











6 Insider Secrets for Talking to Your Teen


by Mona Leger-Chustz, M.A., and Bill Beausay





Life's best lessons come from the oddest places.  Talking to teenagers is a great example.  We’re professional communicators, yet the best lessons we ever learned about connecting with young people came from listening to the real industry experts: teenagers themselves.  Listen to them talk to each other and you understand that their communication secrets are simple, and we can use them now.  And you don't have to reinvent the wheel to start really connecting with these kids.  In fact, many of the things we're going to tell you are things that you will recall having experienced when you were a teenager.  Have some fun with these!








 Secret #1: Show Up


 	We heard a great story about a pastor of a church who was tired of seeing drug lords ruin his neighborhood and recruit his kids.  He decided he would do something radical:  He'd ask the drug dealers how they managed to be so successful at recruiting these young people and turning them to the empty, dangerous drug life. 





The answer he received from the top drug pusher in the neighborhood was simple and piercing: "I'm there, you're not.  When these kids go to school in the morning, I'm there, you're not.  When they come home in the afternoon, I'm there, you're not.  When they go to get a loaf of bread for their mom in the afternoon, I'm there, you're not. When they need someone to feel strong and tough and protected around, I'm there, you're not. I win, you lose." 





Most teenagers don't know any "live," really "present" adults.  Most of them are overstressed, overworked, preoccupied and, in many cases, just simply absent.  This is far from what these youngsters want or need.  They need lively adults who are present and awake.  You don't need to be a miracle mom or deified dad.  Just show up.  That's what the industry experts do. 








Secret #2: Learn to Talk While in Motion 


Teenagers always seem to be on the move.  They just don't like sitting still.  As adults, we make things happen by talking.  We interact with co-workers, get favors, share ourselves and get our needs met with words, all while sitting around on our rears. 





Teenagers are action machines.  They're not as sophisticated or as reliant on words as we are.  They also have the added distraction of being inside bodies pulsing with energy and strength.  If you really want to connect with a teenager, get active. 





Touch them.  Race them.  Challenge them to basketball or volleyball games, take car rides or go on shopping sprees.  Put the chatter box in motion while you are moving and doing.  That's what the industry experts do. 














Secret #3: Risk Making a Change 


Our teenagers know us pretty well.  They know our values, our rules and our weaknesses.  And they know just what to say and how to maneuver around us.  Pretty predictable, aren't we?  And that's OK.  The problem is that they don't really expect us to ever change the way we think or act.





If you spend time listening to teenagers talk, you'll notice they thrive on surprise.  They love thinking odd thoughts and entertaining strange perspectives.  You can really have fun with these kids if you take it upon yourself to be a little surprising and do something completely unexpected and unpredictable.





The other morning at the breakfast table my teenage daughter, Summer, and her company were becoming quite loud and rowdy with old sitcom theme music.  My normal routine would be to remind her not to carry on like that at the table.  But when I looked at the two of them having so much fun, I found myself counting my blessings that my teenager was simply being silly over a bowl of cereal instead of something much worse. 





So I took a lesson from the experts.  I sat my bowl down on the table and chimed in with them to "The Brady Bunch" theme song at the top of my lungs while we all danced around the kitchen and played drums on the countertop.  This went on for several minutes, and while my daughter looked at me like I had flipped, I could tell by her smile that she appreciated the opportunity to relate in a way that was completely unpredictable and different for her mom.  It was a special morning.  Different, but special nonetheless.  Summer didn't expect that from me.  But it's what the industry experts would do.








Secret #4: Open Your Belly 


Can you kick your dog when he rolls over and shows you his belly?  No way!  And neither can your teenager.  Be honest and show them your belly.  We as parents don't often want to show our bellies, i.e., our shadows, our mistakes and past errors.  Yet our adolescents know we're not perfect, and frankly it frustrates them that so many of us seem unwilling to drop the facade of perfection and talk about our blunders. 





What I'm going to suggest will shove you out of your comfort zone.  I want you to begin telling your teenager some of your secrets.  But I want you to concentrate on the setup.  Use these words and watch your teen perk up:


Secret ("I have a secret I have to share with you.")


Embarrassed ("My gosh I'm really embarrassed, but there's something I must admit to you.") 


Can you handle it? ("What I'm about to say will blow you away, are you sure you can handle it?") 


Surprise ("This is probably going to surprise you about me.") 


I don't know ... ("I don't know how to tell you this.")





These explosive intros are more than the normal teenager can bear to ignore, and you'll have their attention in seconds.  At least that's what the industry experts do. 








Secret #5: Capture Their Imagination 


We've all lived long enough that much of the good stuff in our lives seems to be behind us.  Thus, we live in the past.  Probably too much for our own good.  Our teenagers don't have much of a past, and so they live in the future.  Listen to them talk and pay attention to what consumes them ¾ it's the future.  You can position yourself as a great communicator if you capture the thing that rivets their attention the most: their imagination as it pertains to the future and what's important to them. 





This can be fun.  Not enough parents will sit down and openly discuss the future without boundary, agenda or parental rigidity.  Yet that's what our teens want, and they'll search until they find someone who will 








dream with them.  Make it a priority to spend time weekly asking them about their dreams and pressing them to think bigger, bolder and more specific.  They'll love that and look forward to the opportunity to explore their tomorrows with someone they truly care about and really wants to hear about their dreams.  That's what the industry experts do.








Secret #6: Give Your Teenager the Gift of Gab


Create a climate in which your teen feels free to discuss anything with you: sex, drugs, anger, fear, disappointment, pain, peers, etc.  This will show your teenager that you can be of help in solving problems, and they won't be fearful of speaking out.  Now, I know that it's hard to catch most teens in a real "chatty" mood.  However, if you pay attention you'll catch an opportunity here and there.  Try taking them away from places and things that can distract them.  For example, like most single parents, I spend a lot of time in the car chauffeuring my kids around.  Some of the most memorable and enlightening, conversations with my teenager have taken place right there in that car, just between she and I, away from everyone else.  I don't talk or do I just listen and accept the simple truth that she feels what she feels, no matter how irrational it may sound.





Remember that these kids need an open mind and some guidance now more than ever.  If they fear their parents will discourage them from being truthful by displaying disappointment and disapproval, they’ll pull away fast and won’t return easily.  Just let them talk to you, and hear them.  And if you want to talk, just wait your turn then perhaps they will listen to you.  That's what the experts do.








