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About HRI's
Toolkit on
Parenting Teens
“Helping my teen become an independent and
responsible adult is no easy task. How do I nurture
them and still encourage responsible behavior?”
“I want my teen to feel supported. Even when we don’t
agree, they should always feel loved”
“The teen years can be some of the hardest. So many
changes and so much peer pressure.”
Growing as a family is a great learning experience filled
with compelling and unforgettable memories. Although
the teen years present a new set of challenges for both
parents and children, this is also a time for parents to
help their children grow toward reaching their full
potential.
HRI is here to help families parenting teens to build
happy, healthy, and safe relationships. Our goal is to
meet families parenting teenagers where they are and
offer resources and information to help take the next
steps in strengthening their relationships.
So, whether parenting your teen has been a smooth
experience overall, but with a few challenging areas, or
if parenting your teen is feeling a bit difficult right now,
or even if you have no idea of what direction to go in
next, we’ve designed the resources in this toolkit to
help you reflect on your relationships, connect with
your family through deeper conversations, and build up
tools to strengthen your relationships.
The tools in this toolkit were developed primarily by Javiette
Grant.
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Section 1: Reflect

Reflection Activities
Being in touch with your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors is an important key to
happy, healthy, and safe families. Frequent self-examination allows you to stay in
tune with yourself and gain awareness of how you interact with your teen. These
observations can help you identify potential strengths and weaknesses in your
relationships. Furthermore, this knowledge is important because ultimately you
are the only person whose emotions, thoughts, and behaviors you can control in a
relationship. So, it’s important to learn as much as you can about yourself so you
can do your own personal best to enhance your relationship with your teen. The
Reflection Activities in this section of the HRI Toolkit on Parenting Teenagers are
designed to help you intentionally think through your views and attitudes that
impact your relationships with your teen.

Reflection Activity #1: Social Support
Directions: As teens move into middle school and high school, they begin to have many new influences
in their life. Knowing every person your teen comes into contact with might not be possible, but
knowing who they spend their time with and who they befriend is important. By getting to know your
teen’s friends and the other people in their life, you learn more about your teen and gain insight into
the relationships that they are involved in making sure they are safe and positive. Spend some time
with your teen identifying the people that best fit the statements below.

Name a person who:
You can talk with if you feel unsafe
Is fun to try new adventures with
You can call if you feel sad
You wish you could spend more time
with
Can really make you laugh
Has a skill you wish you could learn
Is there to encourage you when
you're feeling down

You trust
You think is wise
Makes you feel supported
You think could be a lifelong friend
You connect with, even though
you're very different
Challenges you to be a better person
You have offered support to recently
Inspires you
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Reflection Activity #2: Checking In with Yourself
With so many changes going on in your teen’s life, it can be easy to forget to check-in with
yourself. No matter how busy we are, it's always important to take a moment and reflect on
what's going on internally. When you're by yourself, take a moment to think about the open
ended statements below. Encourage your teen to do a self check-in as well. If you both feel
comfortable, share some of your answers with one another.

I Wish...

I Need...

I Hope...

I Feel...

I Think...

I Want...
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Reflection Activity #3: Parenting Experiences and Lessons
Directions: Having a child can be a life-altering experience filled with ups and downs. Often, parents go to books and
articles to find tips on raising their teen, when in reality they’ve been building their parental toolkit from the
beginning. Every experience had as a parent has taught you something you want to do more of or something you
want change. Take an inventory of your experiences as a parent. Try to think of an experience from each phase of
your child’s life and identify what happened, what you liked, disliked, accomplished, and learned.

