


“Rathbone and Baron are exceedingly talented clinicians who really ‘get’ teens, and who 
are well grounded in current thinking about the adolescent brain and teen development. 
This outstanding book artfully presents their knowledge and clinical wisdom to profes-
sionals who work with adolescents. The strong emphasis the authors place on trust, 
authenticity, acceptance, and respect in dealing with teens is equally relevant to teachers, 
therapists, counselors, and physicians, all of whose work with young people will be ele-
vated if they study this book.”

— William R. Stixrud, PhD, director of The Stixrud Group, and assistant 
professor of psychiatry, behavioral sciences, and pediatrics at the George 
Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences

“What Works with Teens is a gift to clinicians— simply a must- read! Offering tremendous 
insight into the world of the adolescent and adolescent brain, it invites clinicians to 
thoughtfully approach their work with teens and, in particular, how to facilitate a mean-
ingful and effective relationship. Based on science and the authors’ clear mastery of treat-
ing teens, this book provides a comprehensive and sophisticated understanding of what is 
needed for successful work with teenagers. Presented in a clear and engaging manner, 
What Works with Teens will leave the clinician prepared and inspired.”

— Bonnie Zucker, PhD, psychologist, author of Anxiety- Free Kids and Take Control 
of OCD, and coauthor of Resilience Builder Program for Children and Adolescents

“Britt Rathbone and Julie Baron have written an amazing guide to developing relation-
ships with teens that will eventually foster positive and lasting life changes. … In What 
Works with Teens, they do, with clarity and precision, what might have seemed impossible: 
behaviorally defining what are usually the hard- to- explain interpersonal skills and 
characteristics— respect, authenticity, kindness, predictability, and acceptance— that 
enhance relationships between teens and the adults who work with them. Written with 
respect and sensitivity for adults whose jobs involve helping teens, this book is a call to 
action that will motivate adults to interact more effectively with the teens with whom 
they work. What Works with Teens is a must- read for any adult who strives to connect with 
teens.”

— Pat Harvey, LCSW- C, clinical social worker; dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) 
parent coach, trainer, and consultant; and coauthor of Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy for At- Risk Adolescents



“I have read many books that attempt to describe the athletic challenges, peer pressure, 
and stress that teens endure on a daily basis. What Works with Teens is the only book that 
truly connects not only to teens but to the parents, teachers, and coaches. After reading 
this book, I finally felt that sense of understanding with how I work, and why we do the 
things we do!”

— Kaitlin Mills, former division one student- athlete, North Carolina 
State University

“What Works with Teens is a must- read for most any adult working with adolescents in the 
course of his or her day. Supported by both recent research literature and a variety of real- 
life examples, the essential ingredients and necessary frame of mind required to work 
successfully with adolescents is clearly laid out. Although I have been in clinical practice 
for nearly thirty years, I relearned important lessons and gained new perspective on my 
work with teens when reading this book. I will keep my copy close at hand, as it will 
remain a valuable reference for years to come.”

— Lance D. Clawson, MD, child and adolescent psychiatrist and distinguished 
fellow of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

“In their wonderful new book, What Works with Teens, Britt Rathbone and Julie Baron 
write, ‘Working with adolescents is a calling. If we are going to make a difference in the 
lives of youth, we need to roll up our sleeves and be ready to dig in with our whole selves.’ 
In this era of neurobiology and competing therapies, Rathbone and Baron remind us to 
pick up our heads out of the evidence- based manual, look at ourselves in the mirror, then 
look into— and through— the eyes of our young patients. This book represents a rallying 
cry and a detailed road map. Rathbone and Baron discuss why and how to reestablish the 
relationship at the center of our work with adolescents. As they write so convincingly and 
practically, we can only help adolescents change and grow through relationships based 
upon respect, authenticity, kindness, predictability, and acceptance. This book is realistic, 
wise, and inspiring. I will recommend it to young professionals- in- training and experi-
enced colleagues. I’m also sure to reread it on days when I need to take a step back and 
remember why we do this work— and how fortunate we are to do it.”

— Dan Shapiro, MD, developmental- behavioral pediatrician, Rockville, MD



“This book provides an invaluable resource for professionals working with adolescents 
today. As a longtime middle school educator, I applaud its practical applications and 
strong foundational information. The insights of these two authors are a tremendous 
contribution to the educational community working with students during these compli-
cated and confusing years.”

— Caroline MacNichol, director of the middle school at Dana Hall School 
in Wellesley, MA

“Baron and Rathbone illustrate a profound understanding of one of our most misunder-
stood clinical populations— adolescents. What Works with Teens provides the field of 
youth service workers with poignant insights into the transforming physical, neurologi-
cal, social, and cognitive world of teens, providing us a firm foundation and effective 
tools with which to build our support given our unique roles. The authors’ candid, real-
istic engagement strategies will empower all of us to feel the inspiration and passion to 
join adolescents along this tumultuous and exciting journey of self- exploration and iden-
tity development. When in doubt, pull this book from your shelf, and stay engaged!”

— Debbie B. Riley LCMFT, CEO, Center for Adoption Support and Education, 
and coauthor of Beneath the Mask: Understanding Adopted Teens

“In What Works with Teens, Rathbone and Baron have pulled back the curtain on relat-
ing successfully with teenagers, and ably demonstrate the understated yet incontrovert-
ible power of thoughtfulness, graciousness, and courtesy in influencing behavior change 
among youth. These authors understand what teenagers have always known but have 
been unable to articulate: that what really makes us credible and trustworthy as mentors, 
helpers, and sources of inspiration doesn’t derive from our pointed explanations or advice, 
but rather from our ability to make a young person feel validated and respected in our 
presence. … This is a terrific book, deserving of attention from therapists, counselors, 
parents, coaches, and the people teaching our next generation of mental health provid-
ers. I know of no other book like it and consider it a very valuable addition to the litera-
ture on counseling, parenting, teaching, and simply caring for adolescents.”

— Janet Sasson Edgette, PsyD, child and adolescent psychologist, author of 
Stop Negotiating with Your Teen, and coauthor of The Last Boys Picked



“Rathbone and Baron have written an eminently readable and practical guide for working 
compassionately and mindfully with troubled teens. In this book, you will find a toolbox 
overflowing with wonderful, evidence-based strategies for establishing—and maintain-
ing—an authentic and transformative connection with even the most challenging 
adolescents.” 

—Martha B. Straus, PhD, professor of clinical psychology at Antioch University 
New England and author of Adolescent Girls in Crisis: Intervention and Hope
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Foreword

Not too long ago, a fifteen- year- old boy I was working with was kicked out of his school’s 
lunchroom for being loud. It wasn’t the first time he had been disruptive, and the monitor-
ing teacher was fed up. She threw him out of the cafeteria and reported him to the prin-
cipal. Later that afternoon, the teen tried to apologize to the teacher, but she interrupted 
him as soon as he said the word “but.” She said, “Your apology is meaningless if you’re 
going to sit here and make excuses.” The boy shut down and walked out, convinced that 
even when you try to make amends the teacher will be waiting for you to mess up and 
throw it in your face.

As a teacher, I can empathize with how frustrated that woman was. This may have 
been the tenth time she had talked to this kid and he wasn’t getting it. On the other 
hand, it can be pretty uncomfortable for a teen to seek out a teacher and apologize— 
because apologizing is ultimately putting oneself in a vulnerable position (and, in this 
case, in front of someone with more authority).

Working with young people is a constant opportunity to do meaningful work. It’s an 
incredible privilege to participate in teens’ personal growth— to help them learn to regu-
late themselves and hold themselves accountable (like the loud student described above), 
and to support them as they learn to sit with powerful feelings, process what those feelings 
mean to them, and then act in a way they can be proud of. But it’s also a constant oppor-
tunity to experience feelings of failure and frustration. I have made mistakes with the 
young people I work with. I’ve accidentally embarrassed some of them. I’ve had kids look 
at me like I have absolutely no idea what I’m talking about. And I’ve certainly lost my 
temper.

