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Part I:
Writing as Parents and Authors


Once the realization is accepted that even between the closest of human beings infinite distances continue to exist, a wonderful living side by side can grow up, if they succeed in loving the distance between them which makes it possible for each to see the other whole against the sky.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters: 1910-1926




[image: ]JEANNE 
As we set out to write this book, I ask myself why the idea of adolescence causes such a strong reaction in most people. When I tell other parents the topic of our next book, the reply is always a pleading, “Could I have it now, pleeeease?” Perhaps this response comes from our own memories, on some level, of the feelings of awkwardness, anxiety, confusion, self-doubt, and loneliness we experienced during those years. To parent our own children through this tumultuous time, must we, too, relive those pains? Has our own subsequent journey since puberty yielded us enough wisdom to guide our teens through adolescence unscathed? Is it actually possible to enjoy our children’s quantum leap in independence during this new stage of development without feeling a total loss of control? Can we finally put to rest the shame of old embarrassments, unforgiven mistakes, and mishandled relationships that still plague us from our high-school days? Whether or not we are prepared, having a teenager in the house brings to light buried personal issues and family struggles, like lifting old stones and finding a mess of worms beneath their earthy surfaces. All that remains unresolved within us from our own adolescence colors our vision of our teenagers’ experiences, reactions, and needs.




To my parenting adventure I bring the unresolved issues of confusing relationships with peers and teachers whose mixed messages led me into emotionally hurtful experiences and deep feelings of isolation and loneliness. Will my awareness that I had no one to confide in or to ask advice from lead me to intrude upon our teenage son’s privacy or independent thinking? Or will I leave him to work things out on his own like I had to? My sense of loneliness led me into a whirlwind of relationships and activities that kept me constantly surrounded by people, detached from my own true feelings and needs. Might I be tempted to restrict our teen’s activities too much or to push him into relationships too soon, because of my own leftover fears? These personal issues will either give me the insight to be a wise guide or cloud my ability to see who our teenager really is and what he really needs. Since I am working with that valuable tool called hindsight, I hope my experiences enhance my parenting vision, and I can settle somewhere between the extremes of what I think my son should need or do. We cannot help but be influenced by our own past. Our task is to become aware of that influence and set it aside whenever necessary to deal with our teens’ lives, clearly and fairly.

Our teenager’s world is a very different world than the one I experienced as a teenage girl—a small, conservative, Midwestern town in the nineteen sixties. Although we had our share of fatal car accidents, unplanned pregnancies, shoplifting, alcoholism, cigarette smoking, truancy, and fist fights, students rarely brought knives or guns to school; AIDS was unheard of; and the traffic of crack, smack, and even pot had not yet arrived. Sniffing glue or gasoline was the common way to get high, and a father’s liquor cabinet was an easy source for achieving altered states of consciousness. In some ways, I feel ill equipped to guide our teen, because the world seems a much more dangerous place than it used to be, with many more life-altering decisions to make. What if my usually law-abiding teen comes home drunk one night? Or he flat-out refuses to do his homework? Or I find condoms in his underwear drawer? Or he suddenly loses interest in everything that had given him pleasure and starts giving his personal belongings away? Or he tells us he is gay? What do I do?

It is my hope that this book will provide a structure and offer insight about who our teens are at each stage of their adolescent development. We learn where their focus of development is centered, what challenges they are and are not capable of meeting, and what they need to feel loved and a part of our family. It becomes apparent that the needs of our teens change dramatically between ages thirteen and seventeen. This philosophy of development becomes a vessel within which to hold the advice, suggestions, new insights, and guidance we hope will support you in parenting your teenagers. It is my intent that this information will help set parents free from the restricted vision and hidden fears we almost certainly bring with us from our own adolescence and enable us to see our growing children “whole against the sky.”
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At a recent “Raising A Daughter” workshop, Jeanne and I discussed girls and the teen years. A mother raised her hand with the following question: “How do I get my daughter to tell me the truth about her thoughts and experiences of drugs and sex?” Jeanne responded to her question and then asked, “How old is your daughter?” The mother paused and said, “Well, only three.” She shared that she was so worried about the teen years that she wanted to start working now on how to deal with these issues so she would be ready when the time came. This is only one example of the fears we hear from fathers and mothers who prematurely focus on teen issues, while their babies can hardly walk and talk. The adolescent years have elicited such fear in today’s parents that many are afraid for their own babies to grow up!




