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Words Can Work™: Knowing the issues, talking with kids 

Kattie was 15 when the girls she hung out with suddenly began to change. They wanted to experiment with pot and other drugs. When she refused to participate, Kattie’s former friends called her names and even threw rocks at her house. Devastated, Kattie withdrew. Unlike many teens, she had somewhere to turn. She could rely on her family. 

“They made it OK for me to go to them,” Kattie says. “If I didn't have my parents to understand what I was going through, I would have totally shut off and gone in a bad direction.”

According to research from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, children who talk openly with their parents tend to make smarter choices as they grow up. 

But it’s not always easy for parents and children to talk. Building trust for honest communication takes time and energy. Most parents struggle to balance work and family. Against their better judgment, some ignore things their kids say and do in order to avoid stress. Others grew up in families where people rarely opened up. They lack role models for how to discuss important topics. 

On even the busiest days, parents can keep in mind a few communication tips. Sometimes it’s the little things that help to build potentially lifesaving connections with children.  

•    BE SURE TO LISTEN MORE THAN YOU TALK 

Effective listening includes eye contact – not pretending to listen while reading the paper or watching TV. It means to show your attentiveness with a nod or an encouraging comment like “I’d love to hear what you’re thinking about that.”

Kerry, 18, reminds parents that at times kids just need a safe place to vent. “Sometimes I’d want to talk with my mom, and she’d try to fix everything,” Kerry says. “I know my mom wants me to be happy, but I didn’t need her to fix anything. I just wanted her to listen.”

•  TALK WITH YOUR CHILDREN, NOT AT THEM

Dr. Brian Johnson, Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, says active listening can help children make good choices. Ask your child smart questions, then listen to his or her answer. By asking simple questions, you’re helping your child be more aware of their decision-making. 

Barbara learned the value of gentle questioning one morning. Her son Mark, 15, returned from an overnight at his best friend’s house. When she asked if he had fun, he was reluctant to answer.  

As it turned out, other kids had shown up. The group watched x-rated films. “I wanted to shout at him: ‘You shouldn't watch that kind of garbage!’ ” Barbara says. Instead, she listened patiently. As Mark told his reaction to what he’d seen, his mother heard how values she had taught him influenced the way he thought. “If I had said, ‘How awful! How could you do that?’ Mark would have shut down.”

Keeping the lines of communication open is a vital part of parenting.

•    SAY OFTEN: "YOU’RE SO IMPORTANT TO ME." 

“It’s important to remind our children often: ‘You are special. You are valued,’ ” says 

Dr. David Satcher, former U.S. Surgeon General. “Children need to feel special, wanted and nurtured.”   

Vanessa, 18, says fear of rejection keeps some kids clammed up. They feel embarrassed when things aren’t going well, and they don’t share their troubles with their parents. So if parents aren’t tuned in, they can miss important cues. She suggests checking in on small topics: How was your day? What did you eat for lunch? “I understand that parents are working hard,” Vanessa says.  “They’re tired when they get home. But if your children don’t feel you care about the smaller things, there’s no way they’ll be honest with you about the bigger things.”

Oronde was a model student before he started skipping school, hanging out on the streets, and drinking.  He stopped talking with his parents. They worried that he was in trouble, but they couldn’t get him to talk about it. Then a young man Oronde was acquainted with was shot and killed. A few days later, Oronde was riding in the car with his mother when he finally opened up.   

 “I just asked her, ‘Mom, what do you honestly think of me?’ “ he says. “She tells me, ‘Oh, your great, son. You know I love you. You’re my baby.’ “ Oronde could hardly believe his ears. “My mom honestly has this high of an opinion of me? That’s what broke me. I’d never cried before. She started driving slow, just so we could talk more.”

Oronde believes that that conversation turned his life around. 

• SPEND TIME TOGETHER: IT SHOWS THAT YOU CARE

Parents send the message that they care by being physically and emotionally available. That’s how they set the tone for kids to share their troubles.

 “There’s no substitute for spending time with your children,” according to Dr. David Satcher, former U.S. Surgeon General.  “TV isn’t a substitute. The computer isn’t a substitute. Time together gives children the chance to open up and talk about difficult issues.” 

Driving to and from school activities was an ideal time for Pam and her daughter to connect.  “We were both a captive audience,” Pam says. “Now my daughter is a sophomore in college. She calls me almost every day to update me on the good, the bad, the fun, and the boring.  We have a great relationship.”

• SHARE YOUR FAMILY’S VALUES   

The warm environment parents can create during unstructured time can provide opportunities to share their opinions. They can offer their ideas of right and wrong in a culture the media pervades. They can also explain why they hold certain values.

For example, parents can teach their kids to build healthy friendships based on trust, respect, and the ability to communicate. The chance to reinforce those values comes up many times a day. One morning, Kris and her daughters were eating breakfast when she read them an advice column. It was a story of a girl who claimed to have a crush on a guy she hardly knew.

Kris recognized this opportunity to talk about relationships, and to hear her daughters’ thoughts. “I ended up describing what I loved and respected about their father,” she says. The girls listened closely, because it wasn’t a lecture.

To be a credible source of information, parents have to tell the truth. They can set limits on what they say, and still be open and honest. Dr. Barry Zuckerman points out that how parents handle questions is important. “You’re allowed to have your privacy,” he says. “Children need to respect that, as you need to respect them. It’s the mutual respect that supports ongoing communication.”

If children’s inquiries catch parents off guard, there are gracious ways to buy time for considering how to respond. You can say, “That’s an important question. I want time to think about it.” Parents can feel comfortable admitting they don’t have all the answers. But it’s important to follow up, ready to talk. 

As children grow from childhood to adolescence, they develop a sense of self. They long for independence but still need and want their parents’ support. When parents keep communication open, they stay engaged with their children’s lives. That is their best opportunity to ensure that the choices their kids make are smart, and help to keep them safe.

Jeanne Blake is a medical journalist. She is an affiliated faculty member at the Division on Addictions at Harvard Medical School. As president of Blake Works she produces, publishes and distributes research-based multimedia to help families talk about challenges young people face growing up.   

Books & Videos that Help Families Talk

Words Can Work™ Books

Words Can Work: When Talking With Kids About Alcohol

Families tell how they discuss underage drinking. Experts offer information and the words to help parents and other caregivers talk with kids.

Words Can Work: When Talking With Kids About Sexual Health

Families tell how they discuss sexuality. Teens’ first-person accounts bring the reader into their world. Former U.S. Surgeon General Dr. David Satcher and child psychiatrist Dr. Paula Rauch offer information and the words to help parents and other caregivers talk with kids.

DVDs/Videos with accompanying discussion guides

Alcohol: True Stories hosted by Matt Damon

Four young people tell how alcohol use affected their lives. They explore reasons young people drink and encourage peers to wait.

Boys on Bullying

Five boys tell how bullying affected their lives and how support from others made the difference.

The Power of Girls: Inside and Out

Four girls talk about bullying, eating disorders, early sexual activity and coping with loss. They tell how supportive peers, parents and other adults made the difference.

In Our Own Words: Teens and AIDS

Five teens talk about living with HIV, denial, postponing sexual activity, condoms and alcohol’s affect on decision-making.

Raising Healthy Kids: Families Talk About Sexual Health

Experts, parents and young people offer information and skills to help parents and other caregivers talk with kids about healthy sexuality. 

Jeanne Blake also offers workshops, trainings, and speaking engagements for parents and professionals. To order or for information call 978-282-1663, e-mail info@wordscanwork.com, or visit www.wordscanwork.com.