Experience #1:
What I Liked:
What I Disliked:
What I Accomplished:
What I Learned:
How I Can Use What I Learned In The Future:

Experience #2:
What I Liked:
What I Disliked:
What I Accomplished:
What I Learned:
How I Can Use What I Learned In The Future:

Experience #3:
What I Liked:
What I Disliked:
What I Accomplished:
What I Learned:
How I Can Use What I Learned In The Future:
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Reflection Activity #4: Self-Care
Being a parent or caregiver to young children can be a wonderful experience, but it
is also filled with times of great stress.
Directions: You need energy to take care of
your teen, start by taking care of yourself!
Being a parent can be overwhelming,
sometimes you have to take a moment and
recharge. Consider the following questions
as you reflect on how to best take care of
yourself:

1. What self-care activities have helped me manage stress in the past?
2. Do I feel as though those activities have been enough for me recently?
If you find yourself needing some alternative self-care activities, here are a
few examples that you might find helpful:
Deep breathing: Inhale for a count of 5, hold your breath for a count of 5, and
exhale slowly as you count to five. Repeat this 4-5 times or as needed.
Read a book.
Start a new hobby or return to old hobbies
Meditation: Meditation encourages the practice of mindfulness and being present
in the current moment. You can find guided meditation videos online on sites like
YouTube, and there are also a variety of cell phone apps with guided meditation.
Do some physical activity or stretching.
Spend time with friends.
Take a hot shower or long bath.
Sleep.
Have a cup of tea.
Go on a date with your partner.
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Reflection Activity #5: Rules & Responsibilities
Directions: A household rule lets everyone in the family know what is expected of them. It helps
to keep a balance and can make family life more peaceful. Parents and teens don’t always agree
on the rule and it can sometimes cause conflict. Sit down with your teen and fill out the Venn
diagram below with rules and responsibilities that you both think are necessary and fair. Have
your teen fill one side of the circle while you fill the other side. When you’re finished discuss the
answers put down and save the middle circle for rules you both agree on.
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Reflection Activity #6: Family Conflict
How effectively does your family manage conflict and disagreements?
In every daily interaction, family members are continually influencing one another. During
stressful situations, every family member’s conflict management style greatly influences
whether there will be a positive or a negative outcome. Conflicts and misunderstandings are
bound to happen within a family unit. How each member chooses to resolve conflict
influences how happy, healthy, and safe relationships between family members will be.
Directions: For each statement below, write if it occurs Never, Rarely, Regularly, or Always
when there is family conflict. Complete this activity with your teen and take time to compare
your responses and consider every one’s point of view. What similarities and differences do
you notice in your conflict management styles? Can you recognize any strengths? What is one
thing every member could do to help improve their conflict management style?

1. We blame each other when there is a misunderstanding. ________________
2. We tend to fight a lot in our family. ________________
3. We can agree to disagree when there is no resolution in sight. ________________
4. Each family member has a chance to share their point of view. ________________
5. At the end of an argument, one family member is always right. ________________
6. We can usually come to a resolution when we disagree. ________________
7. Differences of opinion are not received well during conflict. ________________
8. We yell at each other during arguments. ________________
9. We avoid talking about disagreements in our home. ________________
10. Family members are very supportive of one another. ________________
11. We set up family meetings to discuss conflict. ________________
12. Family arguments seem to never get resolved. ________________
13. We each take time to acknowledge each other’s point of view. ________________
14. New conflict brings up old disagreements. ________________
15. We get scared, when arguments get out of control. ________________
16. We stay mad at each other after an argument. ________________

*Note: Violence and abuse of any kind (including physical, verbal, emotional, and psychological) are never part of a happy,
healthy, and safe relationship or family. If there is any form of violence and/or abuse in your family, please contact your
local domestic violence agency or the National Domestic Violence Hotline. To make a report of child abuse or neglect,
contact your local Child Protective Services agency.
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Section 2: Connect

