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Living With Your Teen:
Understanding Changes in Thinking

At about age 11 or 12, children’s thinking begins to change. They
are likely to become self-centered, to question family beliefs and to ?)
engage in thinking that allows them to believe they are protected &
from the harmful consequences of risky behavior. '?
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This new way of thinking often causes problems in the relationships { £y

between pre-teens or teens and their parents. While the 12- or 13-
year-old may understand that people may hold different opinions on
a particular topic, he or she may not be aware that others are
concerned with many topics besides those that interest teens.
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Preoccupation with self

The subject of greatest interest to the young adolescent is often himself or herself. Typically,
the young teen primps in front of the mirror or worries about acne. The hours spent in self-
admiration or self-criticism are directed toward impressing the audience the young teen feels
is always there. Adults often find the teen’ s preoccupation with himself or herself annoying.
From the adult point of view, this concern about appearance and behavior seems selfish and
unhealthy.

During these times, parents should remember that this self-preoccupation is the result of the
young teen’s way of thinking and that this style of thinking occursin all children. Parents also
should remember that the concern of teens with what others think may be justified. Often
young teens are very critical of one another.

Following fads appears to play an important role in achieving a positive self-image for the
teen. The teen who looks and acts “right” gains approval from friends. Although adults
should veto fads that are too costly or unhealthy, they should consider permitting some fads.
By alowing them to follow some fads, parents may help teens develop self-confidence. The
relationship between parents and teens may grow stronger when parents show their
understanding and support.

During early adolescence, many teens think that everyone is interested in them. As a result,
they may develop the notion that “the world revolves around them.” Teens show this



egocentrism or self-centeredness when they say no one has ever felt the way they do,
suffered so much, loved so deeply, or been so misunderstood.

The child who once thought you understood everything and anything may suddenly burst out
with “You don’'t understand!” In this case, parents may find it helpful to respond, “I may not
understand, but I’'m sorry you’ re unhappy. If you want me to, I'll be glad to try to help.” In
this way, parents can express caring without having to argue over whether they do or don’t
understand. In addition, the door is open for teens to ask for help if they want it.

Belief in personal magic

Along with their self-centered beliefs, young adolescents develop a belief in a personal magic
that will protect them from the bad things that happen to other people. Belief in this magic
may make a girl think she can’'t get pregnant or a boy think he won’'t get a girl pregnant if
they have sex.

Belief in this personal magic can make the teenage years difficult for both parents and teens.
Parents see that their teens are behaving carelessly and irresponsibly. Teens, on the other
hand, feel overprotected and want to be treated as adults.

Even experts in adolescent psychology admit they have no perfect solution to this problem.
Many parents find it helpful to give teens greater responsibility in non-dangerous areas, such
as selecting their own clothes or determining bedtime, while retaining control over potentially
harmful situations.

Parents can help to smooth conflicts and also teach teens important critical thinking skills at
this time. Discuss the consequences and/or rewards of certain behaviors. For example, ask
your teen what might be the consequences of going to a party where alcohol is served. What
are the advantages and disadvantages of smoking marijuana before school? What might be
the outcome of driving friends around in the car after midnight?

Don’'t forget to discuss and encourage teens to think about outcomes of acting in positive
ways. For example, ask your teen why it’s important to treat other kids and teachers with
respect, even if you don’'t always agree with what they say or do. Ask, “What could you do
if you're with a group of kids and they start to bully or harass another person? What can you
do if your boy (girl)friend is trying to talk you into having sex? What are the advantages for
you in waiting until you’re older, or married? On your 28th birthday, why might you feel
grateful you worked hard and got good grades in high school ?

Rather than saying “No,” parents can help teens learn to act responsibly by encouraging them
to solve problems and think through the consequences of actions.

Questioning beliefs

During adolescence, teens may question their religion, their parents’ political beliefs and other
values that their parents hold. They may suddenly refuse to go to religious services with the
family. This refusal may be accompanied by statements like “I don’t believe in that
anymore.”



Teens may develop elaborate religious or political beliefs of their own. They may believe
they have plans to solve world problems. Many parents have found it difficult to get children
of this age to follow family values. It is often best for parents to ssimply state their beliefs and
refuse to get into a debate. It is important to recognize and acknowledge teens' right to have
different opinions or beliefs than other family members. Nevertheless, parents should
emphasize there are some family rules teens must obey.

Growing awareness

Experts believe egocentrism begins to diminish by the time a young person is around 15. The
teen begins to recognize there is a difference between what he or she is interested in and the
interestsof others.

Teens begin growing aware that not everyone is looking at their appearance or behavior all
the time. Some teens realize there are people who are interested in them as individuals. The
belief in the power of personal magic gives way to an understanding that no one has special
protection. Talking about their personal thoughts, feelings ideas and listening to those of other
teens helps adol escent thinking to mature.

As teens begin to think more like adults, they are better able to form adult relationships. They
begin to think more realistically about their places in society. At about this time, teens often
reestablish the warm relationship with their parents that might have become strained during
the early teen years.

Parents must now be prepared to recognize that their teens think like adults. The parent-child
relationship can never return to what it was before adolescence. The task becomes one of
establishing the special relationship that can exist between two adults who aso happen to be
parent and child.
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