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    “The author of this book is witty, wise, and happily, very practical. Using her own experience with her daughter, as well as her training as a psychologist, she guides us through the shoals of parenting and reassures us that while parenting a daughter is not smooth sailing, it is possible with a little help—and this book is quite helpful. For example, almost all parents of teenagers are going to get carved up by their child from time to time, and it’s nice to know that the constant criticism is part of the teen’s passage rather than one’s own terminal defects. Also welcome are the many chapter tips, including the ones that help us understand obsessive behavior with phones and texting. The book is not only extremely sensible, it’s terrifically readable. You get to laugh at yourself, and learn valuable information at the same time.”


    —Pepper Schwartz, PhD, American sociologist and sexologist, professor at the University of Washington in Seattle, WA, and author of 201 Questions to Ask Your Kids


    “In Parenting a Teen Girl, Lucie Hemmen brings expertise, common sense, and a no-drama approach to the challenge of raising girls with respect and love. Her ideas are clear, realistic, and powerful, and her steady guidance will help you bring confidence and skill to your dealings with teen girls or, for that matter, with anyone. Her teachings are so universal and wise that we could all do well to learn from them, no matter the age or gender of the people we interact with.”


    —Frank Andrews, PhD, professor at the University of California, Santa Cruz and author of The Art and Practice of Loving


    “Parenting a Teen Girl busts through many myths and helps parents stop catastrophizing and start connecting with their teen girls. Face your fears head-on and learn concrete steps to tackle common problems such as oversharing in social media and moodiness. You can learn to stop complaining about your teen girl and starting connecting to her.”


    —Lara Honos-Webb, PhD, author of The Gift of Adult ADD and Listening to Depression


    “This is the instruction book we always wished our children came with. Hemmen provides straight talk, practical tips, and an empathetic understanding of the challenges that teen girls and parents face today.”


    —Lisa M. Schab, LCSW, author of The Anxiety Workbook for Teens and Beyond the Blues


    “Parenting a Teen Girl will help parents understand their daughters’ behavior and experiences and create healthier connections with them. Through real-life examples and reflective exercises, Hemmen encourages parents to increase their self-awareness and teaches them to choose their responses rather than react to the chaos that life with a teen daughter can create.”


    —Sheri Van Dijk, MSW, RSW, psychotherapist and author of Don’t Let Your Emotions Run Your Life for Teens, The Bipolar Workbook for Teens, and Calming the Emotional Storm


    “As an Internet expert, educator of teens and parents, and mother of two girls, I appreciate Hemmen’s coverage of the issues most relevant to raising teen girls in today’s world. The book hits all the most important targets without lapsing into long, academically dense discourse. Readers won’t get that overwhelmed and hopeless feeling regarding the state of today’s teenage girls! In fact, the book energizes as it informs. I love that the book offers practical tips parents can plug in immediately—especially regarding how to guide teens in the tech world. Hemmen’s compassion, understanding, and humor make the book a quick and valuable read.”


    —Lori Getz, Internet safety expert and founder of Cyber Education Consultants

  


  
    [image: Title page for Parenting a teen girl]

  


  
    Publisher’s Note


    This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance or counseling is needed, the services of a competent professional should be sought.


    


    Distributed in Canada by Raincoast Books


    


    Copyright © 2012 by Lucie Hemmen


    New Harbinger Publications, Inc.


    5674 Shattuck Avenue


    Oakland, CA 94609


    www.newharbinger.com


    


    Cover design by Amy Shoup


    Text design by Tracy Marie Carlson


    Acquired by Jess O’Brien


    Edited by Jean Blomquist


    


    


    All Rights Reserved


    


    


    Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data


    Hemmen, Lucie.


    Parenting a teen girl : a crash course on conflict, communication, and connection with your teenage daughter / Lucie Hemmen.


    p. cm.


    Includes bibliographical references.


    ISBN 978-1-60882-213-3 (pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-60882-214-0 (pdf e-book) -- ISBN 978-1-60882-215-7 (epub)


    1. Teenage girls. 2. Parenting. 3. Parent and child. I. Title.


    HQ798.H446 2012


    305.235’2--dc23


    2012011749

  


  
    


    


    I dedicate this book to my incredible mom— the best writing support and mother I could possibly ask for.


    Thanks, Mom!

  


  
    Contents


    Acknowledgments


    1. Talking Trash about Teens: A Reality Check


    2. A Crash Course on Connection


    3. Self-Care for Sanity


    4. Talking with Teens


    5. Eat, Sleep, Move: Supporting Your Daughter’s Health


    6. Walking on the Wild Side: Supporting Safe Decision Making


    7. Achievement Stress Rescue


    8. Taming the Tech Tiger


    9. Teen Girl Social and Emotional Evolution


    10. Cultivating Happiness


    References

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    I am very grateful to my wonderful family and friends for supporting me in this adventure. Thanks, Mom and Dad, for planting the seed that I’d someday write a book and for making your home my writing office. Thanks, Jeff, for your consistent support. Thank you, Marley and Daisy, for allowing me to be so audacious as to write a book about parenting teen girls. Thank you, Cara, for being the most enthusiastic and loving sister I could ask for.


    This book would not be possible without my wonderful teen clients, who have taught me so much and allowed me to pause during sessions to grab pad and pen to capture ideas they inspired. Their willingness to share themselves and their lives has been my motivation to organize and present what I’ve learned to share with other parents.


