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  Teenagers are perplexing, intriguing, and spirited creatures. In an attempt to discover the secrets to their thoughts and actions, parents have tried talking, cajoling, and begging them for answers. The result has usually been just more confusion, but new and exciting light is being shed on these veiled marauders. What was once thought to be hormones run amuck can now be explained with modern medical technology. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and positron emission tomography (PET) scans view the human brain while it is alive and functioning. Thanks to a group of dedicated neuroscientists, we can actually see which areas of the teenage brain are involved in various thought processes. To no one’s surprise, the teenage brain is under heavy construction! These discoveries are helping parents understand the (until now) unexplainable teenager. Neuroscience can help parents adjust to the highs and lows of teenage behavior.


  PUTTING THE PUZZLE TOGETHER


  Did you know . . .


  
    	teens are sculpting a brand-new brain?


    	parts of the brain increase in efficiency by 100 percent during adolescence?


    	teenagers and adults rely on different parts of the brain? Teen brains are ruled by emotion and adult brains by logic.


    	mirror neurons allow us to experience the drink, the smile, and the hug vicariously?


    	there will be over one thousand trillion (that’s 1,000,000,000,000,000!) synaptic connections in the teen’s brain by the end of adolescence?

  


  Who is this straight-A student who leaves the homecoming lock-in dance because she feels “imprisoned”? Who is the middle schooler who flies into a rage when, after four hours of playing on the Internet, he is told by his parents it’s time to do homework? This perplexing, moody, and sometimes defiant creature is someone adults have wrestled to understand for ages. But with new technology, we can look beyond hormones and growth spurts to the field of neuroscience for enlightenment. It isn’t just bodies that are blooming during the teenage years: brains are also blossoming.


  One of my favorite stories was shared by a woman about her own adolescence. She recalled how when she was a young teen her mother had taken her dress shopping for a family portrait. After hitting multiple stores, her mother insisted that she, the teenager, buy a dress that she absolutely hated. It looked like something her mother, or maybe even grandmother, would wear, and she thought she looked hideous in it. In spite of her pleading and whining, her mother simply refused to exchange the dress. So she did what any card-carrying, self-serving adolescent would do: She staged a burglary. First, she ransacked her home, then herself, and then the dress. She then called her mom to report the incident; this all seemed logical at the time. After an initial assessment of the scene by the mom, it was obvious that her daughter was fine and that nothing had been taken from the home. In fact, she noticed the only damage was to her daughter’s dress. Upon this realization, her mother paused, stared straight at her daughter, and then started the conversation with a common parent mantra, “ What were you thinking?!”


  As a parent of four and an educator, I’ve witnessed firsthand the erratic and often incomprehensible behavior of adolescents. For example, my own high school junior, James, just flew out the door on his way to get his early bird ID picture taken for school. This is a picture students wear for identification throughout the school year. He had greased his hair in a style reminiscent of Danny Zuko in Grease and had borrowed a pair of horn-rimmed glasses for the photo shoot. About a third of his class has decided to do something similar. The fact that they will wear these IDs for a full year never crossed their minds.


  For many years I believed, as many parents still do, that all the inexplicable, often frustrating bad-boy behavior of teenagers had to do with puberty and maturity. After all, how many times have you heard the phrase “hormones are raging”? Teens are children in adult bodies, puberty is striking, and they are too emotionally immature to handle it. And then in came the cavalry—neuroscientists from all over the world dressed in lab coats and equipped with fMRI and PET scans collectively scrutinizing the most perplexing of entities, the teenager. Information began to pour in, and the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place.


  Scientists discovered that teenagers don’t act or think like adults because their brains actually function in a different way. Teenage brains are, quite simply, a work in progress. Typically, this transformation is a prickly proposition for both teens and their families, but the trials and tribulations of adolescence give teenagers a second chance to develop and create their brain.


  There are three major transformations that occur in the brain during the teenage years:


  
    	Overproduction of dendrites and synaptic connections.


    	Pruning (use it or lose it).


    	Myelination, which is the process of insulating the neurons and synaptic connections.

