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The Five Skills of Parenthood

Most parents hope to raise bright, perfect children with presidential
potential and without baggy clothes, black lipstick or metal piercings in unlikely,
sometimes embarrassing, places. Yet daily family life can be complicated and
parents find themselves facing a myriad of unanticipated problems. Arguments
about the kids rank second only to money problems as a cause of marital strife
and divorce.

I have answered over 600 emails from troubled parents in the last ten vears
while editor for the parenting section of behaviororg, the website that
represents the Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies. Letters from parent-
readers of my column, Raising Good Kids in Tough Times, have also provided
another treasure of insights, advice and comments since the 1990s.

This book describes five skills in 140 brief discussions that will help parents
deal with their teen’s adjustment and yet still maintain cooperation and a
pleasant family atmosphere.

The letters and emails range from complaints about young teens who go
into total snits in the mall to those who skip school and cause their parents many
evenings of grief. From parents with a teen a little older, the complaints are
about teens with drugs or alcohol problems, or teens with the social skills of a

deranged badger. The list goes on.



i RAISING YOUR TEENAGER

Most parents have theorized about the origins of these problems. Here are
some quotes from my readers and website visitors. From the believers in sibling
influence: “Roy followed his big brother around even before he could walk! He
has copied him ever since.” Others believe in the birth order theory: “She’s a
third child so vou have to expect she will be less aggressive and more artistic.”
The genetic explanation is also popular: “Knowing her father, it's easy to see
where she gets her attitude!” And the critical experience theory is also common:
“Ever since he got lost in the mall when he was three, Evan has never been
comfortable with strangers.”

All of these theories—about siblings, birth order, genetics, and early
experiences—provide some understanding, but such past influences cannot be

changed. Mom's or Dad’s best opportunity to influence their teenager, really

their only opportunity, is confined to the here-and-now—the present family
interactions.

Dads may hold back on their emotions when trying to keep their teenager
on the right path, especially when positive reactions such as compliments and
praise are in order. It may be that we Dads set our standards too high or we
may think that compliments will indicate weakness. Afraid we will lose our
thunder, we leave the positive stuff, too often, to Mom.

1t's hard for a teenager to measure up and be good enough if Dad holds
back too much. One father told me that by age 15, he had taught himself to play
the clarinet so well that he entered a school recital. He won an award. When
he told his Dad, his Dad said, “Well, the clarinet is easy for you.”

The same discounting attitude surfaced when a working mom told me that
when she was in high school and announced her junior-year grades, all A’s and
one B in math, her father snapped, “Why didn’t you ask for help? You know
I've always been good in math.” This daughter, even though she is now grown
up and a mother on her own, still feels she will never be quite good enough in
her father’s eyes.

Many counselors believe that parents who hold back too much have a

lasting negative influence on their children. Dr. Gloria Wright counsels