Conversation Starters
This Toolkit includes Conversation Starters to begin meaningful
discussions with your teen. These Conversation Starters can be used
in different ways to fit a pace that works for your family. For
example, you could address one topic at a time, or you could spend
a long period of time discussing many of them. Some teens are
easier to engage in conversation while you're doing something
active together, such as taking a walk or cooking together. Consider
following up on your teen's initial responses with an open-ended
question like “What else do you think about that?” This helps to
keep the conversation going, and it also provides an opportunity for
your teen to explain their responses.
1. Set aside time so that your conversation won’t feel rushed. If you only get through one topic at a
time, that's okay! Your goal is to learn more about each other, not check off a list of questions as
quickly as you can.
2. Try to have your conversations in places that are comfortable for everyone involved. Some
teens feel more comfortable in a more private place, while others feel comfortable talking in a public
place, such as at at park. The more everyone feels comfortable, the easier it will be to focus on the
conversation and each other.
3. Commit to really listening to one another. Once the other person has shared, reflect back to
them, such as by saying, “What I just heard you say is ______.” If you didn’t catch everything the first
time, ask for clarification.
4. Be open to disagreements. People don't need to agree 100% about everything in order to have
healthy relationships. In fact, differences help keep relationships interesting!
5. Use conversations as an opportunity for self-reflection, as well as for learning about your teen.
Some conversations may address topics that you’ve never thought much about before, so don’t be
surprised if your views on the subject change while you’re talking about them!
6. If you find it difficult to engage in positive conversations with your teen, and especially if this
is a pattern over time, it may be a sign that you could benefit from counseling. To learn more about
seeking counseling, please see the Tip Sheet on Finding a Family Counselor later in this Toolkit.
7. Finally, enter into deeper conversations with a commitment to kindness and respect. Everyone
deserves to feel heard and understood. If you engage in these conversations with kindness and respect,
you’ll see how they can propel your family to a deeper, more meaningful connections to one another!
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SELF-AWARENESS

COMMUNICATION

1) What is something you like about yourself?

1) Do you feel comfortable talking to me about

2) What’s the hardest part of your life right now?

anything? What could I do to make you feel more

3) What do you worry about the most?

comfortable?

4) What helps you feel better when you’re

2) How can we communicate better in our family?

stressed or upset?

3) How well do you think you communicate in our

5) What does your perfect day look like?

family? What would make you feel understood?

6) When do you feel the most proud of who you

4) What are topics that are difficult for us to

are?

discuss?

7) If you could choose three words to describe

5) How can we keep an open line of

yourself, what would you say? Why those three

communication even when we are busy?

words?

6) How can you let me know when there is
something you want to talk about?

CONFLICT

HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS

1) How do I usually handle conflict with my teen?

1) What do you think makes a healthy

Do I like to address things immediately or have

relationship?

some time to cool off?

2) What are qualities you look for in someone you

2) How does family conflict make you feel? Do

want to date?

you feel like you have a voice in family

3) Is there anyone you have a crush on?

discussions?

4) What do you like about them?

3) Do you feel comfortable expressing your

5) What do you think makes a safe relationship?

feelings during conflict?

What do you consider “red flags”?

4) What is one thing you would change about

6) How old do you think you have to be to fall in

how our family handles conflict?

love? What about get married?

5) How do you handle conflict at school? What
about between your friends or in your
relationship?
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SOCIAL MEDIA

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR TEEN

1) What's your favorite thing about social media?

1) What’s your favorite thing about our

2) What kind of privacy settings do you use on

relationship?

your social media platforms?

2) What’s your least favorite thing about our

3) Do you have a lot of friends on your social

relationship?

media? How did you meet them?

3) If we could spend a day together, what would

4) What's your favorite social media platform,

you want to do?

and why?

4) What are the most important things I’ve taught

5) How would you respond if a stranger tried to

you?

contact you through social media?

5) Is there something I can do better for our

6) What do you usually share on your social media

relationship?

sites?

6) Do I ever embarrass you?
7) What do you think I like most about you?

BODY IMAGE

FAMILY CULTURE

1) Who decides whether someone is attractive?

1) What’s the best thing about our family?

Do you agree with this standard?

2) What do you think makes a family close?

2) What are three things you like about yourself

3) How do you think your friends’ families

that aren’t related to your looks?

compare to ours?

3) How do you feel about society’s portrayal of

4) What is your favorite family tradition?

beauty on the movies and TV shows you watch?

5) What three words do you think best describe

Does this ever make you want to change your

our family?

appearance?

6) Is the discipline in our family fair?