In my work as a therapist and seminar leader, I hear an urgent plea from parents for help, for books, for information, for practical solutions to living with teenagers. A quick survey of a bookstore parenting section shows that most books are guides focusing on infants and younger children. We see this trend ending as the children of baby-boomer parents become teenagers.

Interestingly, the word “teenager” can be traced to the New York Times, 1947, where it is known to have first appeared in print as part of an editorial. In our books Raising A Son and Raising A Daughter, we pinpoint the adolescent years from ages thirteen to eighteen, concluding with young adult issues to age twenty-nine. Prior to 1947, or thereabouts, the teen years meant adulthood for most. In less than a few decades, adolescence has become a thriving industry with many adults reluctant to “grow up.” Before 1947, young people between thirteen and eighteen years of age wore adult clothing. Today, adults wear clothes created for a younger and younger market, influenced by the media and fashion industry.

Comedian Bill Cosby said in a graduation speech, “They asked me to say a few words about going out into the world. Here they are: ‘Don’t go.’ ” His joke is actually a description of how many of us feel; we still don’t want to grow up. We are obsessed with youth; we long for fewer burdens, wishing we could live without the baggage of divorce, addiction, emotional problems, and the inevitable life events that catch up with us through time. Here is my motivation for writing this book:

I strongly believe that ALL parents (and I include myself here) are still psychologically stuck in one or some of the many phases of normal teen development. When our teenage children reach the stages (ages) where we have our own significant unresolved hurt or pain, we become caught in emotions and confusion that we don’t understand. We may try to enforce rigid control over our teens, rather than offering guidance and limits. We may go unconscious about the very things we ourselves did or didn’t do as a teen and hesitate to see the problem as ours. We may be slow to get outside help, finding out from the police, school, friends, other parents, or relatives that our teen has a secret life that we knew nothing about.



We may ignore our spouses and get caught up in trying to live our teenage dreams through our teenage child. We may have affairs when our oldest son or daughter hits puberty, because our own desires are unfulfilled. We may fail to deal with the issues in our own failing marriages. We may mistakenly believe that our teens are now old enough to take care of themselves, and we resume our full lifestyles, leaving them too much on their own. We may go to a therapist to find out how to get our teens to listen to us, yet refuse to deal with our own depression, grief, addictions, difficult marriages, need for medication, and our own teenage conflicts. I know this is true, because I work with these parents, speak to these parents, and most importantly, am one of these parents. I write this book because I, too, need help. We all need help—for our own selves, our parenting partners, our younger children, and our teens. Where do we get it?

First, we must seek support from each other. Parenting in isolation invites a struggle where perhaps no struggle is necessary. Teens have the time to network, and we must create the time to find out what other parents are doing and to join them in finding solutions. Secondly, we must deal with our own personal issues, our marriages, our careers, and our teens as a family, seeking professional help when necessary. Thirdly, by understanding the developmental stages of adolescence, we become more able to participate in the lives of our teens and to be there with them as much as we can.

We write this book to offer a guide through teenager territory. This guide, however, does not only propose parenting solutions for the teen years. I hope this book also opens a window to the soul—our unfulfilled desires, likes, and dislikes. Through this window lies hope for our teens and our own selves. Through this window lies the vision of how to turn the curse of having to grow up into a gift. The gift of being grown up is the freedom to create meaning and joy instead of chasing pleasure and avoiding pain. We cannot lead well, if we cannot model. I hope this book offers insight during the tough times. There is much healing, meaning, freedom, fun, and joy—not always pleasurable but often rewarding—awaiting us when we choose to finish up our personal business of growing up. With parents who are striving to heal, a young person will fall, land, and begin to live an earthly life filled with compassion and love.
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What Is A Teenager?


Don’t laugh at youth for his affectations; 
he is only trying on one face after another to find 
his own.

—Logan P. Smith
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It’s the smells I notice the most. I remember how delicate the smells were in the baby’s room, of sweet powder and freshly washed blankets. Even the diapers had a soft, light smell. And our baby smelled new, warm, dreamy, like clouds would smell, if they did; a scent from another world. Now, the smells around our teen have a heavier quality, take up more space; a rich, damp earthiness, almost too sharp to the senses. The smells of emotions colliding with each other hang thickly like fog, repelling, yet exciting all at the same time. I am reminded of a wet dog, still the same loyal friend, but leaving a trail of acrid dankness behind him. Our friend Carolyn says that her teenage sons’ room has that “boy smell!”
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It’s the mood, the air around them that strikes me so definitely about teenagers. Little ones have sort of a chirpiness about them, almost a bird-like presence that carries them along several feet off the ground in their enthusiasm. Teens literally become heavier, flopping onto the sofa, stomping down the hallway. They don’t seem to do it on purpose; they are simply becoming more earth-bound, spend more time on the horizontal. And the air around them becomes thicker, darker, sharper, crackling with something like electricity. A friend and I sat watching a ballgame in the family room when his fourteen-year-old daughter walked in. The room was immediately crowded but not because there were now more people. She was loud and took up space without saying a word. When she left, a presence lingered that said, “I was here!”