Those experiences would be funny if the consequences weren’t so profoundly nega-
tive. As common as those negative feelings and experiences are, I am convinced that 
adults can only be credible and effective teachers if we mindfully and relentlessly reflect 
on our own behavior as individual professionals, and on the systems within which we 
operate. The adults working with youth too often neglect to examine our own attitudes 
and behaviors toward them. We perceive a teen’s critical feedback as disrespectful. We are 
loath to apologize to a teen when we should— mistakenly believing that this will somehow 
take away our authority instead of strengthening it. We discipline young people by 
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isolating them and therefore alienating them from our communities. We resist imple-
menting disciplinary practices based on what common sense and science consistently 
prove— that social connection is fundamental to learning community values and inspir-
ing a teen’s personal motivation for change.

We are asking young people to challenge themselves in fundamental and deeply 
uncomfortable ways. Are we willing to do the same?

As I read the pages you are about to read, I underlined many paragraphs— not only 
because I could relate to the situations that Baron and Rathbone describe, but also 
because their advice was easily relatable. I could see how to implement their suggestions. 
Some sections inspired me to stop reading and work on improving lesson plans I have 
used for years. They reminded me to stay honest and direct, avoid blame, and develop a 
plan that reflects our best understanding of adolescent development and the learning 
process. We do that and we do our best by the youth under our care.

Fundamentally, this book asks us to hold ourselves to the same standard to which we 
hold others. It not only challenges us but also lays out what we can do to build or rebuild 
our relationships with the parents, colleagues, and teens in our professional lives. It gives 
permission for the understandable feelings we well- intentioned educators feel when faced 
with seemingly intractable resistance in our work. I hope you find what I did in reading 
this book: hope, acknowledgment, a call to do our best work, and the methodology to help 
us do so.

—Rosalind Wiseman
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Introduction

We are clinical social workers who have spent our careers working with adolescents in 
individual, group, and family therapy, as well as in schools and other treatment settings. 
We have observed, studied, and learned through experience what does and does not work 
in helping teens. There are numerous guides available on therapeutic techniques, class-
room curricula, medical procedures, coaching drills, and so on. What we have found 
lacking is a guide for how to implement all of this very good information specifically with 
adolescents who may be ambivalent about the process, or outright resistant to it. Most of 
the material we have come across over decades of work presupposes a certain level of 
cooperation. In the real world, adolescents may be angry, hostile, resistant, unmotivated, 
unengaged, overwhelmed, distracted, or otherwise difficult and challenging to work with. 
Research and clinical experience bring us to the same conclusion: it’s the relationship you 
develop with the adolescent that matters.

Those of us who work with the dynamic and challenging adolescent population know 
that no two days will ever be the same; there will be constant excitement and energy; and 
if we are doing this well, we (and they) will always learn something new. Adolescents are 
at a unique stage in their growth. The complex nature of this developmental period means 
we will face various obstacles in the course of our work. Whether in therapy, at the doc-
tor’s office, in the school counseling office, in the classroom, in the administrator’s office, 
on the field, or in any number of community- based recreational and support programs, we 
all face similar challenges in reaching this population and guiding them toward the suc-
cesses they seek and deserve.

This age group requires collaboration and teamwork not only with teens and their 
parents, but also with a host of other providers playing various supportive roles in the 
teens’ lives. We have interacted with a great number of very talented professionals over 
the years who truly “get it” in their work with teens. We have also come across well- 
meaning professionals who unfortunately miss the mark. We want to reveal our bias at the 
outset: we believe that others should be treated the way we want and expect to be treated. 
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Kids are no exception. We believe all human beings, including young people, have the 
right to be treated in a respectful manner. This is all the more critical with youth, given 
that they will grow up to care for us one day. The concepts in this book are win- win. 
When relationships flourish, adolescents thrive, and we pay it forward.

The quality of the relationship is a potent predictor of success in many settings, yet we 
don’t always instinctively know how to engage with teens without a thoughtful and effec-
tive framework to guide us. This book is that framework.

This is a relational approach based on research and information gathered from focus 
groups, surveys, and interviews with hundreds of adolescents and helping adults. The 
words of teens are clear and direct: they want us to help them. Providers also seek guid-
ance in successfully connecting with teens. We provide practical help with the teens you 
serve. The examples we offer throughout the book all come from the real world, and can 
be extrapolated to all settings and utilized by various professional disciplines to establish 
and maintain effective relationships with young people.

Part one of the book describes the rapidly changing physical, neurological, social, 
emotional, and cognitive world of adolescents and how the interactions between these 
numerous changes contribute to a complex and tumultuous experience for the adolescent 
as well as for the helping adult. We explain some of the reasons teenagers can be so dif-
ficult to understand and engage. We also describe the developmental tasks at hand for 
adolescents in their move toward independence and self- sufficiency. The ways that ado-
lescents treat relationships are often contradictory, confusing, and frustrating. We provide 
explanations for these dynamics, so your approach with adolescents will be based on a full 
awareness of the complex world in which they live today.

In part two, we describe the six fundamental and essential components for unlocking 
successful working relationships with adolescents. We describe these necessary elements, 
show you what they look like in real life through examples and anecdotes, and trouble-
shoot potential difficulties. We describe ways to understand and attend to the change 
process to help move teens effectively toward their goals. We then synthesize all the com-
ponents necessary for improved outcomes. Our goals are to inspire you to elevate your 
practices with your students, clients, patients, and athletes; to give you a solid sense of 
what adolescents are capable of; and to show you how to guide them on their path to 
success.

Adolescents can be suspicious, guarded, and hostile toward well- meaning adults 
serving in supportive roles. They are also creative, funny, daring, curious, caring, compas-
sionate, empathic, impassioned, and driven. Most importantly, adolescents are our future. 
We have a great moral responsibility to create environments and relationships that 
empower, validate, motivate, and engage. Climates of caring, connection, safety, and 
respect shape the future of our communities and our culture at large. This work is at times 
exasperating and exhausting. The reward is in contributing to a generation so they will be 
likely to give back and, in turn, shape future generations. We wrote this book because we 
feel passionate about the work we do. We hope the tools and guidance we offer lead to 
renewed inspiration, energy, and passion in your work with adolescents.



Part 1

Welcome to the World 
of Adolescence

Adolescents are developmentally distinctive. They are not children and they are not 
immature adults. Their needs, tasks, and functions differ from those in the developmental 
stages that border them on either side of the life span. It is for this reason that we spend 
part one discussing the particulars of adolescence and the challenges that this time in life 
poses to the creation and maintenance of a productive relationship with helping adults. 
When we as adults understand the potential and struggles of young people, we are better 
equipped to guide them through a learning and growth process toward positive change.

In chapter one, we take you on a tour through the adolescent brain and its workings 
in the cognitive, social, and emotional development of teens and young adults. We discuss 
the period of adolescence— the definition of which varies from person to person and has 
changed in the last century. We use the word “teens” in this book interchangeably with 
“adolescents,” but of course adolescence does not miraculously and definitively end on the 
twentieth birthday, just as adulthood does not miraculously appear at age eighteen (though 
many eighteen- year- olds may believe otherwise). Many teens have reminded us that when 
we address a general developmental stage, it is important to view and treat them as indi-
viduals and not merge them with a series of stereotypes and clichés. Just as each adult and 
each child is unique, so are adolescents, with different neural wiring and temperamental 
attributes.

We then delve into the influences of social culture during adolescence and the 
increasing need to rely on a peer group. Social culture is a complex and powerful system, 
and adults need to understand it if they want to make authentic connections with teens.

Finally, we guide you through the process of identity development and the ways in 
which relationships with family tend to shift during adolescence. This is an opportune 
time for adults to step in and help anchor adolescents in their whirlwind journey toward 
adulthood.
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In chapter two, we navigate the twists and turns of working relationships with adoles-
cents. We discuss common challenges helping adults face when engaging with teens and 
encouraging positive change. We also ask readers to reflect on their own adolescent expe-
riences and consider how we each bring our own challenges to providing unconditional 
support and commitment to change. If we ask adolescents to make themselves vulnerable 
to challenging themselves, we adults must be willing to do the same. Throughout this and 
the chapters following, we include stories and experiences that adolescents have gener-
ously shared to assist us in writing this book. So many adolescents we spoke with and 
surveyed were eager for adults to know what they need from us! We use these stories to 
illustrate various needs and goals in working with this age group, and in later chapters to 
demonstrate the skills that need to be acquired or honed in the development of outcome- 
driven relationships with young people.

