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 As children begin to emerge into teenagers, their parents often wish the child they knew for eleven or twelve years would come back – the child that cooperated, listened, and was helpful and friendly. For some parents, it is as if the body snatchers came in the middle of the night and left a double of their child but now with curled lips, rolled eyes, shrugged shoulders and slammed doors. Dealing with teenagers can be equally challenging for teachers who are confronted by volatile emotions, oppositional behavior, silliness and intense egocentrism. This egocentrism comes in two major forms – the “imaginary audience” and “personal fable”. Because the blinders of the school age child are no longer providing the teenager with a constricted view of the world, they begin to see everything there is around them, especially their own faults and the faults of adults, hence the “imaginary audience”. They become very self-conscious believing that everyone is thinking about them and talking about them. One way they deal with this is by finding fault with peers and adults. This serves to take the focus off themselves. Thus, name calling, teasing and bullying become ways to divert attention to others. Another aspect of egocentrism is the “personable fable” – a story they tell them themselves about their own sense of invincibility or immortality. Even though they intellectually know they are mortal, they deny it and act as if they were indestructible. Thus, becoming sexually active, overdosing on drugs, driving at excessive speeds and engaging in high-risk behavior are common. Form the point of view of teens, getting a socially transmitted disease, getting pregnant or dying in a car accident only happen to stupid people not them. Thus, scare tactics that adult use to discourage teenagers from engaging in high-risk behavior have little effect on them . The personal fable also causes the teenager to believe that their experience, especially a bad one, has never happened to anyone else and that it will also get worse before it gets better. Teenagers tend not to see lights at the end of tunnels. This accounts for much teenage depression and suicide.
The two dangerous responses by adult caretakers to the teenager’s budding sense of independence are holding on too tight to them and letting go too easily. When a teenager’s need for autonomy is stifled s/he can be intensely belligerent, hostile, oppositional,  sneaky, outwardly conforming or even run away from home. When parents relinquish their job of providing limits and boundaries and try to become friends with their children or bribe them, teenagers feel unloved and unsupported. In an attempt to get their parents to care and say no, teenagers will test the limits and get involved with drugs, become promiscuous, do poorly in school, drink excessively and  engage in criminal acts. Parents and teachers are powerful models for teenagers and they will learn what we do more than what we say. A disconnected teen falls easy prey to negative peer influence.
The teenage brain has been described as a “work in progress”. This is because teenagers often perceive things from the part of the brain that is associated with earlier evolution, i.e. the primitive brain. Most adults process information and experiences from the modern brain. Thus, teenagers may not pick up on our cues and our disapproving expressions. This may cause adults to see teenagers as insensitive and self-absorbed.

What we also have to remember is that teenagers have certain needs that, when met, will result in healthy and productive functioning that will provide the foundation for the rest of their adult lives. One thing that teenagers need is a sense of significance. They need to have their individuality acknowledged and appreciated. They need to be prized for whom they are rather than just for what they do. They need to feel supported, cared about and loved. They need us to spend time with them and allow them their own time as well. They need to be listened to so they will listen to us. They need to feel that their decisions are respected and, unless their safety is an issue, they need to be allowed to fail so they that can learn from their mistakes. They need to know that we trust them to make good decisions and to use failure as a learning experience to grow and change. Our trust in them will help them trust themselves so that they will get up when they fall. Teenagers also need to experience a sense of competence. We must set them up for success by making sure that the tasks we set out for them are challenging but doable. If things come too easy for teenagers, they will not learn the sense of exhilaration that comes with doing something well. They will not be able to know that anything worth doing often requires hard work and frustration. We must provide just enough structure for teenagers so that they have some freedom of movement and choice. They need to learn to collaborate with others – peers and adults – in their learning. They need to see how their special gifts and talents help others to accomplish things they could not accomplish on their own. They need to be excited about learning because education speaks to them in ways that makes them want to be in school and stay in school. Their achievements in writing, speaking, art, music, science and other subjects should be openly exhibited for all to see.  Adults must have reasonable expectations for teenagers – not so high as to discourage them and not so low as to bore or insult them.  Teenagers also need to experience a sense of power. They need to feel that they have a voice and that their imagination, idealism, creativity and thinking ability can affect their surroundings in positive ways. Teenagers need to help make rules, decisions and policies that affect them because only then will they cooperate and go along. Coercive, top down control will only alienate teenagers and cause them to resist.
If teenagers felt more included in society instead of being told to “go away, kid”, they would not engage in negative group behavior, see adults as the enemy, kill themselves at the alarming rate they do, abuse drugs and alcohol and engage in other forms of self-destructive behaviors. I am not suggesting that we relinquish our roles as adults and let them take over the world. Rather, what I am saying is that we must make a place at the table for them so they will want to be part of our lives without becoming our clones, withdrawing from us or fighting us tooth and nail. We have to accommodate their needs, respect them and hold them accountable for their behavior. Teenagers want the security of boundaries but they also want and need to be themselves – to forge their own identities with our gentle assistance and loving care. As with a kite, we must let the string out gradually. The relationship that we have with our adult children has everything to do with how we helped them develop. We will know how well we did our job by how we are treated by our children in our old age.
