By Andrew, father of 3 teenagers .  

Parenting Teenagers – A father’s thoughts

I find parenting teenagers the most challenging, most trying and yet most revealing of all the parenting stages. It’s almost like looking after puppies – when they are young, they look so cute, cuddly and controllable. Once puppies develop into young dogs, they become handsome (like the father), pretty (like the mother), bigger, stronger, and louder than what they used to be! Soon, these young ones will “develop wings”, and gear up to fly out of the nest!

Three main changes are taking place in my humble HDB nest:

1) Quality & Quantity Time  

Before – I could talk, play and get their attention easily. There were places of interest and activities we enjoyed as a family, e.g. the zoo, beach. I felt the family was closely-knitted then.

Now - My three teens prefer to do things at their pace. They are developing their own interests and priorities and hence family activities can be parked aside, almost secondary in their priorities. 

However, they do treasure the times when the family gets together and work on common projects. I seize such opportunities to engage them in some common topics or experience e.g. army life, working life. The good thing is - You can get different perspectives to some of these issues.

Facts of the matter - Having heart-to-heart talks is a rare commodity and if effected, can be perceived as intimidating. I have to accept that quality and quantity time spent with my kids will be different – Short, sharp and sweet unlike their younger days when their attention span can be solely on you.  My two boys are now crazy about hip-hop dancing while my daughter loves reading and sketching. One item in the house unites the three – the Computer!

Even having a decent meal together as a family can be a challenge now. I must admit that to know everything that goes on in their lives is near impossible unless they open up. They are seen but not heard. My two boys prefer PC-based computer games to any other activities and I’m being honest here. My eldest son, Wen, prefers to take his time to visit the dining table. Sometimes, when he turns up late, he’s surprised by the absence of supposedly food on the table!

My approach: 

1. Maximize Mealtimes  

 Use mealtimes to catch up on their latest developments. Here, I learn to watch their body language, moods so that it doesn’t turn out to be a war zone instead of a peaceful meal. Serving   good, home-cooked food also attracts them (like bees to honey!) and are good starters to conversations.

2. Strategize Outings

 Plan family outings in advance.  Due to their unpredictable responses and schedules, I find that giving them advance notice will help defray any misgivings or misunderstandings. Planning simple, mini celebrations can be feasible such as the recent breakfast we had together at MacDonald’s to celebrate the academic promotion of Ling & Wei to Sec 4 and Sec 3 respectively.

A point I learnt - they like to to be consulted…early rather than told what to do. Nowadays I leave the decision to visit their grandma to their discretion but often with a word of advice than directive. Teens like to be treated like adults rather than kids.

3. Control

Control is a still an issue I struggle with, as I’m not used to seeing things left undone or decisions not made. Initially I had a lot of ‘showdowns’ with the teens, especially with my eldest son. In fact, his mood has been foul of late, and he gets angry easily at the slightest disagreement or provocation. I must tell you readers that it aches me a great deal to see him in such a state of affair. What is happening to my son, the sweet-looking boy who now looks like a monster? How should I respond? I realize that my previous parenting method had been too legalistic when they were young. Now, to demand the same immediate and total obedience would have its surprises. I find that I need to change my parenting skills to a more consultative mode.

Another challenge I faced is in getting their cooperation to keep their rooms clean and tidy. Common reaction to household chores and house rules are to forget what they were told to do (intentionally or unintentionally), procrastinate or fail to deliver as promised (if only they could embrace DHL’s slogan!). They do not even want parents to help clean or clear their messy tables and room! Talk about exasperated parents – I am one of them! Reasons are necessary to make teens move!

My approach

Release my control over them. 

I learnt to try and re-phrase my instructions into questions, to intersperse it with reason and respect, so that my teens seem to be making the decision about certain issues rather than myself. In other words, I am learning to facilitate instead of rescuing, stunting growth as a result of that. It’s not easy; I am still prone to giving instructions, forgetting that they are adults in the making and ought to be treated likewise. Also, teens love choices. So I let them experience the consequence of their choice.

As a concerned parent, I hate to see my kids make mistakes and undergo pain. Yet the truth

is that mistakes are wonderful opportunities for learning, both for my teens as well as myself.

4. Acts of service vs words

Action speaks louder than words. This is always true. Regularly I get to hear the ‘flowery’ words like ‘basket’, ‘shit’ which are spoken out at random in times of frustration. Here, I have to careful on how I correct them. Direct correction can be ignored or disastrous. So I am learning to be creative in explaining the wrong used words so that the English language is made to be as pure as it should be. My teens have developed argumentative and debating skills with the parents; I am amused at their different perspectives! So much so that I was chosen the top debater recently in my theological training!

Another bad habit is in throwing their personal belongings on the floor and in places other than their own. I don’t quite understand this behaviour. Yet parents, don’t be surprised to hear regular questions like “Have you seen my spectacles?”; “Did you see my paper on this table?” My youngest son, Wei, used to represent his school in basketball but when it comes to throwing his clothes into the basket for washing, he misses it altogether! It’s unbelievable – I’d tease him by saying that my basketball skills, though not of school-standard, was able to get the clothes easily into the intended basket

My approach:

Values have to be intrinsic rather than extrinsic. 

To date, my youngest son, Wei, still needs reminders to brush his teeth before bed. Again I phrase it into a witty question like “Have you brushed your $1600 teeth (cost of braces)?”

Believing in a clean and tidy room must be a conviction in their hearts. I hope that my example of a servant spirit, respectfulness, honesty, diligence, faith will be caught even while they have been taught all these desirable traits. Ideally I must learn to expect the best but to leave room for conviction and growth. Hence having a clean and tidy Master Bedroom with its many advantageous like safety and hygiene, is an example of how I model the way for my teens to follow. We must walk our talk!

  Summary

1) Learn to communicate – Quick to hear, slow to speak with fewer words and slow to anger.

2) Timing is important in establishing communication lines.

3) Understand their individual love languages.

4) Pray for them and with them, if my teens do not mind.

5) Encourage wherever possible and applicable.

Recommended reading:

The love languages of teenagers – Gary Chapman