    I love and thank my ABCs—Andrea Hultzen, Beth Wann, and Carrie Morris—for being the best friends a person could ask for and absolutely great writing support. Also, I thank my dear friends and colleagues Tom Western, Jesse Burgess, Greg Bruno, Heidi Bruce, and Tara Leonard for their convincing confidence in me and the material. I am very grateful to Jess O’Brien and New Harbinger Publications for taking me on as a new author and to Jean Blomquist for being an absolute dream editor. And I thank Joanna Doubleday for holding my hand firmly as I entered the alternate universe called social networking and Internet marketing.

  


  
    1


    Talking Trash about Teens: A Reality Check


    Congratulations, you have a teenage daughter! Never heard this kind of enthusiasm for parenting your teen daughter? More likely, you’ve been warned about the teen years since she was in diapers: “Enjoy her now; she’ll be a teenager someday.” Instead of feeling supported as the parent of a teen girl, you may often feel lonely, overwhelmed, and confused. You aren’t always sure who can help you or if you can even seek help without feeling embarrassed, judged, or exposed.


    You May Be Noticing:


    
      	Friends ask about your daughter with wary curiosity. It seems that people expect the worst now that she’s a teenager.


      	When you mention you have a teen daughter to someone, facial expressions turn sympathetic, as if you’ve just disclosed a serious medical issue.


      	Fewer people seem to “get it” than in the old days, when you faced teething and pacifier addiction.

    


    Our cultural pessimism about teen girls also impacts the way girls experience the public. Instead of feeling celebrated and acknowledged as valuable community members, teen girls often feel judged, patronized, or avoided.


    Teen Girls Notice:


    
      	Scornful looks from adults, especially when teens are in groups


      	Eyes hastily averted, as if people are uncomfortable seeing them


      	Intrusive staring that makes them feel unwelcome, devalued, or sexualized

    


    Why this mutual sense of wariness? Teen girls freak people out! Given to intermittent displays of sullenness, lack of conversational enthusiasm, and provocative clothing choices, girls navigating this stage of development evoke discomfort in our culture and even in our homes. If you’ve felt ripples of worry since your daughter’s impending thirteenth birthday, you’re not alone. You’ve been affected by the cultural fear and bad attitude toward teens that affects everybody.


    When asked to reflect on his feelings about teen girls, Josh, dad of a fourteen-year-old, answered this way: “Teen girls made me uncomfortable. They seemed too brazen. Maybe I only noticed the ones who were working hard to stand out.”Laura, mom of two teen daughters, said, “I was in denial. I thought they’d stay little forever. Then, boom! One day, every interaction becomes an argument.”


    Conversation Starter


    Ask your daughter how she’s treated in the world. Start by asking her where she feels most welcome and comfortable in the community. Which stores, food establishments, or coffee houses welcome her and other teens and treat them with respect? Where does she feel least welcome? Which businesses or establishments are unwelcoming or suspicious of teens?


    Asking these questions enlightened one dad. He learned that his daughter and her friends wouldn’t shop in certain stores because they felt store owners eagle-eyed them, as if they were shoplifters. Because this dad listened in an open and curious way, he learned a lot from his daughter, who happened to be in a talking mood.


    Tell your daughter about your own experiences as a teenager. How were you treated by adults and establishments? How did you feel in public? If you dreaded ordering in restaurants or being out in public with your parents, share the memory with her. You can validate her feelings by saying something like this: “I understand you feel embarrassed being out in public with me sometimes. I felt that way too, when I was your age.”


    Even if you do a great job with this conversation starter, your daughter may not be in a mood to talk. If she passes, at least she knows you’re interested in her. If she engages, you may learn something you didn’t know about her experience in the world.


    Major Trash Sites


    For a reality check on the cultural pessimism that saturates parents and daughters alike, let’s take a look at two major trash sites that create teen-girl negativity: the media and social comparison.


    Trash Site #1: The Media


    Good news about teens is rarely a media topic, while bad news is blown up and sensationalized. It’s hard to avoid bad news about teens engaging in activities like these:


    
      	Binge drinking


      	Sexual “hookups”


      	Self-mutilation


      	Shoplifting


      	Violence


      	Vandalism


      	Drug abuse

    


    Salacious headlines, teen-trashing books, and titillating TV story lines do nothing to support your parenting or benefit your sanity. To capture the attention of readers, viewers, and consumers, teens are relentlessly depicted as scandalous, shallow, and troubled. Because isolated incidents can create a huge emotional impact, a media swarm gives the impression that relatively uncommon events are catastrophically epidemic. For example, attention to girl bullying has been crucial and beneficial in many ways. It’s a real problem that warrants thoughtful attention. The avalanche of press, however, reduced the issue to “mean teens,” which locks teen girls into a distorted stereotype and creates a belief that bad behavior among girls is normal, inevitable, and ubiquitous, which it is not.


    Yes, teen girls challenge us with issues that warrant intelligent, caring attention. No, we don’t benefit from the media’s soulless agenda to shock and disturb us when we’re already struggling to do our best. You’ve heard from the media. But do you really know what’s going on with teens? Test your knowledge with the following exercise.


    Exercise: Do You Know What’s Really Going On with Teens?


    True or False:


    
      	___________ Teen drug use is breaking records.


      	___________ Teen sex is on the rise.


      	___________ More teens are smoking cigarettes.


      	___________ Alcohol abuse is rampant.


      	___________ Parental influence decreases during teen years.

    


    


    Ready for the surprising news? All of the above are false. American teens are not the train wrecks the media would have you believe. In fact, high school and youth trends reported by the National Institute on Drug Abuse (2010) indicate many of the above issues have significantly decreased in severity since we—the parents of teens—were in high school.


    Focusing on What’s Real


    While life with teen girls is not a day at the beach, over-the-top negative buzz insidiously conditions a cultural pessimism that undermines focus on real issues and actual challenges. So what is true?


