WHAT I WISH I KNEW
BEFORE I HAD A TEENAGER
A Comprehensive Guide Containing Tips for Parents of Teenagers
By Sanchi Gupta

Preface
Greetings fellow parents! As most of us wade through these deep and dark waters of parenting
teenagers any form of guidance is welcomed with a sigh of relief. Apart from sharing my
experience as a parent to a teenager I also seek to clear certain misconceptions which are
natural while entering the dreaded teens along with your child. If you thought that toilet and
sleep training your babies were parental milestones, then wait till you enter the teenage arena.
I and most of my counterparts would akin the experience similar to that of entering a long
winding tunnel without a light switch. You can’t see what lies ahead of you. Ever since the day
my GP confirmed the tiny heart beating in my womb, I have been hearing the phrase “every
child is different”. It was only when my child hit the teen that I understood the true essence of
those wise words. So, read on to find out what to do and hopefully, it will prepare you for what
may lie ahead.
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Introduction
I have lost track of the number of occasions on which I have wished that my teenager came with an instruction
manual! From mood swings to sulking in silence and erratic outbursts, I’ve seen it all. Well, that does not mean I can
cope with it better than other parents with teenage children. On the contrary, it does make me wonder how I
managed to stumble through that phase without losing my sanity. Had someone warned me about the impossible
job of parenting a teenager I might have been better prepared. The following sections don’t contain any pre-defined
set of rules, but a list of some handy tips for all those clueless parents out there entering the teen era with their kids.

There is No Manual
Let me rip the tape right off your skin with the first
tip. There is no one set manual to parenting a
teenager. Every child is different, and every child
develops, reacts, rests, eats, yawns, listens,
ignores differently! Although had there been one
it would surely have won a Pulitzer and made it to
the top spot as a New Your bestseller.
Worried parents are the only thing that is
common among all teenagers. Even if your bestie
denies it, she is just as worried about her child
imploding from all the stress as you.
As a parent, it is important to understand that the
teenage is a period of extensive physical,
intellectual as well as emotional growth and
development. Therefore, it is common for both
the child and the parents to be frustrated and
confused by this upheaval in their lives. ‘Normal’
can have a different meaning for different
teenagers. Some are early boomers while others
might be speedy developers. Mine was a slowbut-steady-grower and the behavior change was
so gradual that by the time I realized what had
happened I was already in the middle of it – as
clueless as ever. All I had were conflicting views of
fellow parents and useless advice from my
spouse. I did, however, decide to trust my instinct
and rely on my inherited skills as the daughter of
a mother with immense patience. Parenting a
teenager surely makes you appreciate your own
parents a bit more than you did when you were
young.

Different Times Different Approach
Even though we all went through our own teenage years, the times have clearly changed. Things were clearly different
‘back in our day’. Since we are not in those times anymore, let’s get going with what we face now. Social media, which
was non-existent during our times, has taken over a major chunk of our lives today. With all the information that is
available out there, it is easy for a parent to become protective and over-bearing at a time when they should be
focusing on providing appropriate opportunities for their child’s personality development. The true test of a
successful parent is to help their child grow into a self-regulating teen who can differentiate between right and wrong
and make correct choices. Tweak your parenting skills to match the times. Just don’t overdo it. Be friendly, but don’t
replace the parent in you with a friend to your child. Your teenager will have friends, but you will be the only ones
who can play the role of a parent in their tumultuous lives. Don’t undermine that relationship.

Set the Right Example
At teenage, your little darling begins to separate from you
trying to create a unique identity of his or her own. Even preteens start experimenting with different looks and identities,
therefore, bear in mind to set the right examples at home as
it will affect their choices in the future. A dysfunctional
household can have a strong bearing on the inhibitions that
your teen may adopt. There will be more than enough
pressure from their peers without you adding to their distress
and conflict.
Be conscious of what you watch or browse around them on
television and the internet. The books and magazines that are
lying around the house must not be inappropriate for their
age. Go ahead and set clear cut limits on the amount of time
your kids can spend in front of the screen. Be aware of who
they might be communicating with online. In my experience,
the best way to achieve this is to place the computer in a
common area where you can keep watch on what the child is
browsing. Unlimited and private access to the internet or
television is a strict ‘no-no’.

Rebellion!
There will be no end to it so be prepared. A former conformist child will suddenly become a non-conformist teen.
The rebellions will arise from their inherent need to become independent as they grow into adult life. You will feel
more than once as if your teenager is a rebel just looking for a cause. Don’t fret. Your child is trying to create an
identity of his or her own that is different from you. In some cases, children want to become the exact opposite of
their parents and this can be a bit disheartening. Remember, the teen years won’t last forever. Slowly, but surely,
your child will get tired of saying no to everything and outgrow the rebellious attitude as he or she finds and accepts
their own unique personality.