  


  Overproduction


  Sam had spent a busy day in school daydreaming and sleeping; it was Friday night, and he was now ready for some fun. He started with computer games—“Madden 2006”—and progressed to “Grand Theft Auto.” Around 9:00 P.M. his good buddy Jeff called. “Hey, you wanna go out?” Sam’s quick response was, “Sure, that sounds great—where should we meet?” They settled on the local quick stop where they decided to buy toilet paper, lots of it. They then spent the evening teepeeing “friends’” houses. Little do these two boys realize that all their life experiences, including teepeeing, are creating the brain they will take into adulthood.


  In the brain, every new experience and bit of information creates a dendrite. Dendrites are small hairlike structures that emerge from neurons (the brain cells that are most closely linked to learning). Dendrites receive information from other neurons when they connect with their fellow neurons’ axon. Every neuron has one axon that sends information and thousands of dendrites that receive information.


  When neurons communicate with each other, synaptic connections are created and learning occurs. Learning a new vocabulary word, a dance step, or how to add fractions grows dendrites and builds synaptic connections. The more you engage in an activity, the more dendrites grow and the stronger the synaptic connections become. Adolescents are acquiring knowledge at an unprecedented rate. High school course requirements such as English composition, geometry, and biology all contribute to the growth of dendrites and the making of synaptic connections throughout the brain. Teens who spend their time reading and doing math are strengthening those areas of their brain. On the other hand, teens who spend time watching television or playing video games are strengthening those areas of their brain; they will become very good at playing video games.


  Experience-related dendrites, synapses, and neural networks (knowledge) facilitate brain growth. Understanding from doing, applying, and practicing is a matter of cause (what we do) and effect (brain growth). The impact of experience on the brain can be seen in research that compared the dendrites of high school dropouts with those of college graduates. The college graduates had significantly more dendrites due to all the challenges and enrichment in their lives. During the teen years, there is a second opportunity to build a smarter, more efficient brain.


  Neuroscientists have discovered there is an overproduction of dendrites and synaptic connections during adolescence. By the end of adolescence, the brain contains more than 100 billion neurons and another 1,000 billion support cells. The 100 billion neurons form more than 1,000 trillion connections with each other—more than all of the Internet connections in the world. Academically, adolescence is a prime time to tap into a person’s potential. Short-term memory increases by 30 percent during adolescence, which leads to increases in intelligence, reasoning, and problem-solving ability. Talented athletes and musicians also develop, strutting their stuff on the field or in the concert hall. (The difference in ability between the ninth-grade band, where the trumpet section ends a piece one measure behind everyone else, and the senior band that evokes emotion and demonstrates technique is palpable.)


  Do these improvements mean that teens should spend all their time engaged in formal learning? Probably not. Still, at this critical time in development, the more time that is dedicated to reading, writing, math, music, and sports, the better the brain that is built.


  Pruning


  This overproduction process is then followed by a reduction in information. That’s right, you actually lose some of the stored data (this is not necessarily a bad thing). The brain works on the use-it-or-lose-it system. Information that is regularly used is deemed important and becomes stronger and easier to remember. Information that is not used is deemed unimportant and is forgotten or pruned. (Students may forget the dates of all the battles that occurred during the Civil War, but they will remember what caused the Civil War and the important ramifications that occurred because of it.) In children and adults, about 1 to 2 percent of the brain is pruned each year. During adolescence, pruning happens on a massive scale and about 15 percent of the synaptic connections wither and die.


  Every area of the teenage brain is pruned. A teen with a great deal of knowledge in one area will lose 15 percent of that stored information, although the bulk of it will remain intact. This may sound like troubling news, but in fact it is just the opposite; his or her brain is actually more efficient after discarding some of its inconsequential information. A teen, however, who has spent little time engaged in learning, will also lose 15 percent of his or her knowledge, and he or she will be left with a sparse portion of information.