Not Flowers, But Weeds

Adolescence seems to cause most parents more dread, more worry, more loss of self-confidence, and more wonder than any other stage of childhood. Why is this often such a confusing time? Why do so many of us look back on our own teenage years and cringe, thankful that we do not have to live them over again, except through our children’s experiences? One answer to these questions lies in our misconception of who our teenagers are or should be.

Parents as gardeners and children as flowers have been popular parenting analogies, ones we ourselves have used in our previous books, and analogies that are quite fitting for the years between birth and twelve. However, seeing our adolescent children as flowers somehow does not ring true. Yes, they are still growing and blooming, still needing proper nourishment, and trimming here and pruning there, but their growth and development have a different quality than the flowering plants of childhood. Their faces no longer search for the sun; their limbs no longer reach skyward. Eugene Schwartz, Waldorf educator, author, and internationally known lecturer, writes of teenagers, “And what of the abnormal, poisonous plant? Here we see a picture of adolescence!”(1) Like weeds, our teens go through a period of growing inward, turning away from the light, seeking to create a space within themselves that clearly says, “This is me!” Like weeds, young teenagers create a private, inner pocket; they turn back upon themselves, rejecting and closing off from what they had previously rejoiced in, withdrawing from the forces of nature that had previously nurtured them. The dilemma for the parent as gardener becomes a process of learning how to care for a weed, when all the experiences we have ever had with weeds propel us to spray them dead, dig them out, and throw them away. Many of us gain a therapeutic satisfaction from digging weeds in our gardens, ridding our flower beds of that gangly plant that refuses to grow like the other flowers; its leaves a little too sharp, its stem a bit too woody, its essence too poisonous. Some days we all feel the urge to yank the teenage weed by the roots, shake some sense into it, and throw it out the window! But the feeding and caring of a teenage weed is a much more delicate bit of gardening. It is native to our family garden, and we are responsible for its care, its well-being, and its development.

Teenagers Are Not Adults

Another reason the teenage years are so difficult is that culturally it is a relatively new stage of life. The world has not always recognized teenagers as we know them. The phenomenon of adolescence is only about one hundred years old. Even as recently as the 1930s, a young teenager’s dress and hairstyle remained juvenile, while an older teen’s were strikingly similar to an adult’s. The recognized cultural symbols that distinctly separate teens from adults today were then just developing. Up until the last century, boys as young as nine or ten were apprenticed to a craftsman, expected to work from sunup to sundown, learning and plying a trade. Girls as young as twelve or thirteen were given away in marriage to bear children for the rest of their short lives. Both boys and girls were initiated into the adult world seemingly overnight. One day they were children, living and playing among the women; the next day, through the time-honored rituals of their particular cultures, they were permanently inducted into the ranks and responsibilities of adulthood. It was unheard of to be supported by one’s parents beyond the age of fourteen. An adult of the nineteenth century would scratch his head in wonder at the seemingly idle years of adolescence when our children voraciously explore the world in search of who they are.

Today’s parents face an entirely different series of responsibilities from the parents of yesteryear. Then, a father used his political connections or business acumen to place his son as an apprentice, a page, or possibly a student preparing for life in the Church. Daughters were married to men of suitable social rank and financial matches. Preferences, skills, and talents may have been taken into consideration, but a father’s decision concerning a child’s future was usually final. Nowadays, the long search for self seems, from a contemporary parent’s point of view, to stretch ominously into a distant hereafter. We are required to feed, clothe, listen to, encourage, comfort, make rules, set consequences, follow through, spend money on, endure criticism from, educate, and drive our teenagers everywhere, and when they are old enough, allow them to drive our cars! The transition from childhood to adulthood is unclear, the pathway often treacherous, the results unknown.


