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LISTENING TO OUR TEENS

"My friends listen to me."

"My friends don't judge me."

"My friends can relate to what I am going through."


"If your teen thinks you don't hear when they talk to you, they'll go elsewhere." Richard Heyman, describes how teens are "caught between identities". They're children and yet they're not. They're adults, and yet they're not. They want to talk to their parents, but they don't. They want to feel understood by their parents, but many times they're not. 

It is interesting, or maybe unsettling, to learn that the North American teenager lives in a culture that is mostly unique compared with other cultures of the world. Historically, this North American "life stage" has evolved over the decades to become what is now defined as "the Generation Abyss" (not just a Generation Gap anymore). "Teenagers" are, in fact, only a few generations old. Prior to the 1930's, most students began full-time employment soon after their 13th birthday. As they contributed their wages to support their families, they were considered and treated as adults. With the onset of the Great Depression (1940's), jobs became scarce, and therefore students were encouraged to stay in school. During this time, they turned to one another for companionship, and a resulting closeness evolved around their shared interests and problems. By the 1950's, Hollywood had come on the scene, and movies helped facilitate a move toward a teenage "culture" - as young people created their own music, fashions and dance. In the 60's this unique "culture" had a well-established individuality, with its own set of values and norms and the infamous "Generation Gap" was born. During the next two decades, mothers entered the workforce, divorce escalated, and the day-care generation spent more time with their peers than with their parents. As these children became teenagers, the Generation Gap became an "Abyss". The advent of computers and computer games in the 1980's and 1990's, along with the increased popularity of television resulted in teens who were spending 30 hours a week watching TV and less than 2 hours a week communicating with their parents. Today, the communication 'abyss' has widened with the arrival of cell phones, pagers, the Internet, chatrooms, etc.  Parents struggle to maintain a relationship with their teens within the complex and divisive framework of current society.

A recurring and persistent theme emerges in the literature - communication is a critical component of the relationship we have with our teenagers! "It creates relationships and connects us with one another" (Heyman).  Research has found that "relationships are key to adolescent well-being and greatly influence their choices and attitudes" (Anderson-Moore and Zaff).  As parents, we have the opportunity to build relationships with our teens simply (or not so simply), through how we interact and talk with them. 

There are ways we unknowingly 'fall short' when talking with our teens. The ways we have communicated with them has been working reasonably well, but now the rules have changed, so too must our style of communicating, if we are to foster a meaningful relationship with our children during these teenage years. No longer is it helpful or desirable to dish out our expert, all-knowing advice. In fact, for teens to take our advice, is to compromise their growing independence. Teens want to know that they are capable of making their own decisions.  "To have made a right decision because of parental advice is often for a teenager less desirable than to have failed on one's own." (Wolf)

What changes are important for parents to make if we are to improve our relationship with our teens? Once again the literature is conclusive - LISTENING is the cornerstone of communication with our teenagers. Four elements of listening are repeatedly highlighted throughout the parenting literature:

1) Listening means not talking. "You can listen your way to a better relationship with your teen, but you'll never talk your way there." (Bergmann). Teens take longer to process their ideas, organize their thoughts and find the right words - especially if they are emotional. So just take time to listen without talking.

2) To listen effectively, as parents we have to listen not only to our teen’s words, but also to the emotions and meanings behind them (Sonna). Remember that the feelings or problems they share are always very real to them, and as parents we need to acknowledge/validate them by listening.

3) Lecturing, judging, preaching, moralizing, and interrogating are well-known (and sometimes well-used) communication blocks that prevent our teens from talking to us. In order to earn the privilege of being a confidante of our teens, we have to work hard to avoid these common pitfalls that are so harmful to relationships.

4) TIME! In order to listen to our teens, and support them in their lives, we must have "daily talk time". Being in a relationship requires time spent talking with one another every day, whether that is at mealtimes or bedtime or sometime in between. 

"When you are totally involved in communicating with your teen, you're giving them the gift of yourself. In everything you say or do, you are telling them that you value them." (Heyman)

Take time to listen to your teen - they're worth it!
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