    Bad news sells. Media headlines created for their shock value grab the attention of readers while they also pollute public opinion about teens. The media focuses on teen problems while the good news, of which there is plenty, is largely ignored.


    Teens are intense. Developmentally they’re experimenting with how to behave in the world. Parents never know what to expect, yet are compelled to make daily choices balancing their teen’s freedom with safety. When your tenacious teen pressures you to say yes to a plan she explains with too much speed and too little detail, life is intense.


    Teens are high maintenance. Teen girls consume parental energy, time, food, money, and space. They have complicated and challenging lives, and need a lot of help from parents (driving, shopping, feeding, listening, guiding, supervising, and loving). While their self-focus is developmentally appropriate, the high demand for parental support is exhausting.


    Once we’ve set aside the negative thinking that’s endemic in our culture, we can focus on the real challenges:


    
      	How do we keep teens safe while, at the same time, extend their freedom?


      	How do we encourage their high achievement while protecting healthy, balanced development?


      	How do we encourage communication without driving them into silence?


      	How do we deal with the role of technology in their lives?


      	How can we feel better about ourselves as parents?

    


    This book will address these and other challenges so you will feel confident moving through these teen years with your daughter.


    Trash Site #2: Social Comparison


    Talking about teen girls with your peers is a natural and often beneficial activity. At best, talking with other parents allows you to vent, feel support, and exchange helpful information. If you talk to people who are creative, compassionate, and optimistic, the social support will feel great. However, when talking for social support leads to social comparison, things start feeling bad. Social comparison is the process of evaluating yourself, or your daughter, in relation to others. It entails making judgments, usually based on limited information.


    Social comparison can exacerbate feelings of insecurity about yourself as a parent. Or you can feel frustrated with your daughter for having a problem that makes her life (and yours) more difficult. When talking with other parents, or even when merely observing the situations they seem to have with their daughters, it’s easy to fall into the trap of comparing and judging yourself or your daughter as “better” or “worse.”


    How Social Comparison Affects Teen Girls


    Whether you make a lot of social comparisons or just a few, you can be sure that your daughter marinates in social comparisons all day long. Developmentally, it’s impossible for her to avoid. Teen girls constantly compare themselves to friends, enemies, fashion models, actresses, and fictional characters. Your daughter develops a sense of who she is—and isn’t—by comparing herself to others.


    In fact, much of what sounds like teen girl gossiping is actually your teen analyzing others in order to see where she fits on different spectrums. When her observations about others seem consistently negative, she is actually working on feeling okay about herself. She may feel better by comparison when she amplifies the negative traits of others. Or she may feel worse when she compares herself with idealized others, such as famous people, fashion models, or a high-achieving sibling. Either way, teen girls struggle with feelings of insecurity and inadequacy.


    In class, your daughter knows who performs better than her and who performs worse. She has ideas about whose hair is more beautiful and whose body is more attractive. Can you imagine how browsing through a fashion magazine or watching the latest reality show affects your daughter’s assessment of herself? Her life, friends, clothes, hair, and body can’t compare with the sizzling splash factor these sources portray. On the other hand, if a neighbor’s daughter just got busted for shoplifting, your daughter may feel compelled to let you know how lucky you are to have her.


    You can’t stop your daughter’s automatic habit of comparing herself to others—we all do it in one way or another—but you can make sure you don’t add fuel to the fire. Even extremely well-intentioned parents make the mistake of verbalizing ways in which they compare their daughter unfavorably. You may ask her why she isn’t more like her sister, her brother, the neighbor, or you. You have seen how comparing your teen to others detonates a bomb inside her. Whether she explodes at you or implodes inside herself, it’s painful and harmful. It will not positively motivate improved behavior, and, more dangerously, it can provoke worrisome behavior and poor self-concept in your daughter. If you have done this a little or a lot, simply forgive yourself right now and commit to abstaining from articulating comparisons in the future.


    Redirecting Thoughts


    Instead of engaging in social comparison, redirect your thoughts in a more positive and productive direction. When you find yourself thinking something like Wow, the neighbor kid, Piper, is driving already. Why is my Natalie lagging at making that happen? When I was a kid, we all drove the second we were old enough. Why isn’t Natalie more on top of things? you can stop and redirect your thoughts: Yikes! Thinking like that almost triggered me into ranting at Natalie. That would have gone nowhere fast. How can I think about this more optimistically? Hmmmm… Kids are under a lot of pressure to grow up fast. Maybe Natalie wants to take her time, slow things down. Maybe she enjoys the comfort of riding with me. Some of our best talks happen in the car. Or maybe she has some fears about driving. I’ll make a point to ask what her driving plan is and how I can support her. Now that you’ve adjusted your thoughts and attitude, you are likely to have a much better approach and experience talking to your daughter.


    A mom of two teenagers shares her experience with social comparison:


    I come from a very competitive family, and when we get together, everyone brags about their kids. My son is a gifted athlete, so everyone is eager to hear about his latest accomplishments. My daughter’s talents and qualities have always been subtler and therefore harder for some people to appreciate. While she is very funny, kind, and social, she’s not interested in sports, nor is she academically high achieving. Instead of getting sucked into competitive conversations with my family members, I find ways to otherwise occupy myself, or I just sit and listen. I don’t let myself get pulled into comparing my daughter to the high-performing kids. I remind myself that my job is to help my daughter connect with who she is and how she wants to grow. She’s not my personal project to manage and show off.


    This is one dad’s story of how comparing his daughter to teammates almost resulted in his daughter quitting her sport:


    My wife told me many times to keep my mouth shut after games. I couldn’t seem to help telling my daughter what she could have done better and who played well compared to who messed up. I thought I was helping her be a better player. Then my daughter wanted to quit but was too afraid to tell me. My wife blamed me for this development. I took a suggestion and wrote my daughter a note letting her know that if she continued to play, I would completely back off. I promised to give her positive feedback or no feedback at all. It worked out really well, and she’s still playing. My wife is much happier with me too.