Finally, in chapter three, we present research confirming the importance of the rela-
tionship, across disciplines, in fostering change. Whether mastering a new basketball shot, 
calculus problem, coping skill, or musical piece, adolescents are more likely to stick with 
the task at hand and strive toward growth when they feel an authentic connection with 
their teachers, mentors, counselors, coaches, or trainers. This connection is our best tool 
in making strides toward progress with teens, no matter the venue. We need to under-
stand the power and influence of the relationship, because it’s the key to what works with 
teens.



Chapter 1

The Adolescent Operating 
System (A- OS)

Welcome to your road map for understanding the adolescent. When working with people 
in this age group, it is critical to understand their fundamental operating system and the 
numerous tasks they are attempting to achieve. It is a miracle they can function at all, 
given the juggling act they are required to perform in their maturation process alone. 
Before we delve into this complex system, let’s define adolescence.

We are often asked, by parents and professionals, when adolescence starts and ends. 
The answer is a little fuzzy. Biologically, adolescence is said to begin with puberty. However, 
brain changes are occurring before puberty is evident, and the secondary sex characteris-
tics that provide evidence of puberty are not always readily apparent to the helping adult. 
Complicating the definition is that biological, cognitive, and psychological changes do 
not occur in unison. The physically immature sixteen- year- old boy may actually be the 
most socially aware in his class, and the physically well- developed eleven- year- old girl may 
be quite immature on other fronts.

When adolescence ends is just as unclear. We can use a biological definition— when 
physical development is complete (is physical development ever complete?)—or a develop-
mental definition: when the adolescent has established an identity and appropriately sep-
arated from her family. But neither of these fully captures a distinct end point. For our 
purposes, we define adolescence as the period between childhood and adulthood, with 
the understanding that this definition is inexact and subjective.

The developmental period of adolescence in the United States has lengthened over 
the years, on both ends. On the front end, the age of onset for puberty has decreased, with 
puberty currently beginning at age seven for approximately one in seven females (Biro et 
al., 2010). On the other end, the average age of marriage has been on the increase for both 
men and women since 1920 (Elliott, Krivickas, Brault, & Kreider, 2012). Today, adoles-
cents often remain dependent on adults for financial support for a longer period of time, 
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as they delay entry into the workplace with extended college educations and advanced 
degrees. The cost of living in some US cities is so great that it is virtually impossible for a 
young person entering the work world to live independently with a lifestyle that comes 
anywhere close to what he may have become accustomed to without help from his parents. 
In some socioeconomic groups, the financial realities dictate that young people live at 
home into their mid- twenties or beyond. This increased time period of financial depen-
dence complicates the developmental process toward independence and makes its length 
less predictable.

The drive to be independent permeates adolescence, and with the earlier onset of 
puberty, this drive begins ever earlier. Many adolescents will reject an offer of help out-
right, even if it means that they will struggle, in order to preserve independence. This is a 
dynamic that any adult who has worked with adolescents has experienced firsthand. 
Compounding it is the fact that many well- meaning adults provide advice and support 
without first asking if it’s wanted or needed. Even adolescents who actually ask for help 
often have difficulty accepting it; those who don’t ask for it or don’t want it (even when 
they clearly need it) leave us feeling like Sisyphus rolling the rock up the hill.

This book is about developing an effective and productive working relationship with 
adolescents, in spite of behaviors that can be maddening, confusing, and sometimes even 
life- threatening. The seeds of empathy are sown with patience and understanding. 
Behavior makes sense when we understand what causes it, and the most effective adult 
responses become clearer when the nature of adolescent development is revealed. Let’s 
now look at the variables at work in the developing adolescent.

We begin by describing the workings of the adolescent brain. This developmental 
period poses unique neurobiological circumstances that, when understood, can help to 
put adolescent behaviors into perspective. Adolescents are also individuals with different 
temperaments that allow for different strengths and vulnerabilities. These must be con-
sidered in our efforts to relate to and understand the young people we work with. We then 
move to the multitude of developmental tasks they are trying to achieve. We focus on the 
tasks that more specifically guide behaviors within the context of relationships— social 
cognition and behavior, identity development, and separation from family of origin. 
Understanding these aspects of adolescent growth and experiences will help to shape an 
open stance with adolescents so we can put into practice the skills described in the coming 
chapters. When implemented together, these skills will help you build a connected and 
impactful relationship in your work with teenagers.

Neurobiology: The Adolescent Brain Has a 
Mind of Its Own!

Fourteen- year- old Jason is a patrol leader in his scout troop, has a dog- walking business 
in his neighborhood, and is well liked by his teachers and soccer coach. His parents are 
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shocked when they come home to find him drunk after school and learn that he has 
been drinking alcohol from their liquor cabinet for several months. They can’t 
understand how he could use such poor judgment, and they wonder what else they 
may be missing about their son.

Working with adolescents in any setting is a constantly challenging and evolving 
experience. Just as soon as we understand the latest slang, it is abandoned and becomes 
the province of those who are a “step behind.” When we finally absorb all the research on 
the latest drug of abuse, another one takes its place. Adolescents themselves can be just 
as confounding. The straight- A student may also have an issue with binge drinking; the 
star athlete may also have an eating disorder; and the most intimidating gang member 
may also be a gifted poet. This is the nature of adolescence: inconsistent, unclassifiable, 
and diverse. Fortunately, adolescent brain research continues to evolve and give us answers 
about why teens do what they do.

Adolescent brains are different from adult brains, and these differences contribute to 
the behaviors that can be so challenging for adults who are charged with guiding and 
teaching youth. The salient elements of adolescent development are described below in a 
readable and understandable manner. We know there is a temptation to skip this intro-
ductory material and get right to the skills; we encourage you to stick with us here— this 
information is critical to understanding adolescent behaviors, especially those that are so 
hard to tolerate. And with this understanding, you will be much more willing and able to 
respond effectively.

The Vertical Brain
It is helpful to think of the brain as a tiered organ, with distinct functions and a clear 

hierarchy of control. The three levels of the brain, layered on top of one another, are the 
brain stem, the limbic system, and the cerebral cortex. These parts of the brain each have 
different functions and work together to guide our behaviors.

The Brain Stem

The brain stem is the most primitive and “automatic” part of our brains. The struc-
tures associated with the brain stem are responsible for keeping the body alive and func-
tioning properly by controlling respiration, keeping the heart beating, regulating hormones, 
managing sleep- wake cycles, and the like. For the most part, we do not have conscious 
control over these functions. They are automatic and depend on the signals received from 
the other brain centers. For example, an adolescent who loses her temper and yells at a 
peer will often notice that she feels keyed up afterward. Her heart rate will eventually 
decrease, and she will experience the effects of diminished adrenaline as the event fades 
from memory, but she is mostly unable to deliberately make these changes occur— she 
must wait for the brain to reestablish equilibrium.
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The Limbic System

Amanda is a high school junior. She recently heard a rumor that her best friend had 
shared information about her personal sexual history with some classmates, and she is 
feeling distressed. She is worried that the person she is interested in dating will hear this 
information and the relationship will be jeopardized. She sends multiple text messages to 
her best friend without a response. She becomes increasingly worried and angry, and 
the tone of the texts becomes more and more hostile and accusatory. The texts continue 
throughout the day, and by the time she discovers that the rumor is false, she has 
angered and alienated her best friend.

Sitting directly above the brain stem is the limbic system. This includes brain regions 
that are responsible for emotion and temperament (idiosyncratic and biologically based 
personality characteristics). When an adolescent is feeling joy, anger, or any other emotion, 
the limbic system is involved. Given that the common complaints of those who live or 
work with adolescents have to do with intense and unpredictable moods, and that moods 
often influence behavior, the limbic system is of particular relevance to adolescent behav-
ior. In the above example, Amanda is under the control of her limbic system. Her fear is 
influencing the way she thinks, the way her body responds, and thus her behavior.

Within the limbic system are the amygdalae, two pea- sized structures in the brain 
that are responsible for and sensitive to anger and perceived threat. Research shows that 
the amygdalae are particularly active in adolescence; this fact helps to explain why teen-
agers experience such intense emotions and thus can sometimes misinterpret events and 
respond to them in a verbally or physically aggressive manner. Amanda’s reactions are 
fueled in part by her overactive amygdalae.