  Myelination


  Twenty tenth graders were chosen to be in a trial science class that encouraged real-world exploration and investigation. Students were chosen on the basis of their interest in science and a proven level of responsibility. About four weeks into class, the students were given the assignment of identifying various indigenous plants in a field located about ten miles away from the high school. The teacher gave them clear directions to the site, a list of necessary supplies, and the infamous teacher caution of “You are representing your school—act accordingly.”


  The next day twenty kids hopped into twenty cars (they all needed their own wheels) and headed for the field. For some unexplainable reason, on the drive there three of the boys started vying for the lead; before you knew it, their wild hair sprouted, and all three boys were recklessly speeding down the highway. Faster and faster they went; they were sailing past traffic, laughing, and having a blast.


  Ironically, and as fate would have it, in two of the cars they passed on their wild and excellent adventure were a group of teachers from their high school on their way to lunch. Needless to say, the teachers did not miss a beat in identifying the culprits and reporting them to the principal. Clearly, savvy decision making (a result of myelination) had not been included in their list of supplies.


  Finally in the teenage brain, myelination occurs, which fine-tunes the brain. Myelin, a fatty substance that insulates neurons, allows communication between areas of the brain to occur more efficiently and quickly. The frontal lobes, the section of the brain responsible for abstract thinking, good decision making, analyzing, and problem solving, are among the last parts to receive myelin (which is why we don’t teach the formula for pi in math or Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet until high school). As the frontal lobes mature during adolescence, the quality of thinking increases. Teenagers don’t so much think more as they think better . They become capable of understanding symbolism, thinking abstractly, and appreciating a more sophisticated sense of humor. Myelin increases communication up to 100 times within the parts of the teenage brain. Eventually, teens are better able than they were in childhood to remember information, think logically, evaluate, and find solutions.


  Adjusting to their new frontal lobe capabilities doesn’t happen overnight. Disorganization and poor decision making are side effects of the transition from a childhood brain to an adult brain. The middle schooler has a particularly difficult time coordinating his life. Organizing backpacks, completing homework, and finishing chores are all done in a haphazard manner, if at all. Parents should keep the word “tolerance” constantly in mind during their child’s young adolescence—and practice time-management and study skills as appropriate antidotes.


  FOUR OTHER CONSIDERATIONS


  The three processes of overproduction, pruning, and myelination are not the only changes occurring in the teenage brain. Four other forces are at work:


  
    	Teenagers rely on the emotional part of their brain.


    	Mirror neurons learn by observation.


    	Windows of opportunity.


    	Windows of sensitivity.

  


  Amy was an attractive, assertive, and confident senior. She didn’t hesitate to raise her hand in a discussion (she was an active participant) or to correct her teachers and mother if she felt it was warranted (a mixed blessing).


  One day Amy was late passing between classes and landed in AP English two minutes late. Her school had a strict tardy policy: Being late for class meant spending the class period in detention. Mr. Madison, the teacher, said, “Amy you’re late, head to detention.”


  Being a senior, Amy was more than aware of the tardy policy and she had seen more than a few of her friends tramp down the dreary halls toward detention. But for some reason, on this day, in this class, with this teacher, she was outraged. Instead of quietly leaving the area, she blew up. She said to Mr. Madison, “You were blocking the door, that’s why I couldn’t get in. I can’t believe this! Why should I have to go to detention? It’s not fair! It’s just stupid to sit looking at a wall and have to miss class. This is your fault. I’m telling my mom!” The tirade continued for close to three minutes—it seemed longer to anyone listening.


  Controlling her own emotions, taking responsibility for her actions, and getting along with others—at this moment in time, such skills were not evident in Amy’s actions. Adults can want it for them, guide them, and support them, but ultimately the teenager has to do this on his or her own, which leads us to other changes in the teenage brain.


  Teenagers actually rely on a different part of their brain than adults do to interpret information. Adults use their frontal lobes, a logical, reflective part of the brain, to deduce meaning. Teenagers use the amygdala, the emotional center of the brain, to interpret that same information. The result of the overemphasis on emotions is a great deal of misunderstanding and misinterpreting of information. Reading body and facial language is something teens are in the process of learning. No wonder they interpret a peer’s stares as “They don’t like me.” Worse still, they interpret a parent asking the innocuous question “Where are you going?” as a control freak and then confront the parent with the angry and perhaps tearful accusation “You’re trying to ruin my life!”