    Next time you catch yourself comparing, remember that there’s a wide range of parents and teens out there. Your analysis will look better or worse depending on your point of reference, your mood, and so on. Since people are complicated and comparisons are made based on limited information or superficial observations, what appears enviable may not be. Alternately, parents or teens who appear to be train wrecks often have strengths and qualities we may not notice. How many times have we judged people only to find out later that our impressions were mistaken?


    Getting Past Pessimism and Trash Talk


    Life gets better when we commit to identifying and expanding strengths, in teen girls and in ourselves as supports. Even negative situations with teen girls have positive elements, and expanding the positive is much more productive than panicking about the negative. When we regard teens with a positive, optimistic attitude, they give us their best. When we micromanage them or convey low expectations and suspicion, they become resentful, flail, or go rogue. Our approach needs to support the outcome we want.


    Have you ever observed an adult, perhaps a teacher or a coach, who seems blessed with the ability to connect with teen girls? Most of these people excel in connecting because they are genuinely positive, interested, and curious. Such individuals are generally warm, kind, supportive, and accepting. They possess goodwill and optimism, which they exude toward teen girls. Hungry for the sunlight of positive adult attention, expectation, and interaction, teen girls radiate their light for people who engage the best in them. Even though teen girls often seem disinterested, your willingness to fearlessly extend optimistic goodwill can reap significant results. The alternative is getting mired in worry and negativity.


    People Are Not Problems


    When people are saturated in a “problem” mentality, anxiety increases while parenting skills decrease. Even when times are hard with teen girls, it’s important to resist seeing them as problems. People are not problems; problems are problems. And problems will definitely arise as you parent your teen daughter. When faced with a perceived problem, it’s easy to panic and want to stomp it out like a brush fire on the living room rug. The “stomping” response may feel compelling in the moment, yet it never creates good results. More seriously, stomping injures relationships and prevents the resolution of issues.


    When parents panic and become problem focused, their teen girls feel like their parents care more about the problem than about them. This seems especially true for self-regulatory issues like eating disorders and self-cutting. Teen girls want parents to see them as people first—willing to show interest, curiosity, and concern about what is going on, even if the teen has trouble talking about it. When teens feel the love first and concern for the problem second, they are more available to collaborate with the parent against the problem. In this way, teen girls and their parents become allies against the problem. Try on this new way of thinking and see how it feels:


    Your teen girl is not the problem. When her behavior disappoints you, enrages you, or scares you to death, she is not the problem. Even on a really bad day, she is not the problem.


    You are not the problem. When you observe yourself behaving horribly with your daughter, the child you planned to love and cherish always, you are not the problem. Even on your worst parenting day, you are still not the problem.


    Problems, or challenges, are a guaranteed part of parenting. Fortunately they don’t always mean that something is going horribly wrong. Often they are a call to pay attention and think creatively. Exercise your mind by trying to identify strengths surrounding the problem, or resources you can utilize for the solution. Also identify positive intentions in teen behaviors that are problematic. When teen girls feel your attempts to align with them and their positive intentions, they allow some level of connection instead of shutting down.


    Even really inappropriate behavior contains a kernel of good intention. For example, the teen girl who comes home drunk may be experimenting with separation, risk taking, and expanding social connections. Learning to recognize and acknowledge the kernel helps you address the behavior with your daughter because she doesn’t feel completely reduced (in your eyes) to whatever choice just created the problem. Even though her behavior is unacceptable, she is acceptable.


    If you can, expect problems or challenges to appear regularly. Turn your mental dial setting to Yes, there will be problems. Instead of feeling shocked and betrayed by the problems, accept and expect problems to come and go. By doing this, you stand on relatively stable ground no matter what’s going on. Problems are more productively handled when you expect a certain amount of turbulence and surprisebehavior by your teen daughter.


    Here’s how smashing pessimism and trash talk allows your thinking to shift toward optimism and a solution orientation:


    [image: Pessimism:I can't believe the way she speaks to me! How did I raise such an absolute brat? / Optimism: A lot of her behavior is developmentally appropriate. Instead of getting offended, I will respond to the behavior.]


    More Tips to Cultivate Optimism


    Focus on optimism. Here are a few tips to help you:


    Memory lane: Keep little-girl pictures of her around. Tell her a random story of her childhood or share a reflection from time to time. It’s good for both of you to connect to positive feelings about the child that she was. Pull out old pictures you haven’t seen for a while and post them somewhere unexpected in the house. Even if she’s been a terror all week, you can still say, “I remember your Little Mermaid phase. You wore your Ariel costume everywhere. Even then, you were really creative with your clothing choices.”


    Use soft eyes: In some spiritual practices, people are encouraged to look upon others with soft eyes. This means looking at people with love and compassion instead of irritation and judgment. Notice how easy it is to regard teens with judgment, and then remember that what they portray superficially does not adequately inform you about who they are on a deeper level. Experiment for a day (or a lifetime) by looking upon teens (and all humanity) with soft eyes.


    Check your statements: Imagine your comments to your daughter represent either bank deposits or withdrawals; how does the balance look? Deposits are positive comments while withdrawals are critical. It’s easy to get overdrawn, so remember that the biggest problem with commenting too frequently on what is not working is that it results in more negativity, not less. Use self-awareness to keep your accounts in the black.