Don’t Say No to Everything
It’s a war and you need to pick and choose your battle if you hope to survive it. Don’t try talking them out of all the
choices they want to make. It is ok to give in occasionally. Let them dress trendy or funky and dye their hair. These
are harmless and temporary indulgences they are more than likely to grow out of. Let them know where you draw
the line and what you will not tolerate no matter the justification given. At 5 my daughter wanted to look exactly
like me. At 14 she wanted absolutely nothing to do with me or my appearance. It was extremely hurtful initially, but
then I decided to keep my opinions regarding her looks to myself. I was pleasantly surprised when one fine day she
came up to me and asked for my opinion on a new look that she was planning to try. I tried my best to conceal my
astonishment and decide to give an adult’s point of view without sounding condescending or judgmental. I am happy
to write that such an event was repeated a few times, thereafter.
Keep your lectures and advice for things that truly matter - underage drinking, smoking, drugs, etc. Make sure they
know that you will never relent or allow things that may cause permanent damage or threaten their health and lives.
But most of all, remember that it takes immense time and patience to raise a teenager. Find time to sit, talk, and
reason out with your child. Only when you compromise and devote time will your child learn to listen and appreciate
another person’s point of view.

Trust Them
Let them know that it is entirely ok to feel like a kid and behave like an adult as they are at that crucial bridge between
the two worlds. Tell them to trust you as you trust them ensuring they understand the implications if that trust is
broken. Your offspring must be made aware that freedoms can be curtailed until the broken trust is rebuilt. They need
to understand what is acceptable and what is not.
However, you are still the parent so you must make sure that you are involved enough to spot any unusual changes
in your child’s behavior that may indicate the use of illegal substances. Talk to them and make sure they understand
the severity of using such drugs. Let’s face it. You can’t be with them 24/7. They are growing up, becoming
independent. You can’t limit their exposure to external elements that are beyond your control. What you can do is
reassure them that you trust them to make the right choices. Place your faith in them and hope that your parenting
skills were good enough to have taught them the difference between right and wrong.

Private Space
Give your teenager son or daughter ample space and time to deal with their conflicting emotions. You cannot give
them this space without trusting them. Be clear in your mind about the foundations on which you want to base
this relationship.
Set expectations but allow them to select how they want to meet those. For instance, if you are giving your child
2 hours to tidy up his or her room then don’t interfere or check up on their work before that time is up. Allow them
to act like a grown-up and take responsibility for their actions. Another thing, no one knows your child as you do
so, set realistic expectations. Don’t complicate their already peer-pressured emotions.
Respect their privacy as you would like others to respect yours. It is never easy for a parent to accept that their
child is growing into a private person. My little angle shared everything with me. There was a time when I reeled
from information-overload! Well, things changed when she hit the teens. It is important to make sure that your
child knows you will lend an ear when required, but please don’t probe. I still remember how my little one would
beg me to leave the door wide open after I would tuck her in for the night. So, it took me quite a while to get used
to knocking before entering her perpetually closed door. And, I wished, more than once, for x-ray vision to see
what was going on behind the closed doors.
This is a crucial time to teach them that privileges like private spaces need to be earned. They can help around the
house and get their private time without any interruptions. Don’t take drastic measures like removing their
bedroom doors if they don’t listen though. Reason out, be persistent, and be patient.

Creating Ground Rules
Set some standard rules around the house that govern
mealtimes, bedtime, etc. Given our busy lifestyles, family
time is important for bonding and connecting with each
other. You can try and make dinner a family activity without
the presence of electronic media. Encourage your kids to talk
about their day. Tell them about your day at work. Also, set
aside a reasonable amount of time spent ding family activities
each week. Teenagers may not be very receptive at first, but
don’t lose hope. In hindsight, we too were probably as
uninterested in spending time with our parents when we
were teens. A well-knit household can help both you and your
teen to wade through these crucial times successfully.
An appropriate amount of sleep is important for all age
groups. Our bodies require a good night’s rest to relax and
unwind. Make sure that your teenager is getting 8-9 hours of
continuous sleep at night. Of course, there can be occasional
late nights but make sure that on school nights they are in bed
on time.
Your rebellious teen may not be too eager to accept the home
rules, may even assert his or her dissatisfaction via hurtful
words. Don’t allow yourself to relent. We all need to be
guided by firm hand occasionally. Setting clear rules can avoid
unnecessary confrontations. Set the right example by
following those rules yourself without any exceptions.