  Some of the most recent and far implicating neuron discoveries were made by Marco Iacoboni. He conducted pioneering research on mirror neurons, aptly named due to their reference to people’s ability to learn through observation. Mirror neurons are a subset of neurons in the brain that have the capability to fire when they observe someone else kicking a football, drinking a beer, or feeling sad. When Jack breaks up with Ella, mirror neurons allow you to feel her pain vicariously.


  Mirror neurons are shedding light on how we learn to imitate behaviors, speech, and thought. They are also bringing understanding to how we make moral decisions and learn empathy. Interestingly, we don’t consciously decide to activate mirror neurons; instead we are often unaware and powerless as they automatically produce imitations.


  These specialized brain cells are particularly important during adolescence because of the spotlight on social life. Teenagers are learning to be sensitive, to care, and to feel compassion, all things that will help them in the social arena. Researchers found that teenagers who were socially competent and had lots of friends had mirror neurons that were strongly activated during imitation. Their brains were actively engaged in experiencing others’ emotions, actions, and thoughts. (Talk about the importance of being a good role model!)


  The teenage brain also represents a window of opportunity, a chance to learn something quickly and with more ease than at any other time of life. We encounter such windows of opportunity throughout our life span; some are large windows and others are dramatically narrow. For instance, a foreign language is most easily learned before puberty, a strong argument for starting Spanish or Chinese in preschool or elementary school. Severe vision problems must be corrected before the age of two or blindness will continue for a lifetime. Babies need to bond with their parents for the first two years to be socially and emotionally healthy. Babies who are neglected or abused have attachment disorder issues and are at higher risk of school failure and engaging in criminal acts. These are all times when the brain is particularly sensitive to learning new information.


  The windows of opportunity for the teenager are impulse control (learning how to curb their tempers), developing relationships (friends and mates), and expanding communication skills (hence their attraction to the phone). Never will it be easier for them to learn these skills and never are they more motivated to do so.


  Adolescence also represents a window of sensitivity. If the brain is exposed to certain chemicals during this period of development, it will be more detrimental to its health than if it were exposed to them at other times. The big danger for teens is addiction. Never will addiction to alcohol, drugs, or smoking occur more quickly than during the teenage years. This is a double whammy because they are also much more resistant to recovery. Chapter 11 covers addiction and other at-risk behaviors.


  OTHER CHANGES HAPPENING DURING ADOLESCENCE


  Changes in the brain of the adolescent do not happen in isolation. It is during the teen years that a sense of identity is developed. Questions like “Am I a student? An athlete? A musician? Are my friends preppy or Goth? Should I be a Republican or Democrat? Am I Lutheran or Buddhist?” all lead to the big question of “Who am I?”


  The search for identity is one of the most important jobs that teenagers have, and they pursue this mission with a vengeance. In order to discover an answer to this question, adolescents try on different hats, looking for the perfect fit. One morning parents wake up to a swing dancer and the next morning, a car freak.


  Society’s expectations are generally high in this regard. By the end of high school, we expect them to have chosen a college, a vocational school, or a job; have a political stance; and have decided on a religious philosophy. This is a lot to require in a short span of time.


  Seeking autonomy and separation from the family is also a normal part of growing up. Teenagers want to make their own decisions and form their own opinions. They want to choose their own clothes, hairstyles, and friends. It’s a difficult position they adopt, trying to balance the desire to be distinctive while at the same time conforming to the crowd. Teens need parents who will let them make these decisions in slow increments. Too much freedom will be construed as rejection, not enough as imprisonment. They want to make choices, have their own opinions, and argue their points with adults, but they do not want complete freedom.


  Last but not least, puberty strikes. Dramatic physical changes occur in adolescent bodies. They suddenly grow six inches in six months, are randomly sprinkled with acne, have budding breasts, and hair everywhere. No wonder middle schoolers feel uncomfortable in their own skins!