The Cerebral Cortex

Sitting atop the limbic system is the cerebral cortex. This is the part of the brain we 
typically envision: folds of greyish- white tissue that make up the outer portion of the 
brain. The cerebral cortex is the most recently evolved part of the human brain, and con-
trols our thoughts, language ability, and goal- directed behaviors. Human beings have the 
largest cerebral cortex of any mammal relative to brain size, and it distinguishes us by 
giving us a unique ability for rational thought, which in turn is the reason for the domi-
nance and success of our species.

Situated just behind the eyes, and within the cerebral cortex, is the frontal lobe of the 
brain. The frontal lobe has been called the “seat of civilization” due to its role in planning, 
organizing, strategizing, and flexible problem solving. Does it surprise you to learn that 
the frontal lobe continues to develop throughout adolescence and into adulthood? Many 
typical adolescent behaviors (obnoxiousness, poor judgment, lack of planning and 
 foresight, and ineffective problem solving) are heavily influenced by the frontal lobe’s 
immaturity. Most of us can reflect on our own foolishness and ineffective responses in 
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adolescence, and also feel grateful for the maturity that developed over time. While brain 
development is dependent on a host of variables— including genetics, exposure to stimu-
lation, and injuries to the brain— the simple and inevitable experience of growth and 
maturity help the frontal lobe find its footing and guide more mature and useful responses.

How the Systems Interact
Now that we have described the three layers of the brain, let’s talk about how they 

influence one another. When Amanda heard a rumor that her friend had betrayed her 
confidence, her limbic system responded with anxiety and anger. This, in turn, sent 
signals to her brain stem to react in a way that is effective for threat. Her heart rate 
increased, her adrenal glands pumped adrenaline into her system, and she felt keyed up 
and on edge. This response is very effective when facing a real and immediate threat. In 
Amanda’s case, however, it turned out that the threat was not real. Her ability to think 
rationally about the situation and consider that her best friend was unlikely to betray her 
was overwhelmed by the emotional response. And the emotional response was responsi-
ble for, and then exacerbated by, the physiological response initiated by her brain stem. 
This escalating emotionality further impacted her ability to think clearly, and her behav-
iors were driven by emotions, not rational and logical thought. There is a saying that we 
temporarily “lose IQ points” when our emotions are kicked into high gear. This was the 
case with Amanda. She immediately felt relieved when she received the news that her 
friend had not betrayed her; the fear immediately dissipated, and her physiological 
response ebbed with it. However, by then she had already paid the price with the impact 
on the relationship with her best friend.

All of us know how it feels to receive information that provides a different way to 
think about a situation. Imagine that you are driving and exceeding the speed limit, and 
you notice the flashing lights of a police car behind you. At that point you most likely feel 
the sense of fear and worry that Amanda felt. Your heart probably starts to beat quickly, 
you become hyperalert, and you pull the car over to the side of the road. If the police car 
then passes you, on its way to an emergency elsewhere, you probably feel a sense of relief, 
and within a few minutes your heart rate returns to normal and you proceed on your way, 
perhaps a little more cautiously.

This process occurs with all humans, although the tendency to misunderstand the 
intentions of others, misread emotions, or simply misconstrue the facts of a situation is 
especially pronounced in adolescents because their cerebral cortex is still developing. 
Their ability to think through strategic responses to challenges is often compromised, 
even when emotions are not involved.
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Myelination
Myelination also influences the functioning of the adolescent brain, and this process 

holds particular relevance for those of us who work with young people. Myelin is a fatty 
substance that serves as an insulator for the connections between brain cells, or neurons. 
All of our learning is a result of connections formed between neurons, and these connec-
tions allow the flow of electrical impulses to travel from cell to cell, firing in a distinct way 
that represents a behavior or thought. Myelin coats those pathways that are used most 
often, in order to maximize their efficiency. Think of taking a walk in the woods without 
any clear trail to guide you. You have to find a way to get through whether there’s a trail 
or not, so you trample a path as you make your way. Now consider that the next time you 
need to walk through those same woods, you might recognize certain landmarks as famil-
iar, and you might notice and repeat the previously taken path. Now imagine that you 
take that path day after day, year after year. That path will become more and more visible, 
and increasingly efficient to negotiate. This is essentially what is occurring inside a brain 
that is learning. New pathways are forged, and these pathways become myelinated with 
frequent use. Think of something you’ve learned to do: perhaps playing a musical instru-
ment, mastering a new language, or developing an athletic skill. Remember how challeng-
ing it was initially? Most new learners have to put particular focus on the skill and practice 
it over and over again until the pathways for that skill become myelinated and the skill 
becomes second nature.

Now consider that the frontal lobe of the brain— the area responsible for focus, atten-
tion, goal- directed behavior, judgment, and problem solving— continues to myelinate 
throughout adolescence. These skills have not yet become second nature. And what, 
besides DNA and time, helps these pathways in the frontal lobe myelinate? Opportunities 
to practice attention, goal- directed behavior, judgment, and problem solving! Yes, the 
brain is essentially a “use it or lose it” system. Those skills that we practice improve, and 
those that we don’t practice diminish. As helping adults, we must be aware of this process 
and exploit the inevitable mistakes that adolescents make as the teachable moments that 
they are. We celebrate a baby’s first steps. We do not admonish the baby for stumbling, 
because we know this is a part of the process of learning to walk; instead, we coax the 
baby toward a second and third step through encouragement and reward. Yet, when it 
comes to adolescents, helping adults often see “appropriate” behaviors as the status quo. 
These behaviors pass without mention, and almost always without celebration, while great 
emphasis is placed on youthful mistakes. Don’t misunderstand us; we are not advocating 
ignoring mistakes. Rather, we are advocating an awareness that adolescents are often 
victims of their immature brains, and that our role in assisting brain maturation is to 
attend to and build on the positive as well as to see the inevitable mistakes in the context 
of a still- maturing neurological system.
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Temperament
Another significant variable that impacts adolescent behavior and adult responses is tem-
perament. Temperament is the biologically based personality style of an individual, and 
tends to remain stable over time. Think about going to adopt a puppy and noticing the 
various personalities of all the littermates in the first few weeks of life. Now think about 
families that you know well and how the personalities of siblings, including fraternal 
twins, can be so disparate, even though the same parents have raised them and they 
attended the same schools. Parents frequently observe that certain personality traits were 
evident in infancy and remain stable throughout life. This is temperament. Research has 
shown that particular temperament traits are associated with poorer quality adult- youth 
relationships and poor outcomes (Rudasill, Reio, Stipanovic, & Taylor, 2010). There are 
ways to accommodate for, or offset the impact of, these traits so that progress can occur. 
We will discuss these in detail in chapters four through nine. First, let’s review some of the 
facets of temperament.

Mood Intensity and Intensity of Response
Some adolescents experience and express their moods more intensely than others. 

This can be off- putting and overwhelming at times for those around them. We will discuss 
techniques for managing mood intensity in later chapters; the important thing to consider 
here is that the strength with which an adolescent expresses his or her anger and frustra-
tion is the same passion that might at some point be used to change the world in positive 
ways. It is also important to recognize that adolescents generally are not trying to over-
whelm others with their expression of emotion; they are simply learning how to manage 
the biologically based mood intensity that is part of their makeup.

Activity Level
Some adolescents have a higher need for physical activity than others. These young 

people can be annoying to helping adults when they do not sit still, pick up items in our 
offices or classrooms without asking, open the drawers to our desks, or wander about the 
room as we talk to them. Asking an adolescent with a temperamentally high activity level 
to sit still and listen to us is an exercise in futility. We may need to adjust our expectations 
in the service of accepting young people for who they are, using their activity level to our 
advantage rather than trying unsuccessfully to turn them into quiet and still teenagers.
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Adaptability to Change
Another temperament trait is how quickly or easily a person adapts to change. Some 

young people thrive on new experiences, while others seek out predictability, familiarity, 
and sameness, or have difficulty adapting to new routines and experiences. For example, 
some teenagers will sit at the same lunch table every single day throughout high school 
and agonize over where they will sit on a school outing, while others will not give these 
issues a second thought. A student who has difficulty adapting to change may argue with 
a teacher who suddenly reorganizes the classroom or restructures a final exam. Many 
adolescents have been labeled oppositional because they have had a hard time making a 
switch cognitively and behaviorally to an unexpected change. The techniques in this 
book are particularly helpful with adolescents who adapt more gradually to change.