4) Do you ever feel pressure from your family or

7) Is there anything you would like us to do more

friends to look a certain way?

of as a family?

5) What are your beliefs about beauty and
attractiveness?
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VALUES

EXPRESSING EMOTIONS

1) How would you change the world if you could?

1) Are you able to express when you're upset

2) Do you ever think it’s okay to lie? If so, in what

about something?

kind of situations?

2) How do you feel when someone is angry with

3) Do you think parents should ever lie to their

you? What is your initial reaction?

kids?

3) What do you do to cheer yourself up when you

4) Do adults automatically deserve respect?

don’t feel well?

5) Who do you look up to? Why?

4) What hurts your feelings? How do you act

6) What are some traits you think are important

when this happens?

for a person to have?

5) When you get angry, how do you calm yourself

7) What could our family do to make the world a

down?

better place?

6) Do you ever journal about your feelings?

SUPPORT SYSTEMS

DINNER TIME CONVERSATIONS

1) Who are some people in your life that support

1) How was school today?

you? In what ways do they do this?

2) What was the best part of your day?

2) Do you feel supported by your family?

3) What is something you learned today?

3) What can I do to support you more?

4) Did you meet any interesting new people

4) In what areas of your life do you feel like you

today?

need more support?

5) How is everything with your teachers? How do

5) Who are the people you can reach out to for

you like your classes?

help?

6) What would you like to talk about?
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YOUR TEEN'S FRIENDSHIPS

DRUG & ALCOHOL USE

1) Who is your best friend? What do you like

1) Do you know any peers who have tried alcohol

about them? What do they like about you?

or drugs? What do you think about them?

2) Are you happy with the number of friends you

2) Have you ever thought about using alcohol or

have?

drugs? Have you ever acted on this thought?

3) Do you ever feel lonely or left out?

3) What would you do if you were in a car and the

4) What makes a good friend? What makes a bad

driver had been drinking

friend? How can you tell the difference?

or using drugs? What if the person was an adult?

5) Do you ever feel peer pressure? How do you

4) What do your friends do at parties?

think you handle it?

5) Have you ever been offered a drink? Marijuana?

6) What does it mean to be popular at your

Any other drugs? If so, how did you handle it?

school? Do you want to be popular? Why or why

6) Do you feel comfortable asking me questions

not?

about alcohol and drugs?

THE FUTURE
1) How often do you think about the future?
2) If you could fast forward your life to after
college right now and choose any job, what
would you choose?
3) Why would you choose that job?
4) What do you hope your life will be like 10 years
from now?
5) Would you ever get a tattoo?
6) What about get married? Have children?
7) What usually inspires your future plans?
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Section 3: Build
Tip Sheets for Strengthening Your Relationship
During adolescence, teens need their
parents more than ever, but with so
many changes, it can be difficult to
maintain a strong relationship. One of
the keys to healthy, happy, and safe
relationships is trying different things to
figure out what works best for you and
your teen as they emerge into
adulthood. In this section, we offer
some basic tips to help you build
stronger relationships with your teen.
These Tip Sheets focus on key
challenges that parents raising teens
face. If you find that you need
individualized help in applying these
tips to your relationship with your teen,
or if you are experiencing problems in
your relationship that doesn’t seem to
improve when you apply these tips,
please read the tip sheet on Finding a
Family Counselor.
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HOW TO LISTEN TO YOUR TEEN

