Parenting Our Youth

Introduction

     The privilege of parenting (loving, nurturing and teaching) another human being is in the opinion of this writer a sacred gift. Children and youth are not possessions and they do NOT exist to meet the needs of their parents and teachers. Youth are simply opportunities to share your love of life and to pass on your acquired wisdom to the next generation hopefully to improve your youth’s discovery and quality of life beyond those of your own generation.

     In the experience of this caregiver, the use of another for personal gains if the person being used is not capable of fully considering the questions and options inherent in any interpersonal exchange is abuse or “using” of the person who does not have the freedom and/or ability to decline the exchange being offered. Abuse can be complex and/or multifaceted (i.e. intellectual, physical, emotional, sexual and/or financial among others).
    The state defines the parent or guardian as the legal authority over a minor youth with the only exception being abuse or neglect of the youth. How well do we as teachers and parents honor this sacred gift and opportunity? AFPI is committed to assist parents and guardians in enhancing their effectiveness as caregivers.
Parenting principles and considerations  (“Pardon me, no offense, but your youth is an opportunist! Please don’t take it personally.)

     If you as a parent/teacher cannot imagine being the absolute authority in your family, you cannot have that position in your family.

     If you have no absolute non-negotiable zero tolerance rules in your family, you are NOT the authority in your family.

     If you consider your child’s presence in your family as a “right” for your child (as opposed to a privilege for your youth), you are NOT the authority in your family.
     Power DOES abhor a vacuum and if you are not the authority in your family, your child will be happy to fill that position (and in that case your child will be relatively un-parented and unsafe).

     If your child is not more concerned about what you think about your child’s life choices than anyone else in the community, then you are not the authority in your child’s life. You do want your child to be more concerned about what your opinions are about your child’s life choices than any other person in their lives. You also know the most and hopefully care more about your child’s growth and development than any other person in their life.
     If you do not accept and fulfill your central authority role in your child’s life, then your child will find that authority somewhere else in the community (the most likely source will be other youths who are similarly either un-parented or under parented).
     If you need your child’s approval or acknowledgment, you are not the authority in your child’s life. Don’t expect (or need) your child’s acknowledgment if necessary…. EVER!

     Your youth will take your silence (or lack of confrontation) as approval or affirmation or permission to pursue their choices.

     Many parents are completely unaware of the full depth and potential ability to influence their child’s value systems. It’s one of the most important “marketing” challenges of your life.

     Ask yourself who have been the most respected and most effective teachers in your life. What characteristics and traits did these respected and effective teachers have in common? This writer suggests that those teachers likely all had non negotiable expectations of you which they visited upon you without concern for how you felt about them or the expectations and they repeated those expectations ad nauseum! They simply were unwilling to accept anything but your best and were NOT concerned if you were “comfortable” or grateful for the challenge(s).

     Consider any major soda beverage corporation’s success in creating in the minds of their market populace the ever present thought that for example, “thirst equals (their product name or logo, etc.)” The methods which are basic and essential to both “marketing” and “parenting” and “teaching” are simple and two fold:

A) Non negotiable zero tolerance expectation on the part of the teacher/parent
B) Ad Nauseum repetition of the expectation at every opportunity
     “Parent: Know Thyself”: If you are unaware of your child’s manipulation (bypassing your rules and/or expectations) of you, then your child IS the authority in your life and your youth IS un-parented and UNSAFE.

     To begin to understand your vulnerabilities to your child you must:

A) Consider how you manipulated your parent(s) and teachers as you were growing up (list them, it really does help to look at it).

B) Ask yourself when do you or have you not done for your child what you know your youth needed you to do (i.e. when your child did not get from you what they needed vs. what they wanted): Make a list first of all the ways your child manipulates you and then make a list of all the ways your child manipulates the other parent(s). Then if possible share these lists with the other parents and ask them to make their own lists to share with you.

     What are your family’s non negotiable, zero tolerance family values? (e.g. physical safety for all; respect for self, others and property; industry; respect and cooperation with authority figures). If you don’t have this list, your child is un-parented and unsafe.

     Are you aware that in most states it is unlawful for a youth to not cooperate with their parent(s)’ lawful directives?
     Youth are generally wonderful in that if you have your family’s list of non negotiable expectations and you listen carefully to their communications and requests your youth are continually (often unconsciously and indirectly) asking or inviting you to give your speech about one or more of your family’s non negotiable values.

     Remember that repetition ad nauseum works for your marketing program beyond your imagination. Have you not beginning in your 20s to 30s ever heard the maxims of your parent(s) and/or teacher(s) leap out of your own mouth (with you often at times wondering how could that have gotten imprinted within your brain especially if the maxim was one that you had sworn never to espouse)! It’s as though your youth continually gives you even a daily engraved invitation again and again to restate your position on one or more of the non negotiable expectations (e.g. industry, respect, cooperation with authority, etc.).
     After you accept and implement your family values marketing program you will eventually hear your youth restate (often nearly verbatim) your speech on the family value issue at hand “for you” – just to avoid having to hear you say it again to them! The next level of your family values marketing program success will be your overhearing your youth’s giving “advice” (often over the phone) to a peer giving their peer (often verbatim) one or more family value issue speeches (frequently without an immediate awareness of the source of their wisdom).