Sensory Threshold
All of us have various tolerances for sensory input and become overwhelmed when we 

are overstimulated. Some young people find it uncomfortable to be in a loud cafeteria, or 
at a raucous sports event. Others find the flickering of overhead lights unbearable or are 
repulsed by certain odors or tastes. These kinds of things can lead to increased irritability 
and make interactions more challenging with adolescents who have a low tolerance for 
sensory input. It is often challenging for us to recognize these sensitivities, and the ado-
lescent may not even be aware that they have an impact on irritability or mood. Making 
accommodations or adapting the environment (dimming the lights or providing a quiet 
space for lunch, for example) can significantly improve outcomes with some adolescents.

Approach to New Situations
How we handle new situations also varies between individuals. Some people plunge 

right into a new team or club, for example, while others prefer to sit on the sidelines and 
get comfortable and familiar before jumping in. Those adolescents who have a more cau-
tious approach can be more challenging for helping adults because they may appear to be 
less engaged or less cooperative. On the other extreme, teenagers who are very bold may 
enter situations brazenly and without regard for existing dynamics, inadvertently creating 
conflict and chaos. Adolescents on the extremes of this temperamental trait are the ones 
in particular need of adult understanding and support.

Awareness of ongoing adolescent brain development along with an individual’s rela-
tively fixed temperament helps us understand many challenging adolescent behaviors, 
contributes to making sense of seemingly self- destructive behaviors, and helps guide 
responses that are effective. But if only it were that simple! Now let’s add environment to 
the mix. Brain development and temperament interact with the world in a unique and 
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sometimes problematic way. One very significant influence on adolescent behavior and 
attitudes is the social world. Now that we understand how the individual adolescent oper-
ating systems work, let’s turn to how they conduct themselves in, interact with, and are 
influenced by relationships and social environment.

Socially Speaking
A teacher found Sandra sobbing in the stairwell of her high school. The teacher asked 
her why she was not in class and Sandra snapped back, “I don’t feel like it!” The 
teacher escorted her to the administrator’s office and reported her for skipping class. 
When the administrator talked with Sandra, she discovered that Sandra and her 
boyfriend had just had an argument. Sandra’s next class was pre- calculus, and she was 
scheduled to take a major exam that would determine her grade for the quarter. She 
explained to the administrator that she was too upset to focus on math and did not 
want to bomb the exam, so she didn’t go to class.

If you have spent time with teenagers, you already know that friends and social relation-
ships are of primary importance. Most teens will say they like to go to school mostly to see 
their friends and socialize (and maybe a little to learn something). Often they prioritize 
their social interactions, dilemmas, and invitations over almost anything else. Why is 
this? In adolescence, friends are the bridge between parents and a more independent self, 
providing a venue for very necessary skill development. Relationship skills and social and 
emotional intelligence evolve by practicing empathy, perspective taking, recognizing and 
managing emotions, cooperating, and resolving conflict. Emotional intelligence consists 
of five components: self- awareness, self- regulation, internal motivation, empathy, and 
social skills (Goleman, 1995). Similarly, social intelligence is a construct composed of five 
factors: situational awareness, presence, authenticity, clarity, and empathy, easily remem-
bered with the acronym S.P.A.C.E. (Albrecht, 2006). Anyone who works with adoles-
cents knows that these emotional and social intelligence skills are exactly the ones that 
are “under construction,” their immaturity on full display, and those we work to reinforce 
on a daily basis. Research has repeately confirmed the critical functions of these skills, 
and even entrepreneurs— those who are expert in the art of leadership, big ideas, and 
financial prowess— tout the value of social intelligence:

Social intelligence can reduce conflict, create collaboration, replace bigotry and 
polarization with understanding, and mobilize people toward common goals. 
Indeed, it may be— in the long run— the most important ingredient in our sur-
vival as a species. (Albrecht, 2006, p. xiv)

So really, what could be more important than that? In Sandra’s case, she was fortu-
nate that her school administrator recognized the importance of her social- emotional 



What Works with Teens

14

needs over her ineffective response and allowed her to talk to the school counselor and 
make up her pre- calculus exam without penalty.

The ability to demonstrate these social- emotional intelligence skills coincides with 
the previously described brain changes during adolescence that allow for greater capacity 
to engage in these skills. Social relationships are the venue for practicing the skills, and 
adolescents learn from their peer groups— a classic example of the blind leading the blind! 
Let’s look briefly at how brain changes affect social cognition and thus shape social expe-
riences during adolescence, and then illustrate why it is so challenging for developing 
teens to get it right.

Social Cognition (Yes, There Is Thought Involved!)
As described previously, the brain goes through a remodeling process during adoles-

cence. This neural plasticity facilitates the development of the social cognition skills 
required during this developmental stage (Choudhury, Blakermore, & Charman 2006). 
Several salient changes take place that are worth discussing. The biological changes 
during adolescence lead to teens having a heightened awareness of others— in particular, 
tuning in to important social stimuli, including the recognition of faces. Ever heard 
someone describe teens as having “radar” when sizing up adults? It’s actually true. When 
adolescents recognize a fearful face, the area of the brain that gets activated (in the form 
of brain waves, or “radar”) is mostly in the amygdala (which processes emotional reac-
tions— in particular, fear). Adult brains, in contrast, use their orbital frontal cortex (the 
thinking part) more efficiently to interpret a fearful face by assessing other details, rather 
than relying on emotion alone (Monk et al., 2003). So if you have ever felt that teens are 
quick to judge and misinterpret an adult’s intention or message, you are probably right. 
Their brains are often not assessing interactions the same way adult brains do. Taking this 
into consideration before personalizing an off- putting or overreactive response from a 
teenager may make the difference between an effective intervention and disconnection.

To make matters more complicated, teen brains are also experiencing a period of 
heightened self- consciousness as well as the ability to understand that others have differ-
ent perspectives (Choudhury, Blakermore, & Charman 2006). Piaget, in his “stages of 
cognitive growth,” describes the emergence by age eleven of “formal operational thought,” 
described as the ability to differentiate between the perception of an object and one’s own 
mental construction of it, allowing a person to separate her thoughts about something 
from the actual properties of that thing. This means that from early through late adoles-
cence, young people are also developing the ability to conceptualize other people’s 
thoughts and perspectives (Piaget, 1956).

Think about what these two things together mean. The egocentrism and subsequent 
self- consciousness young teens experience combined with the increased ability to under-
stand that others have their own thoughts and perspectives translates to a preoccupation 
that others’ thoughts and behaviors must of course be focused on them and, more 
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specifically, on the way they look and act (Elkind, 1967). Have you ever heard a thirteen- 
year- old tell you that a group of kids were talking about him? When you ask, “How do you 
know?” the response is often “Because they were whispering and they looked at me!” 
Well, maybe it was about him and maybe not, but that teen is certain the whispers were 
about him. Adolescents have a hard time considering contextual clues and alternate 
explanations when making a reasoned assessment.

Since the processes in the brain that enable perspective taking are still developing 
and refining during adolescence, it can be difficult for many teens to navigate interactions 
effectively. Anticipating this immature skill set allows us to offer various perspectives and 
thus guide adolescents toward trying on other ways of thinking about people and situa-
tions. These reflections, in turn, assist adolescents in exploring different parts of them-
selves and developing a more solid sense of identity.

The Social Worlds of Adolescents
If adults are going to work effectively and compassionately in any capacity with teens, 

they must understand adolescent social culture. Lots of people talk about “peer pressure,” 
but the phrase has been so overused that we rarely talk about how this kind of pressure 
actually works. Adolescent social culture may look a bit different in different contexts and 
communities, but the way it operates is essentially the same. Culture requires a set of 
norms and expectations and thus defines more and less desirable traits and behaviors. 
These norms are shaped by our larger culture through family values, media influences, 
and even evolutionary biases toward survival—for example, a curvy figure has, from an 
evolutionary perspective, meant a greater chance of successful childbearing (Weisfeld & 
Woodward, 2004). Teens reinforce these biases by affording those with more valuable 
characteristics greater privilege and access to valued things (rides in someone’s car), rela-
tionships (being asked out by the captain of the football team), and experiences (exclusive 
access to invitation- only parties).