As a parent with so much life experience, it can be hard to sit back and listen to your teen
without pointing out the problem and attempting to give advice. Below are some helpful
tips on how to listen carefully and make sure you understand what your teen is trying to say:
1. Stop what you’re doing and give them your full attention. Multitasking may be the
most effective way to make use of your time, but when it comes to talking to your teen
schedule a special time to listen. This demonstrates to your teen that they have your
undivided attention and may encourage them to disclose more and ask questions.
2. Display attentive body language. Demonstrate non-verbally that you are there to
listen. Look them in the eyes, lean forward slightly, nod encouragingly. Your body language
says the most, and so will theirs. Observing your teen can provide insight in to how they feel.
3. Don’t interrupt them. It’s hard not to jump in with opinions and questions when your
teen is talking, however, letting them finish can help uncover underlying messages and
problems. Decide to be interested in what they are saying not what advice you have to offer.
4. Restate and summarize their words. Restating helps ensure that you heard your teen
correctly. If you didn’t, it gives them the chance to re-explain. It also lets them know that
you are following everything they are trying to say.
5. Reflect their emotions. Never ridicule. React sensitively to what your teen shares
with you. While something they say may seem trivial to you, in their world every event is big.
If you don’t agree with something tell them in an open and understanding manner so that it
doesn’t push them away.
6. Prepare for moments of honesty and vulnerability. While talking, your teen may
break down and share everything going on with them personally. Give them all time and
support they need to share. These moments may be rarer for some teens than others.
7. Don’t follow-up with a lecture. It is difficult enough for teens to share their life with
adults without being worried about being confronted immediately afterward.
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SUPPORTING YOUR TEEN’S POSITIVE SELF-ESTEEM

As a teen going through many changes, it can be difficult to maintain a positive selfconcept or healthy self-esteem. Your teen’s self-esteem is how they feel about themselves
and can impact their behavior that will reflect those feelings. Parents can strengthen their
teen’s self-esteem every day, often without their teens even realizing it, through their
words and actions. Below are some tips on how to help promote your teen’s self-esteem:
1. Don’t hesitate to give praise. When you are happy or proud about something your
teen has done, let them know they have done well. It can be easy for parents to express
negative feelings more quickly than positive ones. Children remember positive statements
that are given and can use them as sources of encouragement.
2. Criticize when necessary, but avoid ridicule or shame. Sometimes it’s necessary to
reprimand your teen’s actions, but saying it in a hurtful or demeaning manor can feel like
ridicule or cultivate feelings of shame. Try to use “I” statements rather than “You”
statements when giving criticism.
3. Seek your teen’s opinion. Your teen has many beliefs and outlooks on life that they
are ready and willing to share. Include them in every day family decisions and implement
some of their suggestions.
4. Teach your teen to make positive self-statements. Self-talk is important and
positive self-talk can help against feelings of anxiety or depression. Help your teen
develop statements that focus on their character or personality traits. Thinking positive
thoughts will help them feel positive and help them when faced with obstacles or difficult
situations.
5. Encourage development of personal interests and talents. Let your teen follow
their passion and create their own goals and dreams. Even if it’s an interest you don’t
agree with, try to provide opportunities for safe explorations of these interests. Teen’s
search for a sense of identity and their place in the community.

16

HELPING YOUR TEEN MAKE SMART DECISIONS

Throughout their teenage years, your teen will be faced with difficult situations every day.
Most teens struggle to make safe and healthy decisions due to peer pressure, and lack of
skills or knowledge. Good decision making skills can aid to your teen’s success later in life.
Below are some tips to help your teen learn how to make good decisions:
1. Identify the problem. Allow your teen to describe the problem in their own words. Be
sure to ask questions to gain clarity about the problem or situation; avoid questions that
foster “yes” or “no” responses. Really listen to what your teen is saying to understand their
worldview.
2. Talk with your teen about choices. Encourage your teen to identify their options.
Sometimes teens believe they don’t have choices in the outcome of certain problems, but
with time and encouragement, they can see alternatives that may be smarter or healthier.
3. Review the pros and cons. Challenge your teen to write a list of their options down
and identify the pros and cons of each one. Discuss how writing those down can help to see
what option is the best choice. Explain the consequences of different choices and help your
teen make a decision.
4. Provide guidance. Be willing to give input when necessary, but learn how to step
back and let your teen think through things on their own. Convey to your teen that you
want to help but won’t try to control the situation.
5. Allow your teen to make a decision and carry it out. As long as their safety is not in
danger, try allowing your teen to make their own choice and deal with the consequences.
Teens will make mistakes, but with a parent there to support them, they can learn from it.
6. Examine whether the choice was effective or not. Discussing this can help your teen
learn and assist in making better decisions in the future. Be open and understanding so
that your teen feels comfortable coming to you again when they need help.
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BALANCING INDEPENDENCE AND RESPONSIBILITY

