child 
how to plant and grow vegetables. Expect them to help you with 
work around the property. It all starts in the early years.  
 
We were visiting New Zealand recently and saw a dear little two-
year-old girl wearing what started off to be a spotless baby pink 
top and bottom. She had found a dirty puddle and, before long, 
she was covered in mud and was completely unaware of the 
amused crowd that had gathered around her. That was really 
cool and excellent parenting. We need to be less concerned with 
our kids getting dirty and more interested in connecting them 
with reality, not allowing them to sit eternally in front of screens. 
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Displaying some technology control 
Dare I suggest that at least three times a week parents turn off 
the TV, ban the video games and Internet, and send kids outside 
to play? This includes teens! They can ride their bike, tinker with 
a machine, skateboard, walk, explore a creek and the forest 
(bush) or find other creative things to do. Bookstores have 
activity books that you can use if you run out of ideas. Keep it 
simple and see what fun your kids can have. Develop a weekly 
family fun night where the kids, even your teens, enjoy the 
tradition of this special pleasurable time. 
 
There are many more healthy ways to entertain your teens than 
letting them sit and munch while painting with permanent 
markers on their memory canvases.  
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S M A R T   P H O N E S   A N D   Y O U R   T E E N A G E RS M A R T   P H O N E S   A N D   Y O U R   T E E N A G E R   

 
Evolutionary adaptation 
I’m waiting for the first worldwide announcement that a baby 
has been born with a smart phone built in to one ear. Evolution 
surely should recognize the need for this adaptation to our 
environment. We’ve adapted to a lot of things over the millennia 
so this shouldn’t be too far off. 
 
Just imagine all the new paraphernalia that industry could 
produce like they have with the I-phone. Gear to hold your ear 
from sagging under the weight of this new device. Rear-view 
mirrors to read messages would come in all sorts of designs, 
bling and colors (of course the phones would have to reverse the 
messages for us to read them in the mirror). We would be able 
to just speak and Siri-like voices would handle everything.  
 
Isn’t it disconcerting when you see someone walking around the 
supermarket and you’d swear they were talking to themselves, 
and then you notice that they have a tiny earpiece attached to 
them? Well, everyone may be walking around like that in the 
future! I imagine that the built-in phone will only mature at 
puberty. I wonder whether most parents will find it as difficult 
talking to their kids about this as they do talking about ‘the 
birds and the bees’? 
 
“So, Mr. Smart Alec”,  
You say, “What about the current smart phone and all its 
accessories?” What a wonderful invention! In one tiny 
technological device a person has their telephone, camera, set of 
encyclopedias, computer, calculator, word processor, post office, 
guitar tuner, address book, and access to thousands of useful 
and useless apps. Who would imagine that such a device could 
be invented? Who can fathom what the next 5 years will 
produce? 
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I sat in a local mall recently and watched people passing by. 
What an exhilarating experience! Teens especially are causing 
the mutation (being born with a phone appendage) to happen. 
I’m sure some of them have their phones to their ears just to 
‘look cool’, but have the phone switched off. They couldn’t 
afford the number of minutes that I see them using as they 
embark on their endless ramblings around the mall! Some of 
them I recognize and know they are ‘on free lunch’ at school, 
indicating that their parent(s) are categorized as being at the 
poverty level or below. If the phone is switched on and 
somebody is paying for the minutes, then a lot of what they are 
saying must be endless prater. Nobody can speak to anybody 
that long without running out of things to say! “What are you 
wearing?” “Did you hear about…”. So, the gossip mongering is 
now in full swing. 
 
Restaurant mayhem 
Don’t you just hate it when some loud-mouthed yobbo around 
you wants to let everyone in the restaurant know his business? 
He speaks as if the person at the other end is deaf. The person 
the other end can at least turn the volume down, but everyone 
near this guy has ears ringing from the loud and long sound 
bombardment. When he finishes after far too long on that 
blessed phone, he speaks to the people around him in a quiet, 
regular voice. 
 