    Practice appreciation: Tell your daughter often how happy you are to have a teenager. When she’s funny, laugh fully. When she’s clever, take a moment to really enjoy how her mind works. Both savor who she is and convey your enjoyment (often and generously) for it:


    
      	I love having a teenager! You just keep evolving into a more amazing person, and I like being around you.


      	No one makes me laugh the way you do. You always see things with a creative twist. You have a certain wicked, but brilliant, way of seeing things.

    


    Even during tough times, you can verbalize optimism:


    
      	Hey, I know we had a rough patch today. Even when we clunk heads, I still adore you.

    


    Hello, hello: It’s easy to get lazy about hellos and good-byes. Many teen girls are not great at basic social rituals. Instead, they are often preoccupied with feelings and struggles we may know little about. No matter her mood, commit to greeting her with love and warmth. Even the prickliest of teens will admit she needs these signs of love.


    Walk your talk: If you would like her to speak in a positive tone of voice or think before acting, pay close attention to your own communication and behavior. It takes a lot of self-control and self-awareness to model the values we teach as parents. For example, teens often hear that gossip is wrong and hurtful, only to hear their parents gossip. Warning: your teen daughter can spot your hypocrisy faster than a cheetah can spot a chubby wildebeest.


    We’ve scraped off the culturally conditioned negativity toward teens. Now let’s bump up your ability to connect positively with your daughter.
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    A Crash Course on Connection


    During the teen years, you’ll experience many changes in family interactions. Ways of relating that used to feel natural and satisfying can be thrown off by your daughter’s mood, her schedule, or her reluctance to engage. Hang in there, because the most important thing you can give your teen daughter is a strong relationship with you. While it won’t be all bonding moments and heart-to-heart talks, your overall loving connection will facilitate her healthy development like nothing else can.


    You May Be Noticing:


    
      	She’s in her room more—with the door closed.


      	She has an endless appetite for socializing with friends, but she won’t go into the grocery store with you. She’d rather sit in the car texting.


      	Peaceful connection can dissolve into conflict in a second.


      	Her level of activity can range from very active (no time for you or your requests) to completely inert (you fight the urge to check for a pulse).


      	Feeling in the loop isn’t what it used to be. She prefers to rarely consult you and becomes annoyed when you seek access to her life.

    


    You Are Important


    No matter how it seems sometimes, your teen daughter wants and needs a strong relationship with you. In fact, in 2007 the Associated Press and MTV interviewed nearly thirteen hundred young people, twelve to twenty-four years old, and found that the majority of teens find the most happiness with family and are often happier being with their parents than being with their friends. In this same Youth Happiness Study, guess who most teens listed as their heroes: parents! (Associated Press–MTV 2007). So no matter how her sharp retorts pierce you, see beyond her prickly attitude and remember that, in the big picture, you are important.


    More good news: A YMCA parent and teen survey, “Talking with Teens,” commissioned for the 2000 White House Conference on Teenagers, reported that 78 percent of teens said they turn to their parents in times of need. Teens are three times more likely than their parents to say not having enough time together is their biggest frustration (YMCA 2000). If you’re surprised by these findings, you’re not alone. The teen years can make parents question their importance.


    Then and Now


    Intimately connecting with your daughter as a little girl was often natural and effortless. The only challenge was how many times you could play Candy Land without losing your mind. Even tedious errands could be transformed into adventures with your bright-eyed and curious companion. Days began cuddling your warm biscuit and ended with her precious head leaving a sweaty spot on your shoulder. Even with the stress and exhaustion, many parents experience a sense of unsurpassed intimacy and love in these early years.


    Now she’s a teenager. Luckily this transformation has unfolded over time, so you’ve already made many of the necessary adjustments. For example, she doesn’t appreciate that little pat on the butt you used to give her, and you can’t call her Lamby-Pie in front of her friends. There are moments when she surprises you with bursts of affection followed by moments in which her scathing gaze makes you wonder if you’re emitting some kind of toxic daughter-repelling pheromone. Wistfully you remember the days her entire being lit up at the mere sight of you.


    Changes are everywhere, and you may feel confused about how to respond. Your once vivacious child may be sullen and withdrawn at the family gatherings that she used to love. She went from “queen” of the neighborhood to queen of solitary room confinement. And there are those strange choices she makes that you find so hard to believe: “Really, honey? You’d rather stay in this hot car than run into the store with me?” Yes, apparently she would.


    In some ways, your daughter completely depends on you, but in others she pushes you away. While she holds your historic bond deep inside her, nurturing a relationship with you is low priority. In fact, if you’ve been a fairly consistent and loving parent, she has the luxury of taking you for granted. Believe it or not, this is a compliment to you.


    Like generations of teens before her, your daughter is driven by two developmental tasks: cultivating identity and becoming independent. If there is a gentle, graceful way to master these foundational elements of adulthood, few parents have witnessed it. The process is crucial, not pretty. Accepting that the road will be intermittently bumpy will help you trade panic mode for resilience mode. Understanding more about her daily stresses helps you keep her moodiness in perspective.


    A Day in Her Life


    There are many reasons for your daughter’s inconsistent moods and behavior. To better connect with her, even when she’s spiraling out of control, let’s take a walk through her day.


    In Her Shoes


    Your daughter’s day is long and multifaceted. She doesn’t just “go to school.” She navigates emotional, social, and academic challenges from the time she wakes up until she goes to bed. You don’t need to be aware of all the details—you just need to appreciate the overall struggle. As she deals with diverse challenges, she draws from coping skills that resemble an incomplete deck of cards. She rifles through the deck all day long in search of the correct card to play for the challenge at hand: talking to a teacher, navigating a misunderstanding with a friend, feeling dismissed by a romantic interest. Often she grabs the wrong card, which is hardly surprising, since developmentally she lacks a complete deck.