From the wild, stupid stunts and the hard time I gave my parents, I sometimes wonder how I ever survived my teenage years. I was lucky to keep from doing myself in, but I’m sure my parents often wanted to kill me! How relieved they must be that I have a family and a job of my own now.

—Nathan, thirty-one



Most parents expect the dramatic changes that having a first baby brings to a family. Few of us, however, realize how great the impact of our children turning into teenagers will be. We are shocked. The world of the family we once knew is falling apart. We thought that it would be easier when our children got older. Because they look like adults, we expect them to be more adult, but half the time these capable-looking people are tuned out, clueless, or simply not interested. They need just as much attention and supervision as they did when they were three; the difference being that the three-year-old could be picked up and taken to his room! Now, the only thing keeping our teenage children at home is our relationship with them. Without a sense of loyalty and belonging, some teenagers opt to leave their families and survive surprisingly well on the streets through a series of secret, well-guarded shelters.


After two months of wondering where she was, my daughter came home. I was shocked to learn about the rooftop hideaways where ten to twelve kids at a time hang out and sleep, sharing whatever food they can find or steal. She was fairly clean and proud of herself, but she said that she was tired of the struggle and wanted to work things out with us at home.

—Jennifer, thirty-nine



Under A Critical Eye

Our toddler’s “No” phase was a trying time, and we sometimes felt stretched beyond our patience at this little being who wanted to do everything her way. That “No!” however, held less sting than the “No!” from our teenager. This fifteen-year-old “No!” often hits close to the bone; accuses us of flawed thinking; of not being able to understand; of somehow being out of touch with what is REALLY going on; old-fashioned, “for Pete’s sakes!” The old saw, “Do as I say, not as I do,” does not hold up anymore, and we are held very strictly accountable for what we think, say, and do. There is no leniency in the heart of a teen, and we parents are dissected, keenly examined, and stretched out to dry in the merciless light of the adolescent’s critical eye. Parents cope best during the teenage years when we are able to separate the process that our children must pass through from our own sense of well-being and accomplishment. They criticize our behavior, point out our weaknesses, and find flaws in our moral values. They poke holes in our thinking, sneer at our solutions, and shun our advice. Then they seek out our support, plead for guidance, and are frustrated at our lack of understanding. All of this is part of the teenage tasks that enable our young people to make sense of the world and their place in it. It is not surprising that we are confused from one moment to the next about what our teens need from us.

What is apparent is how extraordinarily important good role modeling becomes during our children’s teen years. Whether or not we actually practice the values we claim to uphold dramatically affects our credibility and any influence we hope to have on the opinions, beliefs, and choices our teenagers make. Our sharp-eyed adolescents detect even the tiniest incongruities between our beliefs and our behaviors. Do we expect them to tell us the truth when we tell little white lies to friends, co-workers, and family? For example, turning down an invitation by saying we already have plans when we don’t, or calling in sick to work, because we would rather play golf that day. Do we insist on our teen’s honest behavior, such as returning a found wallet with all of the cash intact, when we cheat on our income taxes or fail to report a mistake made in our favor by a check-out clerk or our bank? Or, do we forbid them to smoke when we ourselves smoke three packs a day? How can we expect our teens to sort through the complex impulses of their burgeoning sexuality, when our own sexual fears, needs, and desires are unconscious or out of control? When our children enter adolescence we are challenged, more than ever, to live our lives the way we want our children to live theirs.

This means that if we smoke a pack a day, but don’t want our fourteen-year-old to start, we must set the example and quit! Although it is well known that recovering from nicotine addiction is harder than quitting heroin, it is a matter of life and death—ours and our children’s—that we do it. It means that if we reach for a six-pack the minute we get home from work and don’t stop until we’ve demolished it, yet we are terrified of our sixteen-year-old getting behind the wheel after sneaking a beer, we must reconsider our actions. Besides, it is clearly impossible to participate in a coherent family conversation over dinner after a whole bottle of wine, a couple of scotches, or three martinis. It means that if we are engaged in an extramarital affair, but fly into a rage when we find a diaphragm in our daughter’s sweater drawer or condoms in our son’s gym bag, we must examine the double standard in our value system.

It is crucial to remember that what we do will be reflected back to us by our children. However, it is also important to realize that setting high standards and embodying those standards for our teens will not guarantee good behavior—far from it. But, we have to start somewhere, and teenagers can smell hypocrisy a mile away.