I didn’t want to know about his sales targets, nor his problems 
with another staff member. I don’t want to hear about his 
marriage problems (So, who’s that trophy-wife-like person 
sitting at his table?)  
 
One day I even heard a guy, just days before Christmas, giving 
one of the people in his business notice that the company were 
no longer able to employ him. The business was downsizing. He 
was to gather his things together and would be escorted out by 
5:00 p.m. What a jerk! That conversation could have at least 
been a face-to-face encounter if he had any decency. What about 
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giving some thanks for the service that person had given the 
company. I didn’t want to, or need to, know that information. I 
just felt so sorry for the person being fed this horrible news right 
before Christmas Day.  
 
I often am privy to way too much information and I am left 
traumatized by the ear bashing and the angry thoughts I conjure 
up about hurting that person. 
 
Silent meals 
Then there are the couples and the families in the restaurant 
who sit there playing with their phones searching the Internet, 
texting, playing games and not a squeak comes out of their gobs 
(mouths). 
 
Now I’d much rather be sitting next to this sort of person/people 
while I’m trying to engorge myself, but it does concern me that 
the art of face-to-face conversation is rapidly going down the 
gurgler. I believe that to preserve any sense of family 
engagement parents need to set some parameters for when, 
where and how long they, and their kids, have their heads 
down, mouths closed and never a squeak they make. 
 
I have a nagging suspicion that some parents secretly appreciate 
having some devices that preoccupy their children. It’s a great 
babysitter for the younger siblings and an amazing distracter for 
would-otherwise-be surly teenagers. 
 
When visitors come 
We’ve been invited around to a few people’s places for a meal in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Now this is a really friendly city. In fact, it 
has been judged to be the friendliest city in the U.S.A. numerous 
times, but people just don’t invite you to their home for meals 
very often. 
 
On occasions we have gone to homes where the teenagers spend 
the whole night clutching their phone as if it was an extension to 
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their body parts. It has also been placed on the table during the 
meal and referred to several times during the course of dinner. I 
know these teenagers are waiting on results from a multi-million 
dollar lottery or acceptance of a huge business contract. Who am 
I to question their motives or the reason that precious phone is 
next to them or on them at any given moment? If their love life 
ever became as precious as this relationship between them and 
their phone it would stand strong forever! 
 
It seems like there is a new neurosis developing these days. The 
panic, the loss, the grief that follows the misplacement of a 
person’s phone is stronger in some cases than the loss of 
Grandma. It is pitiful to watch the person’s behavior when their 
phone goes missing and the inexplicable joy if it is ever found. 
It’s like a child had been kidnapped and has since been found 
unharmed. That will take 20 therapy sessions to deal with the 
trauma and an amazing windfall for the therapist. I’ve just made 
an executive decision! I want to be a therapist!  
 
You’re just prejudiced against smart phones! 
No, I have an I-phone and I will admit that I don’t use up many 
minutes in a month. I don’t particularly like talking for long on 
the phone as I’d much rather talk with people face-to-face. 
When that’s not possible the phone is OK. I have more than 
enough minutes available so I didn’t splurge out and purchase 
an unlimited texting service, because, if I can’t see the person to 
talk to I’d much rather speak to them than text. It’s like I have 
layers of preference. 
 
I cannot even begin to make rules or expectations for other 
people, but I am very concerned when I see a whole generation 
of teens and young adults becoming less able to engage in 
formal or even casual communication. It’s not uncommon to 
observe a whole table of teenagers all with their heads down 
engaged in smart phone activities and rarely is a word spoken. 
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Rules of engagement 
If you think I’m old-fashioned, ‘fuddy-duddy’ or just plain crazy 
at this point, just skip over the rest of this chapter and go on to 
the next. For those who read on I just want to suggest a few 
pointers that might help you raise teenagers who might retain at 
least some of their humanity and not turn into automatons or 
robots. 