Maintain the Flow of Information & Communication
Give and take of information is the key to effective parenting. This is true for all age groups. With
a teenager, however, it may seem impossible to penetrate the invisible shield and know what is
going on in your child’s mind. Nonetheless, don’t curb the flow of communication from your end.
More importantly, don’t avoid a conversation because it is uncomfortable. Discuss delicate topics
like drugs and sex as by talking and communicating you can ensure that your child will be aware
enough to make the right choice. Your chances of having to deal with a misinformed teenager
will highly increase if you delay such conversations. It will become even more difficult to identify
and rectify those misconceptions.
Get in touch with their friend’s parents. Ask them how they are dealing with this new phase in
their child’s life. Other parents too are more than likely to be sailing in the same boat as you. You
can work together and create a safe environment for your child without constantly hovering over
them. A functional network of parents can help keep track of the teenager’s activities making
sure they avoid getting into trouble as much as possible. Additionally, sharing notes can also
prove to be reassuring.

News Flash - Teenagers can be rude, mean, and hurtful!
As a parent of a teenager, you can feel as if you are constantly being tried and tested for patience and you must
hold onto your mental balance. They might be overly nice to their friends one moment and say something utterly
harsh and irrational to you the very next. Keep calm and try to figure out the reason behind such behavior or
outburst. Retain your equilibrium and stay as cool as possible. Therefore, it is imperative that you take out time for
yourself or get involved in an activity that allows you to have an outlet for all the frustrations that come with raising
a teenager.
I quit work before giving birth to my little one. There was a time when I was the epitome of a homemaker to my
daughter as I immersed myself entirely into the role. She would often ask me as to how soon can she grow up and
become me. And, then she came into her teens. As my angle became more independent, I was at a loss to fill all that
free time I had on my hand. I was not needed as a hands-on parent anymore. It was my husband who suggested
that I inculcate a hobby which would add an element of positivity to my day. Strangely enough, knitting came to my
rescue. A skill I had learned as a child helped me calm my nerves as a mother during those trying times. Within all
the negativity surrounding me, I found myself creating something beautiful.

What not to do When Parenting a Teenager
Having discussed what to do when faced with teenagers living under
your roof here’s a list of things to avoid under all circumstances,
1. Stop ‘Expecting the Worst’ of your child. As teen parents, we get so
worked up with all that we hear that often we end up expecting the
worst from our kids. It not an ordeal but a phase that comes in the life
of every child as they move towards adulthood. What they require is
your understanding and guidance minus all the attached fears and
apprehensions.
2. Learn to relent. You may not like small choices your teenagers might
make regarding their appearances or the music genre they want to
listen to. This does not mean that you can’t agree with some of them.
Consider the bigger picture and avoid picking on every small little
detail.
3. Don’t over-protect. You can’t protect your child from all the realities
of life. In fact, at home is where you can provide them with learning
opportunities that can help them choose the right path later in life.
4. Avoid comparisons. Constant nagging and bickering can push your
teenager towards feeling inadequate and may end up destroying his
or her self-confidence in the process. While you may have your child’s
best interest at heart it may cause irreparable damage. Stop
comparing your child with the neighbors as you can’t be sure what
goes on behind closed doors.

Light at the End of the Tunnel
Enough with the negatives. Though it was a long time ago we all did go through our own teens. And, however much
we wish we had done things differently; the parent can never be the child and vice versa. Think of your child’s
teenage as a tunnel that will end, and you will return to daylight once the period is over. There is enough and more
information available today on how to raise teens. So, read as much as you can but make sure that you are prepared
to take on any surprises that may come your way. Parenting tips for parents of teens is an ever-evolving subject,
one that requires constant reflection and review. No amount of literature can replace your instincts and innate skills
as a parent.
Empathize. By placing yourself in your child’s shoes you might become more patient and tolerant of the crazy
teenage years you have to parent. Make sure that your child understands that you will accept them irrespective of
the choices they might make. Be their rock in these fast-changing surroundings. Your reactions will also go a long
way in determining the type of parents your children will make in the future. Even though our teenagers did not
come with an instruction manual, there is always plenty of good advice available on how to guide them through
these crucial times while retaining your sanity. Don’t get disheartened with your teenager’s harsh attitude as this
too shall pass. Try to maintain a pleasant environment at home and keep tempers low. Communicate as often as
possible and respect their growing need for privacy.
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