Working with your teen towards growth and independence can be difficult as you try to
navigate through providing enough support while allowing the right amount of freedom. The
process of “letting go” may seem impossible, but is a necessary step in helping your teen
gain the capabilities needed to successfully navigate though life. Below are some tips on
how to foster independence in your teen:
1. Explain to your teen what it means to be independent and responsible. This
includes how to become more independent and the new responsibilities that come along
with it. Discuss situations with your teen, and ask how they think they will handle it. Asking,
rather than telling, may help them to take responsibility for their actions and time.
2. Avoid doing for your teen what they can do for themselves. Take the time to teach
your teen the skills they need to do things independently. For example, some skills may
include setting the table, doing laundry, or cooking a meal. Being able to contribute to the
family will help them gain more confidence and become more responsible.
3. Help your teen develop their talents. Finding a talent and helping your teen expand
on it can also encourage independence. Motivate your teen to get involved with their
interests and try their hardest to become disciplined. Feeling a sense of competence may
also help with your teen’s self-esteem.
4. Give your teen control over their bedroom. Privacy is also a part of independence.
Allow your teen to decorate, have ownership, and control over who is allowed in. Make it
clear that being in charge of their room comes with responsibilities such as cleaning,
vacuuming, and laundry.
5. Allow your teen to choose their own fashion style. Let your teen make ageappropriate choices when it comes to their self-expression. This will allow your teen to feel
like they have some control over their life and that you respect their unique identity.
6. Talk to your teen about what to do in an emergency. Prepare your teen to be able to
deal with safety and emergency situations. Unexpected events can happen and you won’t
always be with your teen.

18

MANAGING FAMILY CONFLICT

1. Understand everyone’s conflict style. Every member of your family has a unique way of
handling conflict. Some members avoid disagreements, while others seek a resolution as soon
as possible. Understanding each family member’s conflict management style helps everyone to
feel comfortable while working together in addressing a conflict.
2. Establish ground rules. Decide what words and actions are unacceptable during a conflict
and make sure to be specific and give examples. It’s important for everyone to clearly
understand the family ground rules and know what the consequences are for breaking them.
3. The Do’s. Everyone should try to be as calm, respectful, and cooperative as possible when
entering into a disagreement. Use “I” statements when sharing your perspective because it
allows others to understand where you are coming from in a non-confrontational manner. If
you begin to feel overwhelmed, take deep breaths and think encouraging, positive thoughts.
4. The Don’ts. Blaming, name calling, sarcasm, accusations, screaming, and judging family
members makes it even more difficult to resolve family conflict. People also will be less likely to
listen actively and cooperate if they feel disrespected or threatened in any way.
5. Focus on one issue. Stick to the issue at hand. The room for confusion increases the more
other conflicts are mentioned in the current disagreement at hand.
6. Use positive communication skills. Communication skills play a vital role in managing
conflict. Ask open-ended questions and give everyone a chance to speak. Take turns listening
to each other and try to understand the other person’s viewpoint, even if you don’t agree.
7. Maintain emotional control. Negative words and behaviors don’t help resolve conflict and
can’t be taken back . If you realize you've gone too far in your words or actions, be willing to
take a step back and apologize. Do your best to maintain control of your emotions at all times.
8. Work toward a solution. It’s unrealistic to think every family member will be on the same
page during every conflict. Remember that strengthening family relationships and finding
solutions that help everyone are more important than being right.
9. Seek professional help. Qualified family counselors are trained to help families resolve
problems in their relationships through guidance and insight that is specific to your situation.
10. Establish reconnection. As a family, come together and discuss ways in which you have
learned and grown from managing conflict. Conflicts are an opportunity to grow closer as a
family as you strengthen your relationships.
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ESTABLISHING RULES