An excellent description for how social culture operates on adolescents is the “Act 
Like a Woman; Act Like a Man” exercise (Wiseman, 2009), which uses traditional gender 
expectations to explore how definitions of social culture evolve. Though as a society (and 
in particular, in more recent adolescent generations) we seem to be evolving in our fluid-
ity of defined gender expectations, a stereotypical norm along gender lines emerges when 
teens describe their social culture. This exercise asks separately for boys and for girls to 
name the social qualities they experience as valued and not valued. While this exercise 
can be done in single- sex groups or mixed- gender groups, what emerges is a subset of 
social norms specific to boys and one specific to girls. Adolescents are asked to list quali-
ties of— or words used to describe— peers with social status and, conversely, those per-
ceived to lack social status. What materializes is a “box.” Think of the more valued social 
traits as being “in the box” and the less desirable traits as being “out of the box.” The 
diagram that follows illustrates teens’ most common answers.
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What is the value in this exercise? First, it allows teens to tell us what their unique 
social culture looks like. In each community, the answers— and thus the culture— may 
look a little different. The norms expressed tell you how teens in that community assess 
each other and gain status or not. The value of the box is not to determine where each 
person fits in the diagram. Some will be in the center of the box, some inside but on the 
edge, and some outside the box. Understandably, all students want to know where they fit. 
But what’s ultimately important is how much value this box holds for people. If teens are 
tightly bound by norms, and thus follow those invisible rules, they will do whatever it 
takes to get in the box, stay in the box, or kick someone else out of the box, even if it 
means engaging in deplorable or hurtful behavior. This is where bullying and social 
aggression come from. The reason we need to be aware of the existing social norms, as 
told to us by the teens themselves, is so we can understand adolescents’ motivations, atti-
tudes, beliefs, and behaviors, and help them navigate their social landscape effectively. 
With a common understanding, our aim is to help them understand how social norms 
shape what feels important to them and how far they are willing to go to conform to social 
culture. With an awareness of social norms and what guides their behavior, they can more 
closely examine their relationships and whether those relationships are based in core per-
sonal values, or driven by “the box.”

Many teens feel that to survive in the adolescent world, one must do what is necessary 
to attain a certain degree of status. They feel they must adapt in order to win the rewards 
of peer validation and affiliation. Adults need to make efforts to understand and respect 
the importance of this context of the adolescent social culture. If the box serves to moti-
vate teens to mistreat others and betray their own value systems, we need to help guide 
them in balancing these pressures with making safe and healthy decisions that allow them 
to both respect others and remain true to their own values. Being aware of how “the box” 
dictates adolescent decision making will help the adults in teens’ lives develop more 
empathy and understanding. It can also be helpful to think about how adult expectations 
box others in or out, as well. After all, adults are not immune to social pressures, even if 
they’re more mature in their abilities to navigate them. We need to remember that ado-
lescents are looking to us for guidance as they face these common struggles.

Developing a Sense of Self
Interactions and constructive feedback from helping adults outside the family, in addition 
to peer relationships, are crucial in the adolescent process of developing and defining an 
identity. Identity development is the process by which adolescents assess, discover, and 
define their values, beliefs, and feelings related to a variety of domains— including sexual-
ity, gender identity, religion or spirituality, occupational aspirations, and ethnicity. During 
earlier adolescent years, teens do much of their self- definition based on mimicking others. 
The middle school years can be brutal for this reason. Young teens tend to be so insecure 
that they rely on the validation they get by maintaining similarity to their friends. At the 
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same time, they can easily be ridiculed or ostracized for being too much like their peers. If 
you have ever been around a group of sixth- grade girls, you have inevitably heard, “She’s 
so annoying. She’s copying me!” It’s a time of intense social criticism, directed at those 
who assume someone else’s style or identity as much as those who develop too much of 
their own. This is precisely why bullying and social aggression are so pervasive at this age, 
and why helping adults need to be close by to mediate and to model more effective social 
skills.

As adolescents get older, in later high school and college, being an individual with a 
unique sense of style and more firmly held beliefs becomes an attractive quality. The 
determinant for social acceptance becomes the degree to which the adolescent is resolved 
and comfortable in his authentic self, which by then is a more firmly established founda-
tion from which to grow. This is the time we begin to see teens exhibit some degree of 
understanding of their parents’ perspectives, and respond more thoughtfully and ratio-
nally to requests or feedback from helping adults. They are not nearly as threatened 
because they have a better sense of where they stand in terms of their thoughts, feelings, 
perspectives, and beliefs. This ironically allows them to be more receptive to challenging 
their own thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and beliefs based on feedback from others.

Separating from the Family
Spending more time with friends and becoming more confident in who they are, what 
they like, who they choose to spend their time with, and what goals they are striving 
toward helps adolescents achieve the ultimate independence and autonomy: separation 
from family. This process may play out differently cross- culturally. It does not always mean 
moving far away, or even moving out. Nor does it necessarily mean disconnecting from 
family members. And it does not mean going through challenges without any help or 
support from family. Regardless of the logistics by which separation from family is under-
stood, its realization is an important measure in defining a healthy adult. Among all 
teens, what determines success in this process is how well they know and live by their 
values, discover their strengths— that in turn lead to a source of income— develop effec-
tive social and communication skills, and know the difference between how they feel and 
how someone else feels so that they can conduct relationships that respect both. This is 
the grand challenge.

Planting Seeds
So how do we, as providers, translate our knowledge of the complex interplay of neuro-
logical, social, cognitive, and developmental factors into helping teenagers evolve into 
empathic, caring, self- aware, self- regulated, motivated, cooperative, and independent 
beings? While this is no short order, there is one catchphrase that describes what we need 
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to do: “It’s the relationship!” The good news is that if we can manage our own exasperation 
in our work with adolescents and sustain our own energy, we can use the relationships we 
have with them to help plant the seeds necessary for them to grow into the kind of adults 
that will make this world a better place. Literally, our survival depends on it. If we are 
really lucky, we will also get to see some of the growth from those seeds and feel proud, 
satisfied, and heartened by the great accomplishments that come about.

Here’s the Rundown
In this chapter, we have reviewed the biological realities behind the adolescent behaviors 
that helping adults often find challenging. We have also presented the psychosocial devel-
opmental factors that are, at the same time, interacting with the individual’s brain and 
temperament. Understanding these factors helps service providers develop a general 
empathy for challenging and hard- to- reach teens. This is the first step toward establishing 
the relationships that will lead to positive change.





Chapter 2

Adolescents Don’t Come 
with a User’s Manual

We are not aware of an adult working with adolescents who has not been triggered by 
their behavior at one time or another. The central dilemma in adolescent development is 
the negotiation between dependence and independence. It is this conflict that dictates 
the push- pull nature of interactions with adults. While this negotiation takes place 
intensely between teens and their parents, helping adults are also key players in assisting 
adolescents toward adulthood— defined by the physical, cognitive, social, and emotional 
growth we focused on in chapter one. The threat that adults present to an adolescent’s 
sense of a separate self and independence can feel so great that it propels powerful push-
back in the form of any number of tough- to- manage behaviors. Understanding how this 
dilemma manifests in our relationships and how we can anticipate and respect teens’ 
developmental needs is important in order to respond and partner with them effectively.

What Makes Adolescents So Difficult to Engage?
Adolescents are notoriously multidimensional and complex. They are described by adults 
and themselves as detached, self- centered, scared, lonely, shallow, aloof, hopeful, indepen-
dent, materialistic, naive, stubborn, overindulgent, fragile, insecure, young, inexperi-
enced, exploring, voiceless, and patronized. It is no wonder a working relationship with 
adolescents is so hard to navigate.

Adolescents are not blameless in the conflicts that inevitably occur with helping 
adults. In fact, they may be significantly responsible for much of the problem. At the 
same time, their problem- solving abilities are not fully developed, and they count on 
adults to artfully guide them through these difficulties (all the while rejecting help and 
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complaining loudly). Here we review the numerous developmental and environmental 
factors that contribute to the difficulty of engaging adolescents in a cooperative, collab-
orative way.

Distrust of Authority
Fourteen- year- old Justin comes to his school guidance counselor and says he has a 
couple of questions related to a friend. He asks, “What are the chances of accidental 
death if my friend uses marijuana?” and “Can you get addicted to marijuana from 
smoking it one time?”

The guidance counselor is faced with a number of issues:

• What is the context for these questions? Is Justin really asking about a friend, or 
is he asking about himself?

• Is Justin worried about the ramifications of revealing his own curiosity about 
marijuana to the guidance counselor?