Ø While eating out no phones are to be used. If someone calls 
(unless it is the babysitter) let it roll over to voicemail. 

Ø When you are home, no phones are brought to the table or 
answered. Use this time as special positive family 
conversation time.  

Ø If you want to be really austere have a basket on a shelf by 
the door that your teenagers drop their phones in on 
arriving home or chargers they can plug into for the next 
day. Some families restrict TV use so you can do that with 
phones, too. Just remember who’s in charge, you or the 
kids? If they complain, too bad, so sad! They’ll get over it. 
When they are legally an adult or are paying the bills then 
that’s another matter.  

Ø In our family, before the advent of cell phones, we 
restricted our kids to 2x10 minute calls a night only to 
friends that didn’t go to their school. Any school friends 
had the chance of talking with them through the day. If we 
heard any inane conversations or gossip being spoken the 
calls were terminated immediately. You can use the oven or 
microwave timers if you are not good at estimating time. 

Ø Avoid texting them to come to meals unless you live in a 
5,000-8,000 square foot (465 - 743 sq. meters) mansion 
where it may be hard to find someone! 

Ø Use the confiscation of a cell phone for acute disciplinary 
measures. This is similar to taking up their car keys once 
they own a vehicle or hanging up their bike or skateboard 
when they were younger. 

Ø Make it well understood before you give a cell phone to a 
child that you will be checking it at least once a week to 
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ensure they’re not in dangerous chat rooms, that people 
aren’t cyber bullying or sexting them or anything else you 
feel needs checking on. Their safety and that of others 
should be paramount. If you find that your child has been 
doing those things to others confiscate the phone 
immediately, deal with the problem and then tell them 
that they will have to earn their way back to full use of the 
phone. Just remember that we got by without the use of 
mobile phones, and we survived!! 

 
I know a lot of people won’t do what I have suggested because 
they are scared of their kids’ reactions or don’t see it the way I 
do. That’s OK, but you will have to live with the results of those 
choices. 
 
In short 
Smart phones are amazing, but your kids’ lives and their 
development into great adults imply that they are giving 
balanced time to all the other activities that help shape them. 
Finding their purpose and reaching their potential will not be 
realized with their head always bowed in reverence to their 
mobile phone.  
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THE  TWO THE  TWO --   WAY  CONVERSATIONWAY  CONVERSATION  

 
I wonder if we really grasp the significance of two-way 
conversations with our kids? Much of our time is spent talking at  
them rather than enjoying their contributions and seeking out 
their opinions. Maybe it is because we spend so much of the 
early training years telling them what to do, we don’t realize the 
point at which our kids begin to think for themselves, and have 
valuable input into our conversations.   
 
Create time 
The best way to get kids to talk to you is to create time for it to 
happen. Kids will know they are really being listened to when we 
stop what we are doing, sit down, eyeball them, and act like we 
have nothing else to do. Kids always know when we are not 
really listening. It has something to do with the lack of 
enthusiastic response like, “Ah-huh!” My daughter says to me, 
“Mom, I know you are thinking about something else. What did I 
just say?” Fortunately, I can always repeat what she just said, but 
I have to admit that my brain is often multi-tasking and I am not 
giving her my full attention.   
 
When we don’t listen, kids can feel like we don’t care and may 
give up talking to us. They will often go elsewhere for that 
sympathetic ear they need. The sympathetic ear may not always 
be attached to someone we would want our child to have a 
relationship with. If we don’t listen, we lose valuable 
opportunities to guide them and, unfortunately, in some 
instances, they will close us out. 

 
Here are some times, places, and opportunities we have found 
that stimulate two-way conversations with our kids: 
 
Returning from school 
When kids first come home from school they often like to just sit 
quietly and unwind. Let them do that for ten minutes or so. If 



 56 

you are home, then chat with them over a snack with the TV off. 
It’s a great time for kids to recount the day’s events.   

