DavisPARENTSDO
Having “the hard talks” with your teen
At age 15, she was offered a funny looking cigarette by a boy she had hoped would like her as much as she liked him. “What is that and what’s it going to do to me?” She asked more out of curiosity than concern. The 18 year old boy simply assured it would relax her. He lit up, took a long puff, inhaled and handed it to her. His comfortable and peaceful smile convinced her it was harmless to try. 
That lazy, hot summer afternoon launched the beginning of her substance use for the next ten years. “Anything goes” is what she called her “experimentation”. She would often justify her casual use of substances by drawing the line with certain drugs. Prevention specialists would call it “substance abuse”. Being raised in the height of the drug culture, this scenario could easily describe any of us who are now raising teens of our own. 
What could have made the difference in the life of this teen? Is there something we can do to avoid this from happening to our teens? Evidence shows that early and frequent conversations about the risks, dangers and research associated with teen drug and alcohol use can and do impact a teen’s decision-making. This is much more than simply telling your child not to use drugs, alcohol or other substances. Adults need to have the “hard talks” with their teens explaining “the whys” in detail. So how do you go about having this conversation with your kids? 

Tips for “the hard talks” about drugs, alcohol and other substances with your teen:

1. First of all, remember to give yourself a break. You don’t need to do it all at once. “The hard talk” is a process that needs to be delivered in digestible doses on a regular basis from the time they are very young (age appropriate, of course). Lectures tend to lose a teen’s interest. Arm yourself with pieces of information and remind them frequently throughout the month. Deliver tidbits of factual information. Try saying something like, “Did you know that kids who use alcohol, drugs or other substances in their early developmental years are at a higher risk of binge drinking by the time they get to college?” There are tons of helpful books as well as online resources available to you.
2. Explain the physiological stages of teen development.  You can review the changes of puberty and move right into the development of the brain from the ages of 13 to 21 years old. Surprisingly the brain center responsible for decision-making is the area still developing during these years. Correlate the use of substances as interference to that natural process. 
3. Share anecdotal stories with each other about what you’ve heard around town and use them to deliver your values about no tolerance for substance use. For example my teen recently shared about a friend who laughed heartily at the drunken state of a peer at a party. This was a perfect opportunity to help my teen understand the gravity of the situation. In this conversation, offering the reality of the situation helped my daughter understand that someone could have been hurt or even arrested. 
4. Educate your child about the laws and legal consequences regarding underage alcohol, drug or substance use.

5. Finally, make healthy boundaries known to your teen. Keep track of his/her friends and whereabouts. Get to know his/her friend’s parents. Setting these boundaries and being the informed parent may not seem like the “cool” thing to do but it provides an invisible safety net which in turn helps your child feel protected (whether he/she can recognize it or not!)
The benefits of doing this hard work are well worth it. Being proactive and doing the “hard talk” regularly from an early age means your kids are armed with the best information you can provide. They are being educated by you – not the media, culture or their peers. In addition your relationship is strengthened as a result of open and honest communication. In this stage of our teen’s development, the most credible communicator they have is YOU. It may not be easy but it sure is worth it. Keep having those “hard talks!” 
For ideas on how you can begin this conversation go to our web page at www.davisparentsdo.org under the Helpful Reading tab where you will find 100 tips for how to begin talking to your teen.