  So now that we have an idea of what’s going on in a teenager’s head, we can look at what this means for parents. Before reading the rest of this book, take a few minutes to reflect on your own teenage years. Reminisce about some of the things that were important to you during middle school and high school. Recall a few decisions you made or fights you had with parents or teachers; list things you might do differently if only you knew then what you know now. Even talk to your parents about what it was like to raise you—such a conversation can be very enlightening. (The mind can be kind and diminish the struggles of our own adolescence, so getting your parents’ perspective can be a reality check.)


  For instance, Sarah was having trouble with her fourteen-year-old daughter who did not hand in her homework. She happened to mention this to her own mother, and much to her surprise, her mother replied, “You did that all the time.” Sarah had no recollection of that part of her past and instead envisioned herself as always being a hard-working, studious youth. A dose of reflection on our own adolescence helps create an atmosphere of empathy. This is an important mental state for a parent to engage in when raising teens and will help us assist them in this challenging passage in their lives.


  FAST FACTS


  
    	Twelve- to thirteen-year olds are substantially slower than adults at doing mental addition, memory, or simple motor skills.


    	There is a great deal of difference between a young adolescent’s brain and an older adolescent’s brain.


    	Pruning seems to curb attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) symptoms and Tourette’s syndrome; both conditions actually benefit from it.


    	Disorders that most commonly appear during late adolescence, such as schizophrenia and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), get worse with pruning.


    	There is no sense of pain in the brain itself; this allows surgeons to probe while the patient is awake.


    	About one-fourth of the brain is involved in vision, more than any other sense.


    	The human brain is 75 percent water—hydrate.
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  During adolescence, brain changes occur at an unprecedented rate, and parents are expected to accommodate and modify at every turn. Before long, we find ourselves dancing fast to a wild and woolly rumba without knowing any of the correct steps. This can be challenging—not to mention demoralizing—after all, the person we’re trying to dance with seems to put the same energy into pushing away when we’re trying to connect. Understanding the unique teenage brain helps us gauge how to influence and guide these restless souls.


  PUTTING THE PUZZLE TOGETHER


  Did you know . . .


  
    	teens not only need but also want structure from parents?


    	there is a preferred style of parenting for the teenage brain?


    	discussion is the best form of discipline for teenagers?


    	the vast majority of teens list at least one of their parents as being among the most important influences in their lives?

  


  What do adolescents want from parents?


  
    For my mom it would be trust, she doesn’t seem like she does. And chill out—my mom is more like tense, takes things so seriously.


    My dad believes in mistakes; he always gives me a second chance.


    Easy to talk with, not so overprotective. I’m not afraid of them. They ask me “Why?” a lot—I like that.


    To understand and not be so strict.


    Trust and understand me more.

  


  Despite intermittent clouds, storms, and hail, the outlook is sunny—teenagers genuinely believe parents matter. In fact, the majority of teens think highly of their parents and enjoy (yes, you read that correctly) spending time with them. This affirming information makes it easier for parents to maintain a hopeful equilibrium when dealing with sporadic teenage skirmishes.


  Not only do they like us, but we also matter when it comes to their mental, social, and emotional well-being. High-quality relationships between parents and teens are linked to better grades, fewer behavior problems, and higher academic expectations. The advantages don’t stop there; positive parent–teen relationships are correlated with fewer violent behaviors and less delinquency, drug use, and sexual activity. Plus, these kids have the added bonus of getting along better with people outside the family: their peers and teachers. The verdict is clear—teens need parents.


  PARENTING STYLES


  Style: everybody’s got one, from the model on the catwalk to the teenager gyrating at the school dance. When it comes to parenting, there are three main styles of raising kids: democratic, authoritarian, and permissive. No parent exclusively uses one style and only one style, but one method does tend to dominate in a family.


  These three parenting styles are not created equal. There is a general consensus among experts that one parenting method rises like cream to the top of the pitcher. This style is best suited to promote emotional stability and social responsibility while the others strip teens of self-esteem and confidence.