It can be difficult to adjust household rules as a child emerges into the teenage years.
Parents try to balance guidance and freedom when setting particular expectations for their
teens. Rules can be a good indicator of maturity in a teen; if they struggle to follow the
rules, it may be a sign that they aren’t ready for more responsibility, and if they are able to
follow the rules, then they may be ready for more independence. Here are some rules to
consider:
1. Work - Homework and chores are often the tasks that teenagers try to avoid the most.
Establishing a time to do homework or connecting a privilege to chores can encourage that
they get done in a timely manner.
2. Free Time - While teens deserve a break, it is important to make sure that their spare
time is spent productively. Try to set limits on how long your teen is allowed to use
electronics. Encourage your child to pick up a hobby or sport.
3. Money - Show your teen how to budget and manage their money. Set rules on how
much they need to save, and show them how to make good choices when spending.
4. Honesty - Set rules that encourage honesty. Make consequences more severe if your
teen attempts to lie to cover up their tracks. Consider rules that discourage lying (even for
friends), cheating on homework, and following other rules.
5. Curfew - Set a clear curfew time and explain the importance of safety to your teen. As
age and responsibility increases, consider extending the time.
6. Drugs and Alcohol - Set a drug- and alcohol-free policy. Inform you teen about the
realities of these substances and why abstinence is the wisest decision. Make sure the
consequences are clear about what will happen if your teen is caught with or under the
influence of these substances.
7. Dating - Inform your teen that their safety is your main priority. Set clear rules about
what activities are allowed and how other dating matters will be handled.
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HAVING DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS

Difficult conversations cover both embarrassing and controversial topics that may come
up between you and your teen. It’s normal to feel uncomfortable talking to your teenager
about drugs, dating, and other issues. Having an open dialogue is important and can give
you the opportunity to guide your teen towards more healthy and safe decisions. Below
are a few suggestions to help when faced with these conversations:
1. Stay calm. It is okay to acknowledge that you are shocked by a topic your teen may
bring up, but it is also important to reassure them that you do want to discuss the issue.
2. Listen. Give your teen a chance to talk through what is going on. Instead of trying to
immediately fix things, try listening to understand your teen’s stance on the issue.
3. Ask questions. Develop an attitude of curiosity and try to learn as much as possible.
Ask questions such as “How does that make you feel?” or “How did you handle the
situation?”
4. Refrain from judgment. Try to avoid being critical or becoming emotional. During
this time, the focus should be on your teen and how they feel. Let them know that you
appreciate that they trust you with this information. If you need to talk to someone,
reach out to another adult or someone else a part of your support system.
5. Bring up sensitive topics in the right setting. Conversations don’t always have to
be had sitting down. Often, it is easier for teens to talk in a setting where they are
comfortable. Try taking them out for ice cream or spend the day with them, it will help
them relax and open up.
6. Thank them for their honesty. A thank you and/or compliment can go a long way
and may help develop more of an open dialogue. Showing your teen that you appreciate
their honesty can lead them to talk to you further the next time they’re confronted with a
difficult situation.
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UNDERSTANDING DEPRESSION IN TEENS

Teenage years can be filled with lots of chaos and uncertainty. It isn’t always easy to
differentiate between normal growing pains and depression. Teenagers face social pressure
and life changes daily, but depression goes beyond just being sad or moody, it can affect every
aspect of a teen’s life. Below are some signs for parents to look for and ways they can help:
Signs:
Sadness, hopelessness, or difficulty concentrating
Frequent crying
Withdrawal from friends and family
Loss of interest in activities
Trouble at school
Changes in eating and sleeping habits
Restlessness, irritability, or angry outbursts
Feelings of worthlessness
Lack of motivation and energy
Thoughts of death or suicide
Ways to Help
1. Make physical and mental health a priority. Inactivity can worsen depression. Set limits on
the amount of time teens use technology to escape from the world and encourage physical
activity, such as hiking or bike riding.
2. Encourage social connection. Depression tends to withdraw people from family and friends,
but isolation only makes things worse. Set aside time each day to talk to your teen without
distractions. Encourage them to hang out with their friends or invite friends over.
3. Know when to seek professional help. Support and lifestyle changes can help teens
combat their issues, but it’s not always enough. When depression is severe, don’t be afraid to
ask for help. Involve your child in treatment choices and explore your options.
4. Support. As your teen goes through this rough patch, the best thing that you can do is let
them know that they are loved and supported. Try to be understanding and patient, don’t
judge yourself or compare yourself to other families.
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FINDING A FAMILY COUNSELOR

