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Introduction

It was the spring of 1992. John Major’s Conservative Party had just won a second term in the UK’s general election, Disneyland Paris had just opened, George Michael wowed millions when he performed on stage with Queen at the Freddie Mercury tribute concert at Wembley Stadium, Kate Moss had just posed topless with Mark Wahlberg for a Calvin Klein advert and Beverly Hills, 90210 was the most talked about show on TV.

I was sixteen, just about to take my GCSE exams, struggling with anxiety and low self-esteem and trying to work out who I was and what I wanted to be in a family who had already decided for me. I was a talented artist and wanted to study fine art at a college in London. My parents, however, were concerned that this wasn’t an appropriate career choice, and it was decided, with little input from me, that art should instead remain a hobby and I would move from my state high school to take my A-levels at a local private school. My artistic skills had won me an art scholarship, making it affordable for my parents who had grown up in large families with little money in the East End of London and left school with only a handful of O-levels between them. It was a dream for them to have a child at such a prestigious school. It wasn’t my dream, though my dream didn’t matter, because I was young and naïve about ‘the real world’.

My nickname during this period was ‘Stroppy Sarah’. Still, I was a ‘good girl’. I rarely rebelled, broke curfews or answered back. I did my homework and begrudgingly completed my chores. I also spent hours alone in my bedroom, decorated with black and white Athena posters, sulking after disagreements with my parents. I can vividly remember desperately wanting them to come to my room and say, ‘It’s hard being a teen. How can I help?’ But they never did. Instead, I spent hours sulking and brooding, trying to find a sense of belonging in a world full of people who I felt didn’t understand me. ‘Stroppy Sarah’ thought she was the problem, or at least her hormones (something else her emotionally erratic behaviour was frequently blamed on) and her age were. Nobody told her anything different. It took years for her to develop self-confidence and to pursue her own path in life, one that led to writing rather than art – but still, a creative career that teen Sarah would likely have been steered away from.

Why am I telling you all this? Because it’s so important that we remember how we felt as teenagers ourselves if we want to truly understand the teenagers in our lives today.

I’d like you to take a pause from reading this book for a moment to revisit your own adolescence. Try to think of a time between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one, when you felt similarly misunderstood or unsupported by your parents or carers. Take a piece of paper or use your electronic device and write a few sentences about what was happening at that time in your world. How were you feeling? How were you behaving? What did you hope your parents or carers would say to you? What did they actually say or do? Keep these words safe, because I’d like you to refer back to them later in this book. For now, however, just acknowledge that there were always underlying feelings beneath your so-called problematic behaviour as a teen, and often they revolved around not being understood or supported by those closest to you. Sadly, we forget all too quickly, but revisiting your own past feelings is key to deciphering those of your teen today.

We often paint teenagers in a negative light. We call them rude, disrespectful, manipulative, stubborn and deliberately defiant. We are wrong. We have all been teenagers; we know how misunderstood we felt. We know that any time we said, or did, something that could be construed as disrespectful there was an unmet need, or problem driving our behaviour. We all felt, at times, disrespected by adults. We all vowed, at some point, that we wouldn’t be like them if we ever had children in the future . . . and yet here we are. Teenagers today get as much short shrift as we did in our own teen years. Nothing has changed, except we are now the adults, and we have, indeed, become the grown-ups we swore we never would.

Society has a funny way of perpetuating distrust and disdain towards teenagers. This is nothing new, with frequent protestations about the state of ‘the youth of today’ and how teen behaviour is apparently worse than ever (a myth we will bust later in this book). Teenagers have always been the butt of jokes and the cause of many complaints from adults, and I suspect they always will be. My hope with this book, however, is to try to change things a little. I want to help readers, including you, not only to see how magical their teens are (or the teens that they teach or care for) but to understand them a little more, to make things easier and happier for all.

Am I suggesting that teenagers are always right and adults are always wrong? Absolutely not. Teens often do, and say, stupid things – indeed, I expect this is part of the reason why you’re reading this book – and raising them is often infuriating and exhausting. They make mistakes, they get angry, they get into trouble, they can be lazy, rude, obstinate and argumentative. I’m not making excuses for any of these behaviours or saying that they are OK. What I am saying, is that the best way through these years is to work with your teens, to support them, guide them and to understand them, rather than working against them, as so much parenting advice suggests. The easiest and most rewarding path through these years is one you walk together with your teen, with as much emphasis on your own behaviour as on theirs. After all, every descriptor I used near the start of this paragraph can also explain common adult behaviours – and if we’re not perfect, why should we expect our teens to be?

Who is this book for?

My career as an author and parenting coach started two decades ago, with parents of babies and toddlers. It quickly became apparent to me, that there was a flood of information out there for parents and carers relating to the first three years. There were a myriad of activity classes, support groups, public-health information, websites, influencer accounts and online discussion groups aimed at understanding child development from birth through to early school age, and so many books (including my own)! After this, however, it seemed that the information and support shrank ever more with each year of increasing age of the child.

In early 2021, I decided to write about ‘tweenagers’ – children between the ages of eight and thirteen. My book Between was met with many proclamations of relief, with thousands of parents telling me they were so glad that finally information about this age group was available. They told me they felt like there was a scarcity of information and support once children entered the tween years. But if the information about tweenagers is scarce, it is pretty much non-existent when it comes to teens and young adults, and yet their parents feel they need more information than ever as they struggle to understand and raise them. It seems unjust that at the period of most need for information and support parents are faced with the least.