    Since projecting attractiveness, acceptability, and normalcy are key priorities for teen girls, feelings of inadequacy are inevitable. No wonder she’s touchy by the time she gets home.


    No matter how upbeat and charming you are at the end of the day, her energy is crashing and you’re her “crash zone.” She’s tired of projecting her ideal image. Her composure is spent, and she can be herself with you. At the mellower end of the behavioral spectrum, she may be quiet or indifferent. Some girls withdraw to their rooms to decompress.


    Other teen girls seek interaction, though not necessarily pleasantly. Stressed and overstimulated, teens often fire frustration bombs onto parents or siblings, who understandably feel attacked. Whether your daughter has a predictable way of hitting the crash zone or mixes it up, remember that you are very likely the most important human in her life.


    Banishing the Disrespect Myth


    Since your daughter is a developing adult with partially developed coping strategies, you can see her rudeness in a more productive way. While some of her coping strategies may be quite skillful and appropriate (savor those moments), others seem better labeled “coping flops.” Much of her rude behavior is, in fact, a coping flop. For example, when you comment on her mistreatment of a sibling, a wet towel on her floor, or the chore she forgot to do, your daughter responds with a rude verbal eruption; a blank, confused, or hostile facial expression; or physical and emotional withdrawal.


    Exercise: Teen Behaviors That Trigger My Perception of Disrespect


    Think about the last time you felt disrespected by your daughter. List behaviors that trigger your perception of disrespect.


    ___________


    ___________


    ___________


    Disrespect = Coping Crisis


    When you feel disrespected by your daughter, try this new way of looking at her behaviors: disrespect equals a coping crisis. What you interpret as disrespect may actually be your daughter behaving rudely because she is overwhelmed. Coping strategies elude her. To understand this, think about the last time you were rude, short, or dismissive with someone. How clear, resourceful, empowered, and capable were you feeling in that moment? Chances are you were emotionally overwhelmed or mentally and physically exhausted. Pressures taxed your resources. Similarly, various pressures underlie your daughter’s meltdowns, so it’s helpful to look beyond their face value. Your reminder to pick up the towel may very well be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. The point isn’t that poor coping excuses rude behavior; the point is that poor coping drives rude behavior. Teen rudeness often has absolutely nothing to do with disrespect.


    How to Deal with a Coping Crisis: Zooming Out vs. Zooming In


    If your daughter’s behavior reflects a coping crisis, you can still respond. A coping crisis is not a hall pass for rudeness. But now that you see her as a child having a coping crisis, your response to her behavior will be more empathic, skillful, and successful. Avoiding battle mode helps you communicate effectively, which prevents your message from being met with irate indignation.


    When you feel really angry, adjust your perspective by employing this visual: Imagine you’re holding a camera. Anger puts the camera on “zoom in,” which means you zero in on a few details of the larger picture. For example, you zoom in on the fact that she’s late, or she left a mess, or she just treated you terribly. Because you’re not considering context while in zoom-in mode, your anger burns hotter. Now if you turn the imaginary lens to zoom out (easier said than done), the target of your focus softens and more context comes into view. She’s late because her practice ran over; she left a mess because she overslept, and she plans to clean it up soon; she erupted because she felt you criticized her and she failed to employ better coping behavior in that moment. Again, you’re not accepting the behavior as appropriate. You are reducing conflict and improving your approach by acknowledging a larger context.


    Your mind can both zoom in and zoom out to change its focus. The ability to do both is called cognitive flexibility, and it’s a very good skill to have. Knowing when you’re zoomed in too close allows you to choose to zoom out and derive the benefit of more context. Breathing mindfully while relaxing your clenched muscles and softening your focus helps you ease your angry feelings and proceed through the challenge more skillfully.


    As you integrate new skills such as cognitive flexibility into your parenting, don’t despair if it takes a while to see positive results. (If you are the parent of an intense thirteen-year-old, we may be talking years here.) Even when your daughter shows you little in the moment, take pride in acting as a powerful example of how to behave well when stressed. You are also cultivating trust and infusing your relationship with goodwill.


    Mood Meteorology and Teen Girls


    Mood changes also let you know your daughter is struggling to cope. If you’re having trouble understanding how your daughter can rapidly shift from treating you as extremely important to the object of intense irritation, think of her moods as weather. In any given day, there are many weather changes (mood changes). Some days (hours or even minutes) the weather is intense and unstable, while others days weather is mild and even pleasant. Skies can go from clear blue to stormy in the time it takes you to brush your teeth.


    With teen girls, triggers stimulate abrupt changes in weather: a disappointing grade, a perceived social slight at school, an acne flare-up, learning she’s been “defriended” on a social networking site. Since she may not tell you about the trigger (or even consciously realize it herself), give her the benefit of the doubt when you see a quick, dramatic weather change. She’s struggling with something that compromises her ability to behave well in the moment. Stabilizing your own emotional weather patterns creates the best climate control.


    Remembering Core Goodness


    In the early years, you seldom lost sight of your child’s core goodness. She was a love dispenser who could warm your heart as it had never been warmed before. She emanated sweetness and light. Even her shenanigans were adorable. But during these teen years, your belief in her core goodness may be put to the test. At times, you feel so exasperated by her behavior that you want to push her away or yell at her—or you may fantasize about running away from home yourself.


    When behavior is skillful, kind, and appropriate, it aligns with core goodness and people feel great. When behavior is unskillful, unkind, inappropriate, and therefore out of alignment with core goodness, people feel awful. The behavior does not define the human producing it. Even wonderful, lovely humans are absolutely capable of producing horrible behavior. This is true for parents as well as teens. If you have a horrible parenting moment, it does not mean you are a horrible parent or a despicable person. It means you’re out of alignment with your core goodness. Neither your behavior nor your daughter’s defines who either of you is at your core.


