Parenting Teenagers  - A Radically Different Approach As They Are No Longer Children

A radically different approach is needed with teenagers today. Too many parents dread the teenager years and continue to parent in the same way they did when their child was younger. It has been said parents can’t have a relationship with teenagers, that we have to wait until they are grown.  How do we hope to influence with such a pessimistic view? And we must hope to have influence. As children get older they are not overly impressed with our authority. The truth is no human being is impressed with those in authority that they don’t respect. But bosses can fire adults for their rebellion. It is not quite that simple to fire our children when they aren’t overly impressed and don’t follow parental expectations. Parents must do whatever they can in hopes to influence. We may need to consider how we relate to teenagers and change our ways. 

The world we live in is very different than generations ago and we may need to adjust. The truth is “teenagerism” is somewhat of a new phenomenon in our culture. John Rosemond, a parenting expert, gives us a history lesson in his book Teen-Proofing. “Once upon a time not so long ago, there was no such thing as adolescence as we think of it today. Children were expected to be responsible, self-disciplined, and in many cases, to even help support their families by their early teen years….the transition from childhood to adulthood took place at age twelve or thirteen…Child labor laws and compulsory schooling changed all of this. Suddenly, the period of a child’s dependency extended well in the teen years. Since World War II, a steadily rising standard of living has further contributed to the creation of contemporary adolescence - a six- to eight-year period of relative leisure that only children of the fabulously rich (and not all of them either, mind you) enjoyed seventy-five or more years ago.” (x) 

What hasn’t changed is a teenager’s soul. They are less impressed at this age. Every thing in them yearns to be independent. Of course, they are not quite ready but convincing them otherwise can be hopeless. I am not suggesting that teenagers should have to pay their way, but a radical shift is needed in parenting style by the time a child turns thirteen. I suggest begin shifting to a new paradigm, depending on the child, as early as age eleven. Rosemond says one can’t stop children moving from parent-centered to peer-centered so prepare. A parent best move from caretaker to authority figure to mentor by the adolescent years. The mentor on occasion will have to yield corrective authority. An authority is explicit about the lessons they want a student to learn; a mentor guides the student toward learning those same lessons on his or her own.  

A mentoring style of parenting prepares children for life while enabling a positive, less conflictual relationship along the way. Some transition time and learning is necessary before totally independence. Mentoring prepares young people for the realities of life and it is a parent’s best chance of having a relationship of influence, as they are not constantly barking out orders but helping and encouraging young people to make choices on their own. Now, style without substance is for the birds. “Do as I say, not as I do” is rubbish. Parents themselves must behave a certain way. There are no shortcuts in parenting as there are no shortcuts in other relationships if you wish to have influence. It is all about the relationship. 
So how do parents influence teenagers for their good if they aren’t constantly barking orders and telling them what they can and cannot do? Children by the time they are a teenagers have heard everything they want to hear from parents. Often, they are much more impressed with their peers than their parents. But, parents are not helpless. If they have built a relationship with their child, children will listen. I wish I could tell you that teenagers want to do what a parent wishes because they respect and love them so much, but I would be lying. But adults are no different. If our bosses state their wish and we disagree, we will tend to go with the flow the more respect we have for our boss. Adults don’t always go with an authority’s decision because we want to or agree. Some may say: “you do what your authority says because they are your authority.” This is true but the world is a better place when decisions are made out of love rather than just fear. 
Of course, parents must pull rank or yield authoritative action when children engage in immoral behaviors. No, they can’t do drugs. But this is no different than an adult expecting their marriage partner not to use drugs. Kids want to be treated like adults. This means they get adults consequences as well sometimes. And “No, you can’t have a sex with anyone in my house. I have sex with your mom because I am married to her.” 
I can count on one hand how many times we had to interfere in our two daughters' lives that are grown now. My wife will say I exaggerate a bit, but most of the time I looked to guide rather than dictate or makes choices for them. For you naysayers, the same process works just fine with boys. Our son is 16 and expected to make his own decisions, though consulting with us on all things. We try very hard to not interfere unless moral issues are involved. A parent’s role should be one of a mentor. At this time he is following the footsteps of his sisters, thankfully. Treating children and teenagers in this manner nips in the bud the greatest sin known to parenthood – provoking children to anger or pissing them off for no good reason.  

My children frequently disagree with my wishes. But they have enough “like” for me that they will listen and sometimes are easily persuaded. I will step in and interfere when immoral decisions are being made, but this is true in our relationship with our spouse. Obviously, I do not interfere in the decisions of my wife, but if she engages in immoral conduct I will take a stance. Your work place often will allow latitude but with certain behaviors, they will step in and the employee risks being fired. I frequently can get my way with my children because I plead my case effectively. Often, my children lean on me and ask I change my mind in a certain matter. I look for such opportunities to treat my children like I want them to treat me. But, parents need to know when to back off or quit interfering and let young people make their own decisions. Parents who are control freaks are doomed to fail. What does it matter if you win the battle but lose the war?  All I can say to parents who say you can’t have a positive relationship with your children until they are grown is good luck! 

I know readers have a zillions questions. Some will argue this may work for you but it is not realistic in my case. Maybe parents have gotten a late start on not possessing but growing kids. One’s child may currently be using drugs.  It is never too late. Get a plan for independence. Figure it out. Stop provoking the children. Personally, I am convinced a life centered on a relationship with Jesus the Christ and a love for God allows us to best love and serve our children. Loving God is all about loving others. Having an intimate, close, relationship with God is absolutely critical to be empowered to love others as you wish to be loved.

P.S. I understand a mentoring style may not be thinkable or an easy transition for many parents in the midst of tremendous conflicts. But the concepts are still relevant. As mentors, we cannot do for kids what they must do for themselves. We parents may think we have control, but we really don’t. Let’s stop pretending at the expense of the relationship. I am the worst sometimes of indulging my children. They have built up much good will and I sometimes do for them what they should do for themselves. Do your best to not indulge your children too much. Our culture already does that.  Indulging parenting behaviors doesn’t prepare young people for the real world so parents are just delaying the inevitable. 

· Mentors help others make their own decisions rather than make decisions for the individual. Mentoring Parents   know control freaks are never in control

· Mentors know they cannot be blamed for behaviors of individuals unless their guidance stinks. Mentoring Parents understand they are responsible for their own actions and not the actions chosen by their children

· Mentors lead by actions rather than words. Mentoring Parents realize what a farce it is to say “do what I say, not what I do”

· Mentors understand the importance of both quality and quantity time to mentor more thoroughly. Mentoring Parents do not debate the quality versus quantity issue when they can control their circumstances

· Mentors help individuals pursue their own unique talents. Mentoring Parents never try to live their dreams out in children

· Mentors promote respect, never taking advantage of their position of authority. Mentoring Parents stay calm, never excusing their own verbal or physical abuse 

· Mentors know the values they live by, otherwise how can they guide. Mentors will confront immorality. Mentoring Parents realize absolutes are necessary in parenting or the child will do as they are inclined. Parents promote the golden rule and don’t stand for bigotry or favoritism. 

· Mentors are heavy on encouragement. They don’t cite or confront every little thing they see. Mentoring Parents pick their battles so the relationship is not always focused on the negative 

· Mentors give honest feedback regarding strengths and limits, while being careful to not discourage. Mentoring Parents are heavy on encouragement, but they are careful to not raise self-centered brats

· Mentors understand failures don’t disqualify them; instead, they use their experiences to help others avoid mistakes. Children realize their parents aren’t perfect, but they do yearn for them to say sorry. Mentoring Parents allow their children to make mistakes so their children might learn from them. 