• The answer to both of Justin’s questions is “highly unlikely.” His “friend” will not 
die, and one use is not going to result in addiction. Yet the opportunity is ripe for 
addressing what are likely to be legitimate concerns about marijuana use, and by 
simply answering his questions without further discussion, the counselor may 
implicitly condone the use.

• Does the guidance counselor have a duty to talk to Justin’s parents? Justin has 
placed trust in the guidance counselor. How does the counselor maintain this 
trust while simultaneously addressing the possible marijuana use by Justin’s friend, 
or Justin himself?

It has been a long- standing stereotype that teenagers distrust authority, and while this 
is not always the case, when it exists this distrust can interfere with our efforts to be 
helpful. And is it any wonder that teenagers view our ideas and offers to help with a skep-
tical eye? Ask a bunch of sixth or seventh graders if they plan to use drugs, and the answer 
is generally “No.” But go back to them four years later, and a significant number will be 
using regularly, despite DARE and other education and prevention programs. Why? 
Clearly the social milieu bears some responsibility. At the same time, young people natu-
rally experiment and often come to realize that the messages they have been given in 
school and by adults are not completely accurate. We do a disservice to both teens and 
ourselves when we don’t provide them with a balanced perspective and a fair summary of 
the level of risk. We sometimes push so far in the interest of warning kids away from 
certain activities that when they inevitably experiment with risky behaviors (as teenagers 
are almost certain to do) they discover the inaccuracies, and adult credibility is eroded. 
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This process occurs repeatedly for young people, and the distrust is further compounded 
as they come to realize that adults do not always behave appropriately, and do not always 
tell the truth themselves. Add to these realities the outright and deliberate omission of 
full information when educating young people about risky behaviors, and it is no wonder 
that adolescents don’t take our word, the curricula in health class, or the admonishments 
of concerned adults at face value.

For many adults, this is a very difficult tightrope to walk. If we talk to teens only about 
risks and dangers, they will come to mistrust us when they discover that these risks may 
have been overstated or presented out of context. If we present a more balanced perspec-
tive, they may take what we’re saying as an implicit endorsement of the activity and ignore 
the risks altogether. It has been our experience that the best approach when discussing 
issues of relative high risk with teens is to explicitly acknowledge that what they have 
learned previously may be biased (though contains truth), and at the same time make a 
clear statement about our own desire that the adolescent avoid the behavior anyway. We 
will establish authority by being honest, stating our opinion, and then ultimately recogniz-
ing that the choice is the adolescent’s— not ours— to make.

One adolescent tells the story of a teacher who argued with him about the correct 
pronunciation of an unusual word in class, in front of other students. This boy came to 
discover that he, not the teacher, was right. Yet the teacher refused to concede, and stead-
fastly stood behind the incorrect pronunciation, perhaps fearful of humiliation by the 
student or the class as a whole. Had the teacher acknowledged his error, it would likely 
have led to more respect and a stronger connection with his students.

Recognizing that distrust of authority may be partially our fault allows us to respond 
to a doubting or suspicious adolescent in a manner that conveys respect and understand-
ing, rather than power. We will be most effective when we accept that trust in our author-
ity is not a given; it will be earned over time.

Guardedness and the Need for Privacy
During adolescence, parents and professionals often observe that children who were 

once chatty begin to withhold more information and volunteer much less about their 
social, academic, and emotional concerns. This change is entirely typical and part of the 
necessary process of separation. So how do we address behaviors we cannot see or do not 
(or are not supposed to) know about at a time when reckless behavior is increasing and 
the perception of risk is decreasing? Is it better to ask questions directly, or to fish around 
for information? Our experience is that, barring circumstances where safety is a concern, 
respecting the need for privacy results in less guardedness and secretiveness. At the same 
time, if we don’t press, will we really know what is going on? Respecting the need for 
privacy, even when you can’t always allow for it, will contribute to a trusting and helpful 
relationship. The skills offered here help to negotiate this tricky balance.
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Adults Just Don’t Understand
From childhood through adulthood, we all learn from experience. In our role as clini-

cal social workers, we typically ask adolescents about their previous experiences with 
therapy, teachers, and other helping adults in the very first meeting, to help establish the 
context through which they view counseling. Their answers are as consistent as they are 
appalling (and we are not making these up):

• “He called me by my brother’s name the whole time.”

• “She fell asleep while I was talking and then denied it.”

• “She talked about herself the entire time.”

• “He told my parents everything I said after he told me I could trust him.”

• “She took phone calls during our meeting.”

• “He pointed his finger in my face and told me I had better shape up or he would 
personally escort me to a wilderness program.”

• “She lost her temper and told me I was a spoiled brat.”

• “The walls in the doctor’s office were paper thin and I could hear everything the 
patient in the next office said as I was waiting for my doctor to come in.”

• “The last time I talked with someone it didn’t help at all.”

• “He wanted to hug me after every meeting and it was a little creepy.”

How trusting would you be of “helping adults” after one or more of these experiences? 
It makes perfect sense that adolescents with such negative experiences would be wary; 
they should be! Their skepticism is an adaptive response, so we will be most effective by 
responding in a way that does not prove them right.

When adolescents feel invalidated, those feelings can further erode an already tenta-
tive relationship with an adult. Letting them know that their feelings make sense is reas-
suring and supportive in a world that can be chronically invalidating. Consider, for 
example, an eighth- grade girl who was just “dumped” by her boyfriend of two weeks. 
Everyone tells her she will get over it and she needs to move on. No one takes time to 
listen to how she feels, empathize with her pain, and simply show support. The effective 
response is much more labor- intensive for adults to provide, and, sadly, hard for many 
teens to access.

Or imagine the young person who goes home to a busy mother who works two jobs to 
make ends meet. If the mother doesn’t have much time to devote to listening and empa-
thizing, she may respond to her daughter’s fear about going to school the day after the 
breakup by saying “Don’t be silly; there’s nothing to be afraid of.” Her response, meant to 
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be helpful, misses the mark entirely, and leaves her daughter with the invalidating idea 
that her feelings are silly. All teens have experienced these types of responses from time 
to time, and when repeated over time, they undermine adults’ credibility and effective-
ness. Taking the time to validate a teen’s feelings and perspective promotes a sense of 
connection and has a powerful effect on the relationship.

Stereotypes of Adults in the Media
Have you ever read a novel or watched a television show, movie, or music video in 

which the main characters are teenagers and the adults are portrayed as incompetent, 
neurotic, self- absorbed, or nonexistent? Unfortunately, adults in the helping professions 
are often shown in this light. Think for a minute about the adults you’ve seen represented 
over and over: the insensitive or manipulative therapist, the boring and disengaged 
teacher (“Bueller—Bueller…”), the harsh and abusive manly- man coach, the scary social 
worker or case manager, the too- busy- to- be- responsive doctor, and so on. It seems that 
when we see the story through the eyes of teen characters, the adults are consistently inef-
fective, disengaged, or absent altogether. This limited viewpoint may be a way of accentu-
ating the teenage drive for independence from the adult world. Fair enough. But the 
media is missing the opportunity to also show how healthy negotiation and support 
between teens and adults can enhance adolescent growth and development.

When the media does show adults being helpful, caring, and inspiring to adolescents, 
the main character tends to be an adult, and the story is centered on the life of that 
teacher, counselor, or coach as an exceptional example of heroism or sacrifice in the name 
of “saving” those teens with whom they work. But what does this media message do to 
forge positive relationships between helping adults and teens that can be sustained in a 
balanced way, with appropriate boundaries? How else can we, as a larger society, highlight 
those positive connections? What are teens supposed to think if the adults they see on 
television and in the movies do nothing but get in the way or cause them grief? No 
wonder they eye us suspiciously. Let’s do our part to turn the tide of the collective stereo-
type by acting significantly better in our real- life roles than the way we’re portrayed in the 
media.

Our Reputations Matter
Teens rely largely on other teens for referrals and recommendations. This is no secret. 

They talk to one another, and we adults are quickly labeled by those teenagers with whom 
we work. “I will not be guided by what teenagers think of me!” you say? Well, you should. 
Consider this example, about a high school freshman:

Anna showed up at lunch sobbing. She had just come from the school counselor’s office. 
She told all her friends what had happened in class: Her biology teacher called on her, 
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and after she produced a wrong answer, the teacher commented— in front of the whole 
class— that maybe she should spend more time studying and less time flirting with boys. 
There were gasps from her friends, who called the teacher an asshole and said he 
should be fired. Anna then told her friends how she went to her guidance counselor 
and told her what happened. She said the counselor was dismissive, saying weakly that 
the teacher shouldn’t have said that, but that Anna does tend to get distracted by her 
social life. “And she’s not even going to do anything about it!” Anna exclaimed. Her 
friends’ response: “That bitch.”