  Take the mini-quiz on page 13 to get an indication of your parenting style. Circle the answer that is closest to your reaction. Find your answers and the parenting style that best describes you.


  Democratic


  Democratic parents combine communication with monitoring. In this egalitarian world, thoughts and opinions are taken into consideration by the majority (parents) and the minority (teens). Democratic parents actually listen to their teens when making rules and decisions. The parents ultimately make the judgment because they have the adult cranium, but they keep in mind the needs and wants of all parties. No wonder teens thrive in this atmosphere—it’s teenage-brain compatible. Their frontal lobes are ripe for decision making and communicating, and they are just waiting for a chance to practice these tasks. Democratic parents open the door and invite them to participate. Granted, their skills are a bit shaky at first, but they do improve with age and practice.
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  Kids raised in these homes are encouraged to make their own decisions, to take responsibility, and to become autonomous. Of course, age-appropriate discretion is essential. A young teen is capable of making decisions about what clothes to wear to the mall; an older teen is better equipped to decide whom to date. While parents nurture all of this independence, they are also monitoring it. Teenage brains need adult brains lurking in the background, watching over and sheltering them. Parents need to know where their teens are, whom they are with, and what they are doing. The democratic parent is ever-vigilant.


  Democratic parents accept the fact that teenagers can morph from rebellious to pouting to compassionate in a nanosecond, and somehow through it all realize that hidden behind that perplexing exterior is a great kid. They appreciate the fact that, in spite of some fairly inappropriate behavior, teenagers sparkle with optimism, love a spirited conversation, and can electrify a room with their enthusiasm. They then go the extra step of letting their teen know that they like her. This creates a warm and caring landscape for teenagers to sprout and spread their wings. This haven of acceptance is a lifeline to the teenager because the outside world can be a harsh and unfriendly place.


  The most frequent form of discipline used in these homes is communication, talking about the problem. Researchers back this strategy; countless studies have found that discussion is the best form of discipline for teens (and by discussion I don’t mean lecture—more about this in chapter 3). Teenagers’ brains are equipped to express their thoughts and understand ours. When punishment is used—sometimes there is no getting around it—these parents opt for grounding or time out, rather than physical punishment.


  The advantages of the democratic parenting style for the teen are enormous. Teens benefit with more social competence and fewer psychological and behavioral problems. They have better grades, are more self-reliant, less anxious, less depressed, and less likely to be delinquent. They have better-rounded peer groups because they tend to gravitate to groups that admire both adult and youth values. These advantages hold for all ethnic groups, socioeconomic backgrounds, and traditional and nontraditional families.


  All experts agree this is the desired parenting style. In fact, this style is so preferable that researchers advocate that having even one parent who is democratic when the other parent is permissive or authoritarian in a family is preferable to both parents being authoritarian or permissive. In this case, consistency is not the dominating factor. A round of applause for democratic parents!


  Authoritarian


  This story came tumbling out of the mouth of a nineteen-year-old: “My dad is so strict, we all hate him. My younger sister, Danielle, is sixteen. We all knew she had a boyfriend, even Mom, but nobody would tell Dad. He listened in on Danielle’s phone call and heard her boyfriend say ‘I love you,’ then she heard Dad hang up the phone. She called me right away and said, ‘How soon can you come home?’ He freaked out and started in on her right away. He said things like ‘This is disgusting. You’ll be pregnant and married before you get out of high school.’”


  The slogan of authoritarian parents is “My way or the highway.” Authoritarian parents allow no independence of body, mind, or spirit in the house. Instead, they value obedience and submission. These parents are inflexible rulers who want their children to fit into a mold specifically designed by them rather than for their offspring.


  As might be expected, this parenting style is fraught with problems. A relationship based on control, control, control is bound to be a lose–lose proposition. Teens raised in such households lack confidence, have more social problems, and have difficulty getting along with their peers and teachers. Their emotional and social problems probably stem from insecurity; after all, their thoughts and opinions are bludgeoned at home, and they never learn how to negotiate within the safer family setting.