Finding the right family counselor can be an overwhelming process. Counselors who work with
families should be skilled at understanding family dynamics and creating a safe space where
needs and concerns can be discussed. To help you decide on a counselor, ask the professionals
you are considering the following questions:
1. What training and experience do you have related to family counseling? The counselor
should have specific training in theories and approaches for working with families, since this is
a unique specialty area in the counseling profession.
2. What is your approach to counseling families? There are several different approaches to
family counseling. Your counselor should be able to explain their theoretical approach to you in
a language you can understand.
3. How many sessions will there be? Your counselor may have a time frame in which they
like to work with families, although, your needs and schedule may necessitate a shorter or
longer process. Once your counselor has a sense of your family’s goals, they should be able to
offer a general time-line so you’ll understand what time commitment will be involved.
4. What is the cost? Check with your health insurance company to see if family counseling is
a covered service. Discuss costs with the counselor up front so you can make an informed
decision about how much you can afford. If you can’t afford a counselor’s services, ask if they
can provide you with referrals to affordable services in the community.
5. Do you have experience working with families in our unique situation? If you’re seeking
counseling for a specific challenge, find out whether the counselor has experience addressing
those challenges. Certain family situations--such as a separation, divorce, or blended families-can benefit from working with a specially trained professional.
6. Who will be included in treatment? It’s important to inquire about who the counselor
believes needs to be present for sessions and if the counselor will be reaching out to others
who may provide added insight into the situation, like extended family members, teachers,
school counselors, and pediatricians.
In addition, it’s important to consider how well you and your family “click” with the counselor.
Work with someone with whom you all feel comfortable. The more positive everyone feels
about counseling, the more safe everyone will feel exploring challenging issues in your family.
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UNREALISTIC MYTHS ABOUT PARENTS & TEENS

Parenting is hard enough without buying into unrealistic myths and expectations that add to
the burden. Often, as parents, it’s easier to get caught up with things you think you know
about parenting and teenagers versus what is actually happening. Below are some common
myths and the “truths” associated with them:
Myth #1: A successful teen is ahead of the curve.
Parents usually have the right intentions and want the best for their children. However, it
can be easy to lose sight of just being there for your child without having an agenda. Try
connecting and focusing on the talents and abilities they have in the present moment. Allow
them to think critically about their values so that they can take ownership of their decisions.
Myth #2: Teens don’t care what their parents think of them.
Teens care about what their parents think, but it’s not always the coolest thing to say. Try
not to take your teen’s nonchalant attitude personally. Every day, teens are faced with the
questions “Who are you?” and “Who do you want to be?” Remember to give your teen praise
when they do something well and to avoid criticism even when they disappoint you.
Myth #3: Teens do not want to talk to their parents.
The fact is that most teens do want to talk to their parents, but in their own way and when
the timing is right. Teens shut down when parents get too emotional; try keeping your cool
and ask questions when talking to them.
Myth #4: Your teen would be fine if it weren’t for their friends.
Keep in mind that teens choose each other; no teen is all good or all bad. Your teen has
reached an age where their friends are the most important thing to them and they want to
know that you respect and value their friendships.
Myth #5: Always put your teens’ needs ahead of your own.
Being devoted to your teen and being devoted to yourself shouldn't be mutually exclusive.
Just as it's your job to make sure that your teen gets enough nutrition, sleep, social time ,
and mental and physical activity, remember that you need all those things as well.
Myth #6: “Losing it” with your kids makes you a bad parent.
Even the most peaceful, easy-going parent loses patience and yells. You are human, and it’s
important for your teen to know that everyone makes mistakes. Apologize and work on
building healthier coping skills.
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