 
The family table is found again 
Eating at the family table together is the perfect time to support 
and encourage one another by sharing accomplishments and 
concerns. Do you remember what a family table is? It’s not your 
lap in front of TV. It’s usually wood and has four legs and can be 
found in a place we used to call the dining room. It’s probably 
stacked with all sorts of things. It’s a good resting place for all 
and sundry. Let’s clear all that stuff and return it to its rightful 
place. Even if a child is misbehaving at the table the parent 
needs only to quietly remove the child so the rest of the family 
can enjoy positive table talk.   
 
If you make dinnertime a place for listening to one another, then 
you will find kids won’t want to miss out on this regular event.  
Research shows that by sitting at the family table for meals, 
without the TV on, kids are far less likely to get into trouble.  
Why is this? I believe it is because by sharing our thoughts, 
feelings and things that we’re involved in, individuals feel they 
have value. They talk about issues and how to handle them. They 
know they have the support of the family. Conversing at the 
table is where most of the core family values are established and 
discussed. Teenagers need that open-communication channel or 
they will turn off. You can’t afford that to happen. 

 
I feel a song coming on 
Remember the song, “Ain’t it funny, but we don’t talk 
anymore.” Unfortunately, that applies to many families today. 
We need to be mindful that to run a functional family, and to get 
through raising teenagers relatively unscathed, we need to work 
very hard on this aspect of family life. We are offered so many 
opportunities to listen to our kids. We just need to avail 
ourselves of those precious times. Take them out, one by one on 
a date. This should be a special time with a parent. Do what they 
want to do and talk about what they want to talk about. Make it 
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quantity and quality time. Going to the movies, the library, a 
ball game, or watching TV together are good for building 
positive relationships. However, if you want to have fruitful 
conversations make sure you pick activities where you can talk. 
Go to the park. Go to a café or other eating establishment. Sit 
down by a lake, a river, or the beach. Go fishing. Walk a hiking 
track. Talk about serious and frivolous things. Have a good 
laugh. Let the kids express themselves. You need to know what 
they are thinking, and as they get into their later teens. Accept 
that they may see things differently than you do. Although that 
may be hard to adjust to, it’s reality.  

 
In short 
The important thing is to ground your children in strong family 
values so that when others present them with opinions that may 
differ from their own, especially in their teen years, their family 
values will help them offer wise responses. What they have 
learned will serve them well in their professions, in their 
relationships with others and will give them the ability to use 
words rather than limbs to help them negotiate, express their 
feelings and fulfill what they have been designed to do. 
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I N   CI N   C O N C L U S I O N  …  Y O U R   T E E NO N C L U S I O N  …  Y O U R   T E E N   
 
What amazing potential you have sewn up in your teenagers. 
They have the opportunity of changing the world. Just believe it! 
Who knew that Bill Gates or Steve Jobs would have so much 
influence and change the world through technology? 
 
Going back in time, who knew that Eli Whitney, Einstein, 
Marconi, Gotlieb Daimler, Henry Ford, Thomas Edison and so 
many others would add so much to life as we know it now? 
 
Little did Joseph and Mary know how much Jesus would 
transform the world and change so many lives? 
 
You have in your care precious cargo that needs shaping, that 
requires nurturing, and that has to be disciplined. These human 
gifts have to be taught what respect and responsibility are and 
how to make wise choices. Your teens also need to receive plenty 
of time and guidance from you. They need copious amounts of 
love and affection and parents who are prepared to say ‘No’ and 
‘Not now’.  Only then will they know how much you care and 
how much you want them to be people of character that others 
can rely on and admire.  
 
One of the greatest things a parent can receive is the joy of 
seeing their teenager grow into an amazing adult who in turn 
raises extraordinary kids.  
 
Let them see the best in you, their heroes.  
 
All power to you warrior parents (as opposed to worrier 
parents)! Be encouraged! 
 
Don’t forget that you have plenty of help on hand that is free. Our website 
www.forefrontfamilies.org  
and our blogsite:               www.forefrontfamilies.blogspot.com  
 