  When issues arise, authoritarian parents make all the decisions, with no input from the teenager. For instance, one middle schooler was removed from the football team because his mother found out, by looking at a computerized report generated by the school, he was currently receiving a D in social studies. When he tried to explain it was because the teacher had not yet entered his grades from when he was sick and that he was actually earning a B in the class, he was met with no room for discussion and told he was off the team. He thought (reasonably) that this was unfair, and the stage was set for rebellion.


  If practice makes perfect, than these kids are in trouble because they get no practice making decisions. Not only does this make for an unsatisfactory home life, but the real world also becomes scary for them. They feel insecure about coming up with age-appropriate solutions to problems they encounter in school or with friends. Not surprisingly, these teens have more trouble independently solving problems and making decisions—important life skills. And that’s just the beginning of their difficulty.


  There is no feeling of warmth or acceptance in their house. Authoritarian parents are strict disciplinarians who stress rigid adherence to the house rules. When the teen dares to question the rules, he or she is met with the brick walls of “because I said so” and “case closed.” Many of these parents do not hesitate to inflict physical punishment. The result of harsh and physical punishment on the teen extends beyond the family. Teenagers tend to model this violence outside the home in their other relationships. This provides a definite obstacle to getting along with others. Additionally, in certain ways these parents are indoctrinating their teens to follow and not lead in the adult workforce. The consequences are far reaching.


  This type of parenting creates a combination of rebellion and dependency in teenagers. They are more hostile to their parents; they resent their control and domination. The weaker ones remain codependent and the stronger ones rebel. Perhaps that explains why they have a higher rate of promiscuity than teenagers with democratic parents. This is not a recipe for raising healthy adolescents.


  Permissive


  Permissive parents come in two forms: indulgent and neglectful. Both share the common bond of inconsistency. Sometimes they are active, connected forces in their child’s life and sometimes not.


  An extreme example of permissive parenting comes from a family I knew during high school. Allison was from a permissive home that combined both indulgent and neglectful parenting. Her parents were some of the wealthiest and most unconventional in the Midwest. One evening in tenth grade I received a phone call from Allison’s parents saying they hadn’t seen her in a couple of days (most parents would have been hysterical within twenty-four hours) and asking if I knew where she was. I didn’t know and told them so, which ended the conversation. Her mother’s telephone search continued.


  On the third day of her hiatus, Allison phoned her parents to inform them that she had gone with a band to New Orleans for Mardi Gras (we lived in Iowa). A bit shaken and greatly relieved, her parents immediately retrieved her, but with no reprimands, no chastising, not a word of disappointment. You’d think she had never been gone. Many people would assume that Allison would have been relieved that her parents hadn’t met her in a state of hysteria, ready to send her to boarding school or at least lock her in her room for the next year. Instead, when I was complaining to her one night about my parents’ tyrannical, absolutely unfair rules, she murmured that she wished she had a curfew like I did because she felt her parents didn’t care. Teenagers do get it.


  Overindulgent parents express their love by giving in to their kids’ every demand. The children make the decisions and the parents ante up. (I know of a case in which the parents surrendered the master bedroom because their son needed more space.) Because the amygdala is in charge of the teenage brain, household decisions seem to be sparse on logic and heavy on pleasure. And with no adult brain to temper the situation, things quickly get out of hand. Permissive parents often want friendship from their teen, so they act more like peers than parents. You’ve all seen the mother with the belly ring who offers all the kids a beer. Kids have lots of friends but only one set of parents. Be a parent, not a friend.


  On the positive side, teens with indulgent parents have high levels of self-confidence. It’s no wonder they feel good about themselves—the universe essentially revolves around them! But because of the lack of monitoring, they also have more substance abuse, more misbehavior, and less engagement in school. They are not ready to make all of their own decisions; parental guidance is a requirement for nourishing teenagers.