    Remembering your teen as a young child can help you stay connected to her core goodness. Sprinkle reminders throughout your home: old photographs, art projects, or the pinch pot she made for you in kindergarten will remind you that your daughter is more than her current behavior. One parent did it this way:


    I put an old photo of my daughter from second grade on the inside of my kitchen cabinet. Every morning when I get my coffee, I see her toothless grin smiling at me. It stings a little to see that picture because I’m having a really hard time with her right now. I struggle with taking all her behavior personally. Anyway, when I look at that picture, I remember who she really is at her core and remind myself that this difficult phase will get better.


    Reflecting on sweet memories helps you remember the positive feelings you have about your daughter. Circulating positive feelings is beneficial because it realigns core goodness, both your daughter’s and your own. The positive feelings will infuse your connection with your daughter, stoking the potential for positive connection. Teen girls can be both oblivious as well as psychically attuned to parental feelings, so readjusting your feelings might just show results in your next interaction.


    Exercise: Reclaiming Positive Feelings


    To help you keep in touch with the positive feelings, jot down several memories of your daughter that make you smile.


    ___________


    ___________


    ___________


    Exercise: Memories I Have of Myself That Create Positive Feelings


    Since parenting teen girls can take a toll on how you feel about yourself, it’s helpful to reflect on your own positive memories. Breathe into the positive feelings and allow them to bolster your commitment to seeing and feeling your own core goodness. Record a few memories below:


    ___________


    ___________


    ___________


    Keep Your Eyes on the Prize


    At the end of the day, your daughter has experimented with many different behaviors and identities. They come and go naturally, without heavy intervention from you. And though some may be more desirable than others, through them all you want your daughter to know she is deeply valued and loved. You want her to understand that your relationship with her is more important than the behavior she exhibited. No matter how it appears, she needs a strong relationship with you. Beyond the realm of her behavior, you want her (and you) to connect with her core goodness.


    If your daughter participates in seriously risky behaviors, it is even more crucial to remember her core goodness. Many parents are so scared, upset, and mad about risky behaviors that they punish their teen by withdrawing all signs of love. This is a very risky behavior of a different sort; avoid it at all costs! Your daughter needs your love even more when she’s blowing it. Deal with the behavior, but stay committed to loving your child. And remember that most teens make it through very rough times and reclaim qualities and the core goodness from which they have strayed.


    Be a Curious Explorer of Behavior


    Parents often ask me, “Am I supposed to disregard my teen’s unacceptable behavior just because it’s developmentally appropriate?” The answer is no. When she was four, it was developmentally appropriate for her to hit and push when angry, but you didn’t accept the behavior just because it was normal for her age. The trick is to deal with behavior that is unacceptable without losing her (or your) connection to her core goodness. You want to convey that the behavior is of concern and that you still love and believe in her.


    If you explore the behavior that concerns you instead of getting lost in conflict, you’ll have more resources to work as a team with your daughter against the problem. In contrast, if you withdraw or fight mercilessly with her about the behavior, you won’t address the problem and you will injure the relationship. Without you on her side, the problem can get worse. If your relationship is injured because conflict smothers exploration and batters connection, she may get better at hiding her behavior and fail to identify you as a resource.


    Gather Information


    Depending on what she’s up to, your nerves may be getting a real workout. Here’s what to do: feel your feelings, write them down, share them with a friend, cry, breathe, go to kickboxing/meditation/yoga, and read chapter 3, Self-Care for Sanity. Refrain from spewing your fear and anger onto your daughter.


    Instead of conveying your fear and anger, come from a nonthreatening, nonhostile, caring place and make inquiries about her concerning behavior. Teen girls respond much better to inquiries than assumptions. In fact, assuming the worst about them often triggers them into exploring the worst, since no one expects better of them anyway. Let her know you care about her, and that part of your job as her parent is to guide her behavior. If she’s not completely open, and you don’t get all the information you desire, don’t despair. Your daughter will still get the message that you care more about her than about punishing her. As she experiences your concern, instead of your accusations, she will learn to trust you as an ally.


    Crucial Connecting


    Chapter 4 contains many tips for effective communication. However, because communication is crucial to your positive connection with your daughter, I will briefly address it here as well.


    Win-Win Scripts


    You can improve your connection with your teen with win-win scripts. A win-win script allows both you and your daughter to feel like winners in a conversation that produces good results. One or more of these elements will help you create a win-win interaction with your daughter:


    
      	Neutrally describe the issue.


      	Acknowledge your teen’s intention/goal.


      	Speak to her core goodness.


      	Clarify the preferred behavior needed.

    


    Think about how you can include these elements in conversations with your daughter. Using them will help keep the communication lines open. They respect both your needs and hers, and help you move together toward workable solutions to problem behavior. Here are a few examples:


    Balancing Commitments


    
      	You’ve always been such a good and kind friend, and I want you to get plenty of time to socialize. We need to find a balance between social time with friends and family time.


      	I respect how devoted you are to your school work; however, I still need you to clear your dinner dishes and wipe down the counters.

    


    Being Respectful and Responsible


    
      	I want to give you more and more freedom. You’re an adventurer and I love that about you. You need to do your part by checking in when I ask you to and being home on time. I know we can get this right so we’re both satisfied.


      	I love your spontaneity. It’s one of the reasons you’re so fun. I know it’s not always easy to keep me in the loop when your plans change. Here’s the deal: if you want freedom, you need to keep me posted.


      	I appreciate the thinking you’ve put into why I should say yes. I love the way your mind works and will try to say yes as much as I can. This time, however, the answer is no. I’m sorry you’re disappointed.