A Second Birth

Parents of teenagers, take heart! There is hope for us all! These years are not a confusing mess, although it feels that way. Our teens’ behavior is not inexplicable, although it looks that way. The teenage years herald the development of a new way of thinking—a second birth. “A second birth?” you may ask. A second birth. Our teenagers’ brains are beginning to think in a new way. With the onset of puberty appears a beginning ability to transcend the literal, pictorial thinking of the elementary-school-aged child. Intermittently, young adolescents dip into the clear, unemotional perspective of logical thinking. They suddenly see cause and effect. They notice dichotomies in the thinking and actions of others, especially their parents. They have a new ability to explore ideas developed by others, and they become attached to an ideology and spend endless hours debating its attributes.


When Jamie began to explore philosophical ideas, I was excited. At last my son and I might share a real interest. What I didn’t realize at the time, however, was that his newly developed ideals were based on half-digested and little understood assumptions. When I logically pointed out the holes in his theories, he became offended, sullen, extremely stubborn, and withdrawn. I later understood that his ideas were explorations, tests, of his new, tentative ability to think about the questions of social interaction, societal woes, and human needs. When I assaulted his logic, he felt foolish and embarrassed. We had a much better time of it when I helped him follow his thoughts through to a consequence, a result, a conclusion.

—Jeremy, forty-nine



Our teens are able to follow their own thoughts to conclusion, to plan and to think about the future. When an especially gifted teacher offers just the right invitation, a teen’s appetite for learning becomes insatiable. If we wonder why they act so differently, it’s because they ARE different.

And yet, just when we thought they could assume more responsibility for themselves, they surprise us by doing something that we consider just plain stupid. How many times have we wondered, “Why in the world did he do that? Wasn’t he thinking?” Yes, he was thinking but thinking in the way he knows best, developed from an earlier age, between eight and twelve. Knowing, however, that it is his wobbly, teenage thinking that steered him off course, we can avoid worrying that he is flawed, that we have done something very wrong in our parenting, or that we failed him in some way. Our teenager is learning how to walk all over again—this time with his brain—and sometimes he will fall down.


I came into the kitchen just in time to see black smoke rolling out of the vents in the microwave. Jennie, thirteen, was running around the kitchen, shouting, “Mom, help! Smoke! What shall I do?” I immediately put on oven mitts, opened the microwave, and carried a charred, smelly mess out the back door. After opening the windows and turning on the fans, I asked my distraught daughter how long she had cooked her now crisp lunch. “Twenty-one minutes, just what the box said.” We both looked at the directions on the box. “Cook for two and one-half minutes (2½ minutes),” I read aloud. “Oh, I wondered what that ‘slash two’ meant,” she said.

—Marianne, forty-six



To really understand where this new way of thinking comes from, we need to understand how the thinking life develops from the start. From the day of their birth, our children naturally unfold with our guidance to become adults, growing from dependent imitators of others’ behaviors to independent thinkers with their own mature beliefs, opinions, and ideas. The three stages of childhood development—the Willing Years (from birth to seven), the Feeling Years (from eight to twelve), and the Thinking Years (from thirteen to nineteen)—build upon each other to bring each girl and boy to his and her full potential as human beings. Thinking for themselves gives teens freedom, independence, and the capacity to learn responsibility. When we understand the development of the thinking life in the adolescent, we find the kind of love necessary to tend to the spikes and thorns, the stinging comments, the noxious odors, and the seductive beauty inherent in every teen’s struggle to give birth to the human soul.

Recommended Reading


Oneness and Separateness: From Infant to Individual, by Louise J. Kaplan, Simon and Schuster, New York, 1978. Brilliantly interpreting the child development theories of Margaret Mahler, this book explores the inner emotions and experiences of the child.

Lifeways: Working With Family Questions, by Gudrun Davy and Bons Voors, Hawthorn Press, Gloucestershire, U.K., 1983. This easily read book offers a collection of wonderfully insightful essays about family issues.

Children Without Childhood: Growing Up Too Fast in the World of Sex and Drugs, by Marie Winn, Penguin Books, New York, 1983. Provocative and insightful, the disintegration of family life is traced from the 1960s to the present.

Steiner Education in Theory and Practice, by Gilbert Childs, Floris Books, Edinburgh, U.K., 1991. Childs offers a clear exploration of the child development theories of Rudolf Steiner, creator of Waldorf education.
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1. Eugene Schwartz, “Adolescence: The Search for the Self,” a lecture given at the Austin Waldorf School, Austin, Texas, 22 Sept. 1989, 4.
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