     One principle for all youth is that they both respect and resist your full involvement and supervision of their lives – it’s not at all unusual for a youth to complain to the parent about the parent(s) “unfairness” to them while taking pride in your parenting and involvement with people outside of the family including peers. One amazing example of this is that in a student body the most respected members of the class are almost always the most honest, responsible, respectful and industrious class members (usually who have the “meanest” most involved and actively supervising parents in their family).
     The pressures from youth’s societal attempts to define their common good as doing the very least necessary for the most gain and that one deserves whatever one can “get by with” are immense and even include if they are “caught” in the misdeed(s) they are “really not guilty” even if found so by the governing authority. These philosophical approaches simply do not match up with the characteristics in adults and peers that they themselves respect the most (e.g. industry, honesty, responsibility, and respect for authority). 
    The simple truth for all ages is that one cannot have self esteem or self respect unless one is living according to what the individual themselves respect. (see the Respect Exercise appropriate for the parent as well as the youth listed at the end of this writing). Indeed, we have many corporate and cultural influences that seem to define the lack of self esteem and/or self respect as  “mental disorders” or “brain chemistry abnormalities” when indeed what is missing is the presence of the individual’s living a life experience that is congruent with what they themselves respect. It’s as though our society says that the elements of respect (e.g. industry, honesty, responsibility, respect, etc) are only for everyone else and that the individual in question can avoid such existential constraints and simultaneously expect to “feel fine.” That just isn’t possible. 
   In 30 years of working with youth and families from all socioeconomic levels, I have never had a parent or guardian bring a troubled youth in for help whom the parent/guardian did not love. Being a troubled youth does NOT emanate from a lack of love. If that were the case, I’d have no family, parent or youth clients at all. The central issue nearly always is at least in part the absence of respect on the part of the youth for the parent.

     As a parent you do not get respect because you deserve it. You get respect only if you demand it and “earn” it by virtue of your example and the character and depth of your involvement with and in your youth’s life experience.

     When you as a parent do for and with your youth what in your best opinion is that which your youth needs (not what they want or demand) despite the pain you feel in doing so, you are teaching your youth character. If you will recall your own childhood and youth, did you not know the difference between what you wanted vs. what you needed? And did you not know completely when your parent(s) made for them the painful choices in favor of your needs vs. your wants/demands? Was there not a kind of quiet pride within yourself, when your parent(s) did what they felt was right (even with the pain for them?) Why would your child be any different?
     Any relationship not based on respect is an abusive or usery relationship.

     One of the most prevalent issues in most if not all of the troubled youth that this caregiver has worked with is finding a youth that is getting what they want NOT what they need. Additionally these youth are often given what they want without having to “earn” it. Entitlement is an extremely prevalent feature present in troubled youth. The conversion for the youth from an economy of “you get because you are or because you want or because we love you” to an economy of “you get when you do (or earn)” is the introduction of the youth to the foundations and benefits of identity, self respect and self reliance. In the opinion of this writer, the greatest gift any individual can give another is the gift of self reliance. 
    The parent or teacher would best remember, NEED is the mother of invention and in this case giving “less” is actually “more.” Another related principal for the adult, parent and/or teacher to consider is that what is good and healthy for the parent IS good and healthy for the youth.
General Recommendations for youth:

1) Clear and consistent family non-negotiable family values and expectations

2) Consistent application of the “do equals get” principle on gaining freedom and privileges.

3) Parental use of an experienced youth and family professional consultant to provide direct services to the youth and parents
4) Youth participation in adult supervised organized peer activities that have been approved by the parent

5) Ongoing strict peer choice supervision by the parent (including supervision by the parent of whether the peer chosen has active parental supervision in their own family)

6) Ongoing active parental involvement in the youth’s life (frequent one on one activities with the youth for each parent and each youth in the family and parent as well as regular full family activities for the entire family group). 
7) Regular (hopefully daily) family meetings wherein each family member has an opportunity to share something of their day with the others. This can be easily accomplished by simply having each family member offer something of their day after the evening meal. This forum also allows the parents to matter of factly announce any major changes in the family rules, structure and/or responsibilities and/or expectations (along with discussions of upcoming common family activities such as trips and/or vacations).

8) Ongoing meaningful and practical challenging the youth to perform “their best” in all activities and relationships

9) Within the organized peer activities strongly encourage at least one ongoing peer activity that is suitable for “long term” involvement (e.g. scouts, one particular athletic participation, religious youth group participation, involvement in music lessons with at least one instrument, performing arts, creative arts). In addition to the one long term activity, add diversified involvement in other activities which change year to year to give your youth a significant exposure to other kinds of activities.
“Respect” Exercise:
1) List 10 individuals known to the person completing the exercise from personal and/or family relationships or history (including fictional characters) whom the person completing the exercise admires at least one characteristic trait. List the trait (or traits) beside the name of the individual).

2) Cover the names of the individuals on the left of the page and read down the list of “admirable traits”

3) You have just ear marked what YOU respect in life!

4) Mark the traits you DO follow in your life’s decisions

5) Note the traits you respect but DO NOT follow!

6) How well are you doing in living your life according to your own values (in many cases previously not noted or identified)?

7) Would your quality of life, self esteem and self respect not increase dramatically if you were to resolve to implement following ALL of your respect traits?

8) Have your youth do the exercise and assist your youth in performing the above analysis. This should provide an opportunity to discuss whether an individual can live their life without following their own values and expect to be able to acquire self respect!
     The reader is strongly encouraged to seek the care and support of an experienced youth and family professional therapist in applying these principles as the process can often be enhanced and catalized highly by the inclusion of such a professional consultant (at least until the parent gets their “feet on the ground).” We often have the most difficulty seeing our own vulnerabilities especially in matters of the heart found within families.

     Atlanta Family Psychiatry, Inc is honored to be included in your family’s evaluation and management strategies for your youth(s).