      	I appreciate that your room is your space. I want you to have your own space, and I want to honor your need for privacy. My need is for you to keep clothes off the floor. I don’t feel good about buying clothes that live on the floor and, for me, putting them away feels respectful. I know other moms have different standards, but this is mine and I’d like you to work with me.

    


    Dealing with Risky Behavior


    
      	I think you’re really smart, and I don’t want to offend you by telling you this. I know you love and trust your friends and would never want to create conflict with them. However, if one of your friends has been drinking and plans to drive, you need to stop it, even if you have to get other people involved. I want you to call me or someone you trust, but never, ever get into a car with someone who has been drinking, even if it’s an adult.


      	Taking risks is part of being a teenager. You are such a wonderful person, and I love and adore you no matter how hard things get. I’m concerned that you are taking risks that could endanger your life. I’m curious about what you’re dealing with and how you feel about it.

    


    Taking Care of Yourself


    
      	I hear that you don’t feel tired until midnight. You’re becoming so responsible that I want to back off and let you make the call. But if you’re not getting at least nine hours of sleep, I’ll need to step in and be a bigger pain about this issue. It’s critical to your health and learning that you get the recommended sleep for your age.


      	I know you’re not a fan of breakfast. Make me a list of what you can stand eating, and I’ll do everything I can to work with you on this. Skipping breakfast isn’t an option, but choosing from lots of possibilities is.

    


    Exercise: Write a Win-Win Script


    Now create a win-win script for you and your daughter, following the four steps below:


    
      	Neutrally describe the issue.

        ___________


        ___________

      


      	Acknowledge the teen’s intention/goal.

        


        ___________

      


      	Speak to her core goodness.

        ___________


        ___________

      


      	Clarify the needed behavior.

        ___________


        ___________

      

    


    Remember, your job is to recognize your teen’s core goodness and nourish your relationship. She may be open and honest or she might shut you down. You can control only your part of the relationship. Stick to your commitment and be the best parent you can be, no matter how she handles her role. If she seems stubborn and uncooperative, you’re still planting seeds that will create growth in her future.


    The Importance of Small Moments


    Connection with your daughter may come in a variety of small moments scattered throughout the day and week. If you’re not getting big stretches of time together, don’t sweat it. Think small. Increments of just a few, sweet minutes do count, especially when you are undistracted and truly present. Here are some ideas from real teen girls:


    
      	My dad makes my waffle in the morning, and he toasts it just right. Then he hangs out with me for a while before he leaves for work.


      	My mom texts me sometimes to wish me good luck on a test.


      	My dad and I watch football together.


      	My granny makes me hot chocolate in a mug she got for me. She made a rule that no one gets to use that mug but me.


      	My mom reads her book in my room while I do my homework sometimes. It makes me feel less isolated and lonely. Even though we’re both doing different stuff, I like her company.

    


    Exercise: Small Things I Will Do to Connect with My Daughter


    Now it’s your turn to think of small ways to connect with your daughter. If you’re not sure where to start, look to things you used to do when she was little and consider trying some again. If you used to read to her and she’s currently up to her ears in US history, offer to read a few pages aloud to her.


    ___________


    ___________


    ___________


    ___________


    More Ways to Enhance Connection


    Because connecting with your daughter is good for both of you, watch for ways to enhance your connection with her. Here are a few additional ideas:


    Catch your bee with honey: You know how you experience your daughter’s tone, facial expressions, and mood, but do you know how she experiences yours? Take a moment occasionally to see yourself, your behavior, your tone, your mood, and your interactions from her perspective. Some parents notice how barky they are or preoccupied with the many tasks of everyday life. Others become aware of time spent on their cell phone or personal computer.


    “Think teen”: You will increase opportunities to connect if you sharpen your ability to “think teen.” Pay attention to ways your daughter may be open to connecting. Here are some ideas from real parents:


    
      	I’ve learned to recognize when my daughter is trying to connect with me. The other day, she wanted to share a song she downloaded from the computer and I was busy, so I almost waved her off. Then I realized this is an invitation! I stopped what I was doing, which was really hard, and listened to the song with her. It was just a five-minute interaction, but that is what I’m learning to value and be available for.


      	My daughter is most accessible late in the evenings when I am most exhausted. I find a reason to visit her in her room to create a small connection before bed. She’s not much of a talker but likes a cup of tea and a good-night hug.

    


    Take advantage of unexpected opportunities: If your daughter is sick, injured, or feels out of place and self-conscious at a family social event, connect spontaneously. You will find she’s extremely open to you. Tap into a sense of fun and make the most of her accessibility. Here are some connections teens have appreciated:


    
      	When I was stranded at home with a sprained ankle, my dad got my old Legos out of storage. I thought he was ridiculous, but I was so bored I started building a kingdom with him. We used to do that when I was little.


      	Every year my family has a giant family reunion. I’m kind of shy and get totally overwhelmed by all of the hugging and socializing. My mom tries to rescue me from certain relatives, and we hang out and have fun.

    


    Don’t accidentally penalize her: When my older teen comes out of her room, I often have an impulse to remind her to take out the garbage. Ooops! What message does that send? It’s better for her to stay in her room! To avoid negatively penalizing girls, we can leave sticky notes on their doors reminding them of chores and tasks. When they emerge from their private spaces, we can be mindful to keep their experience positive.


    Now that you have some great ideas about how to enhance your connection with your daughter, we need to make a U-turn to check out your connection to your own health. Teen girls aren’t the only ones going through developmental changes. In order to feel your best while doing your best, you need to breathe life into your own health and well-being.

  




End of sample
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