SECTION A

- YOUNG ADULTS

Affirming teenagers

"What's good about my teenage son?" asked Barbara in harassed tones. 'He's
moody; he never thinks of others. He stays in bed till lunchtime, and when he
gets up, he just argues with me". "I know," replied Jane. "I say just the
same when Cindy has had her friends in all evening, blasting me out with her
sound system. But yesterday I went shopping with my husband to try and find a
Christmas present for Cindy. We started talking about her. You know, when
Cindy's in a good mood, she's quite something, though we never really realised
it till we went shopping yesterday and got talking about her. She's so lively
and determined. She's got plenty of ideals, and she's got the energy to carry
them out one day, too. Cindy could do really well. We decided we'd try and
affirm her more than we used to. She needs it."

Teenagers need more affirmation than we think. They're still growing up, and
they don't find it easy. They may have spots and bulges in the wrong places.
Their arms and legs may suddenly grow too long. Cindy spends hours in the
bathroom trying on ten kinds of make-up. Barbara's son is always pulling the
TV to bits, trying to understand how it works. It wasn't until the radio
broke down, and he was able to mend it, that Barbara realised he was becoming
quite a mechanic.

How can we affirm teenagers? When it's supper time and the TV is still in
bits all over the floor, Barbara is in no mood to affirm her son in his latest
craze, but parents do need to encourage teenage interests when they can.
Things like carpentry, cooking and mending a motor bike will all be useful for
adult life. Interests outside the family are important too, for teenagers
need distance from their parents if they are to discover who they are.
Teenagers feel great when adults spend time with them too. Sometimes, Jane
spends a Saturday morning trying out recipes with Cindy. The results aren't
up to Delia Smith's, but they have some good laughs.

"But I can't stand my son's spikes and chains,' moaned Barbara. "I nearly
fainted when he came in with that cox-comb hair-do!" Jane replied,. "Yes.
Cindy's gold eyeshadow and green fingernails make me feel just the same. But
we've made some rules. So long as she goes to school looking normal, and
turns up looking presentable for work in the holidays, I'l1l just shut my eyes
the rest of the time, and pretend she's normal. It takes an effort, but it
cuts down the arguments."

It can be difficult finding a balance between affirming teenagers and telling
them off. "What time will you be back tonight, Cindy?" is the question Cindy
hates most. But Barbara and her husband have thought up a better system.
It's understood that their son can be out till midnight. If he's going to be
later, he has to phone up and explain why. Then they can leave the door on
the latch, and Barbara feels she can sleep. "But what if he gets into drugs,
or makes someone pregnant?" asked Jane. '"Midnight seems awfully late."
"Well", said Barbara, "We can't keep him out of everything. At least we've
talked about these things with him. He knows what's involved now."



"Something else I feel bad about is Sunday Mass", said Jane. "We always make
Cindy come with us, though she doesn't like it much, and I'm frightened that
we're putting her off religiohn for life'". Barbard replied: "We decided not
to force our faith on our children once they were old enough to think for
themselves. Nowadays they only seem to come at family times like Christmas
and Easter. I'm just as frightened as you that I'm doing the wrong thing. I
suppose we'll never know. Teenagers are so sensitive about religion." After
a pause Jane said: "I suppose the main thing is that the children know that
the Mass is important to us grown-ups. They know that we love it; may be one
day they'll come to love it too."

Families work out different solutions to teenage problems, but one factor
remains constant: teenagers need affirming. And now that many teenagers will
not be able to find jobs when they leave school, they need affirming more than
ever before. They need to know that even if society does not value what they
can do, and will perhaps never employ them, they are still worthwhile people.
They need to feel valued by their family, and by their own friends. Parents
don't always realise how vital it is for teenagers to go out with their
friends. They don't gquite trust 'the gang" or '"the mates'. But teenagers
need to have their peers around them, and parents need to give them plenty of
time for this. In the end, letting go of their teenagers is perhaps the most
difficult kind of affirming that parents have to do. But once they have
learnt to let go, their teenagers can affirm them in return by coming back
freely, with nodoby telling them to do so.
