  Neglectful parents send a clear message that they do not care about their kids. These are the parents who never attend their teens’ activities, are not at home for dinner, and generally have an “I couldn’t care less” attitude. Youths with neglectful parents are the least socially competent and have the most psychological and behavioral problems. These teens naturally gravitate to their peers for a sense of belonging. This is a problem, a big problem. In general, peer groups tend to stress fun and partying. In moderation this is fine, but when it’s the only message teens get, it’s difficult for them to find a balance between fun and responsibility. In both the overindulgent and neglectful homes of permissive parents, teens receive little guidance. They aren’t unaware; they interpret lax discipline as rejection. They may become domineering and self-centered, but without limits, they also feel insecure.


  DIVORCE


  While not a style, divorce and stepfamilies are a reality in today’s world, and because of the high incidence of both, it’s imperative that we learn how to handle the situation in a way that supports healthy adjustments by our children and teenagers. Every age bracket brings something that makes the adjustment both harder and easier on them. A positive in the teenager court is that they are naturally less dependent upon parents; they already have a support system of friends outside the family. This gives them a number of sympathetic ears to talk to about divorce.


  A mixed blessing during the teen years is their ability to use their frontal lobes; they can understand (a good thing) and analyze and dissect (this may be a mixed thing, resulting in blaming one parent) the circumstances. Naturally, they have more questions and expect more answers from their parents concerning the divorce.


  Their highly emotional nature and inability to interpret words, actions, and facial expressions make it easy for teenagers to misunderstand, particularly when it involves a major life change like divorce. They are more likely to challenge the parent, arguing, threatening, and accusing. In addition, the blush is off the rose; idealizing parents diminishes at a fast pace during a divorce. Find comfort in the fact that all teens stop believing their parents are perfect; divorce just speeds the process.


  What Should Parents Do?


  Teenagers deserve parents who will talk to them and explain the situation (to a degree that is appropriate). Answer their questions and listen to them. If they don’t want to talk to you, encourage them to talk to a counselor or a close friend who will keep their confidence. Because they are self-involved at this age, their main worry is “What does this mean to me? How will it affect my life?” Keep as many things stable in their lives as possible. Stay at the same school and remain in the same home or at least in close proximity to their friends; the more that remains the same, the easier the transition. However, divorce usually does mean a change in the family financial situation; be honest about this with your teenager and discuss modifications in spending habits.


  Be prepared for some emotional outbursts. This can be exhausting to the parent who is already feeling highly emotional during a divorce, so get support for yourself and then extend patience to your teenager. Don’t expect the teenager to pick up the slack when it comes to emotional control (he isn’t up to the task) or do extra work around the house (it’s not fair). Last, but not least, don’t exploit the teenager’s tendency to blame one parent; this is the time to look at what’s best for him, and diminishing one parent does not fall into that category.


  FAST FACTS


  
    	More than four in five teenagers (84 percent) agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they think highly of their mother.


    	More than half of teenagers (57 percent) want to be like their mother.


    	More than three-quarters of teenagers (79 percent) enjoy spending time with their mother.


    	Eighty-nine percent think highly of their father.


    	Sixty-one percent want to be like their father.


    	Seventy-six percent enjoy spending time with their father.

  




End of sample
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Parenting Quiz

1. My teenager stays out thirty minutes beyond curfew without
calling. 1
a. letitgo
b. ground her for a week
c. talk about it to see what the reason s

2. My teenager needs to mow the lawn. T
a. tell him it needs to be done sometime that day
b. interrupt his phone call and say to do it now
c. doit for him

3. My teenager wants to smoke cigarettes. [
a. tell her no and that's the end of discussion
b. buy her cigarettes
c. talk to her about her views on this and ultimately say not in
this house

4. My teenager doesn’t clean his room. T
a. clean i for him
b. ignore the problem, but don't allow him to drag the mess into
the rest of the house
c. ground him until he cleans it up

5. My teenager is embarrassed to be seen with me.
a. That's normal, and I respect it
b. That's ridiculous. We do things 1 think families should do
together.
. Who cares? I'm busy anyway.

Answers
Democratic.  1.¢,2.2,3.c,4.b,5.a
Authoritarian: 1.b,2.b,3.2,4.¢,5.b
Permissive:  1.a,2.¢,3.b,4.a,5.¢
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