My aim with this book is to try to meet that need. My own four children are now leaving their teen years, and these pages contain all the information I wish I’d had from the beginning. Ultimately, this book is for anybody who has an interest in understanding thirteen- to twenty-one-year-olds, whether that’s parents, carers, teachers, therapists and counsellors, health professionals or anybody else who works with teens or their parents.

Why thirteen to twenty-one?

If the teen years run from thirteen to nineteen, why have I included twenty- and twenty-one-year-olds in this book? Similarly, if children are legally adults at the age of eighteen, why haven’t I stopped there?

Because, from my own experience, and that of parents I have spoken to, children (who may now technically be adults) don’t stop needing you, or having problems, the second they grow out of being a teenager. That doesn’t mean the same isn’t true when they reach twenty-one, of course, however things are usually easier by then.

Another reason why I have continued this book until twenty-one is because this is the age when most (who choose to go) graduate from university, and this time of life brings unique challenges to parents and carers, some of which I will be covering here.

What will you find in this book?

This book is made up of eleven chapters. We start with the concept of ‘holding on’ to your teen in Chapter 1, when we discuss some of the most common worries experienced by parents and carers at this age, and actions and beliefs that can damage the relationship with teens. The teen years seem to be a constant tussle between holding on and letting go, and this chapter helps parents and carers to strike a healthy balance for both themselves and their teens. In Chapter 2 we look at some of the common causes of difficult behaviour and conflict during this period of parenting through the lens of the development and capabilities of the teenage brain and its impact on behaviour.

Chapter 3 takes a look at the inner thoughts and feelings of teenagers, considering their changing identities and sense of self as they grow. We will talk about a young person’s drive for a sense of belonging and how to support their developing identity. In Chapter 4 we go a little deeper into the teen psyche and consider the concepts of self-confidence and self-esteem, questioning how these develop and how parents and carers play a role. We will also consider how we, as adults, can help teens to grow into young adults with good mental health.

Chapter 5 looks at discipline and some of the difficult behaviour that is common during adolescence, discussing how parents and carers can work through these difficulties with their teens and young adults. In this chapter we also consider the importance of setting and enforcing boundaries. Chapter 6 takes a journey outside of the home and discusses issues at school, including homework, exams, behaviour at school and common education-related struggles faced by parents of teens. Chapter 7 discusses how teens use screens and the internet, and what every parent and carer needs to know to keep these safe and ensure that they remain a useful and not damaging part of their teen’s everyday life. This chapter also discusses alcohol, drugs and vaping – three areas that most parents of teens will have to tackle at some point. Chapter 8 concerns relationships, starting with a look at friendships and sibling relationships, how these change throughout the teen years and how to help your young person cope with common difficulties. We also look at romantic relationships and how to guide your teen through their first sexual experiences (because no matter how uncomfortable you may feel, they will have them).

Chapter 9 focuses on increasing independence, including learning to drive, and having an eye on the future, with discussions of ‘next steps’ concerning education and work, and helping your teen to decide on a career path. Chapter 10 is all about ‘letting go’, learning to unfold your wings and encouraging your (now) young adult to fly, while also considering your new place in the world with your empty nest. Raising teenagers is as much about raising yourself for the next chapter in your own life as it is raising your child for theirs. Finally, Chapter 11 comprises some questions I am frequently asked by parents and carers of teens and young adults. It’s hard to answer every specific query that readers may have, but I’m hopeful that this chapter will go some way towards that. I’ve worked with parents for a long time now and receive the same questions repeatedly, so I’ve included the most common ones in this chapter.

Why have I not divided this book into age-related chapters?

The teen years are not easily isolated into little bite-size information chunks based upon age. Everything is relevant, everything is interrelated. For this reason, I would suggest that you read all chapters, even if your child is only just thirteen.

Considering the future is of utmost importance when thinking about how you want to raise your child today. If you’re reading as the parent or carer of an eleven- or twelve-year-old, keen to prepare for what lies ahead, you may find some sections that are not immediately pertinent to your life today; however, I firmly believe that you can’t have too much knowledge, even if you store it away somewhere safe for the next few years. Similarly, it’s never too late to read this book, so if you’re reading this as the parent or carer of a twenty-year-old, know that every chapter applies to you, too, because there is no magical change that occurs at this age. At twenty-one, your young person still has several years of brain development left ahead of them and their behaviour is far more similar to that of a teenager than a fully mature adult.

A quick note on terminology

You’ll notice I have used several different terms throughout this introduction: teens, children, young adults and teenagers. None of these feels quite right to me. ‘Teens’ and ‘teenagers’ exclude twenty- and twenty-one-year-olds, while ‘children’ doesn’t feel right considering they are legally adults at eighteen. ‘Young adults’ on the other hand feels a little too mature for those who are just on the cusp of the teen years. For this reason, from this point on I will use the term ‘young person’ to refer to those aged thirteen to twenty-one. Not only do I personally find this term the most fitting, but I also feel that referring to them as ‘a person’ is important when it comes to reminding ourselves that young people have feelings, needs and rights, just like us – something that is very important in a society that seemingly seeks to depersonalise the experience of teens and young adults today.

I hope this introduction has piqued your interest and that the issues in the chapter descriptions cover the topics and concerns you may have. Whenever I write a book for parents and carers, my goal is not to be the ‘all-knowing’ expert imparting advice and keeping you reliant on me for more in the future; rather, my aim is to help you realise that you are already the expert on your own young person and their needs, and to help you see that you know much more than you think you do.

Ready to delve in? Let’s go!
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