In this scenario, are the teacher and guidance counselor setting themselves up to be 
open and available to students? What are the dynamics at play that led them to respond 
in those ways? One thing is for certain: the reputations of the counselor and teacher have 
been tarnished, and the message will spread like wildfire to other students. While it 
behooves us to give teens lots of chances to reengage without retribution, we adults get 
very few chances to redeem ourselves once the line between safety and humiliation has 
been crossed.

Here is a different experience, of a seventh grader:

Janice was very nervous about presenting her report in her social studies class. When 
she got up in front of everyone, she froze, then panicked and began to stutter. Her 
classmates laughed at her. Immediately and firmly, the teacher intervened and told the 
class to stop laughing. The teacher asked Janice to sit back down and take her time 
until she felt calmer. Instead of calling the next student up to start, the teacher talked to 
the class about fear and nervousness. He normalized these feelings and invited other 
students to share situations in which they had been scared or nervous. He explained 
that when we give ourselves opportunities to overcome our fears, we grow and get 
stronger. He thanked everyone for sharing so honestly and asked the class if they were 
ready to be supportive of each other as students presented. The class committed with a 
nod. He invited Janice back up to give her report, and the class clapped for her as she 
went back to try again.

Imagine how the kids in this class felt. What would they say to their peers about this 
teacher? He used a teachable moment to highlight self- awareness, problem solving, and 
validation, and treated every student with dignity. He held them accountable and nur-
tured them simultaneously. It’s no surprise that students always want to be in his social 
studies class.

Relating to Teens
Just as adolescents face a conflict in seeking independence while still developing the skills 
to do so, we as helping adults face a parallel dilemma: how do we foster and encourage ado-
lescent independence and offer needed assistance and support at the same time? It is a 
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delicate balance, not always easily achieved. Adolescents want to know that the helping 
adults in their lives respect their right to make decisions, make mistakes, and make excuses. 
Differentiating between our own expectations and hopes for adolescents and their individ-
ual goals requires awareness of our own developmental experiences and how they translate 
to our interactions with the teens we serve. It also helps to understand our role as guides, 
and to remember that young people must own their journeys, wherever they may lead.

Revisiting Your Own Adolescence
We are going to ask you to do something that is not easy (one of many things we will 

ask you to do that are not easy). Reflect on your own adolescence and write down your 
answers to the following questions:

1. How would you describe yourself as a teenager?

2. What was your greatest vulnerability as a teenager?

3. What was your greatest asset as a teenager?

4. How would you describe your social experience as a teenager? Were you in a 
clique or group of friends? How would you characterize that group? Where did it 
fall in the social hierarchy?

5. Was there anyone in your peer group who was particularly hurtful to you then? 
How?

6. Have you ever worked with teenagers who remind you of that person from your 
youth?

7. Was there an adult who was particularly helpful to you— someone you trusted to 
really have your back and be there for you? Describe that person.

8. Can you recall any adults who you would never have sought help from in a million 
years because you couldn’t trust them or you thought they would make things 
worse? Describe them.

The answers to these questions are important. Even though we have grown up, are 
more self- aware, and are much better able to manage stressors and understand the complex 
dynamics of people and systems, we can still unintentionally get caught up in our past. We 
may have developed a set of beliefs or assumptions based on our own experiences. Here 
are some examples:

• Kids are mean but they’re just being kids.

• Adolescents do stupid things.
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• The popular kids always have an unfair advantage.

• Teenagers think they are invincible.

• Teenagers should know better.

• Teenagers shouldn’t be praised just for doing what’s expected of them.

• Teenagers have to learn to deal with disappointment and nasty behavior so they 
are prepared for the real world.

Whatever beliefs we may hold, it is important to own up to them and ask ourselves 
how these beliefs— as well as our own past experiences— guide our current behavior and 
approach with adolescents in our work. We also need to be honest with ourselves when 
we fall short. There will be times when we’re impatient or reactive, or put our own needs 
before those of the teens in our workspace. The best way to learn and grow as a practitio-
ner is to stay self- aware, be open to owning our mistakes, apologize when appropriate, and 
use guidance and feedback from others (colleagues and adolescents) to move forward in a 
more productive manner.

What Kind of Helping Adult Do You Want to Be?
What do you want teens to say about you? Do you want to be liked just to be liked? 

Do you want to create a safe and open connection so teens feel they can engage? We are 
not suggesting that we should avoid doing what’s in the adolescents’ best interest if they 
may not like the outcome. If you are consistently maintaining a strong working relation-
ship, as outlined in this book, one unpopular decision is not going to undo that.

To clarify for yourself what kind of helping adult you want to be, ask yourself how 
you’d like to be described by the teens you work with, or their peers. Make a list here of 
the qualities or characteristics you would like to be known for.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

These are your values as a service provider. Values help guide our behaviors as we 
strive to match our vision of our best selves with the reality of work with teens. Are you 
consistently behaving and treating teenagers in ways that match the list you just made? 
None of us get it right 100 percent of the time, but we can use this reflection to guide us 
in improving the work we do with adolescents.
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Fatigued, frustrated, overworked, or overwhelmed? We all experience these states 
from time to time. Our ability to understand our own triggers and take care of our own 
needs has a big impact on how available we are to adolescents in our work. If we are to 
work effectively with teens and cultivate productive relationships, we have to be ready to 
work really hard.

In our work with adolescents, we bear the bulk of the responsibility for developing and 
maintaining the relationship. It is the adult who is presumably better equipped with the 
skill sets needed to forge and utilize the working relationship. We have heard teachers say, 
“I would be glad to help them but they have to come and find me.” The reality is, there 
are countless reasons a teenager will not find that teacher. The teacher has an ethical 
responsibility to reach out to the student, especially the reluctant or struggling student. 
Teenagers really do need a golden invitation, a welcoming approach, and umpteen chances 
to show up without reproach. For those teenagers you feel could have shown up earlier, 
“Just glad you’re here now” is an effective response. Teachers of course are not the only 
ones who face this dilemma. All of us at one time or another have had to deal with a less 
than enthusiastic teenager, who would rather be doing a thousand other things than 
sitting in our office, classroom, or community center. If we’re going to reach teens, we 
have to be “on” all the time, extending invitations and encouragement, and helping them 
develop their own motivation.

Some of you may be reading this and thinking, “What about holding adolescents 
responsible for their part, like showing up, demonstrating motivation, completing the task 
at hand, and asking for help?” Those are all important goals. Some adolescents will have 
no trouble doing these things. Others struggle. When we do not allow the struggling ado-
lescents to rely on our skills from time to time, we’re essentially giving up on them. This 
book will provide ways to strike a balance between being an available and helpful adult 
and empowering teens to take responsibility and advocate for their own needs.

Setting the Stage
Whatever your expertise or field of practice, it involves steps and stages. These steps 

may be short- term (for that day or week), or long- term (over the course of a year or season, 
for example). No matter what we do, it is important to educate the adolescents we work 
with about our roles and expectations. Whether it is a sports practice, chemistry class, art 
studio, or doctor’s or therapist’s office, it is our responsibility to orient our clients, patients, 
students, and athletes to how we will structure our time with them. When adolescents are 
able to anticipate the steps or stages, and have the opportunity to ask questions, they are 
better equipped to engage.

For instance, in an initial therapy session, we typically do what most therapists do— 
welcome the client, offer him a beverage or snack, and ask if he found the office easily. 
Then we make sure to ask what he knows about what we do and what other experiences 
he has had in therapy. We answer any questions he may have, and then explore the issue 
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or concern that brought him in. We address confidentiality and its limitations, best ways 
to contact us during and after business hours, and our philosophy regarding working with 
teens and their parents. We explain a little bit about conducting the initial assessment, 
developing goals, and creating a treatment plan. We also make sure there is time for the 
teen to ask questions with and without his parents in the room.

Similarly, a popular teacher we know tells us that the first weeks of school are all 
about setting the expectations, orienting the students to the classroom, and teaching 
about the process, so the entire year goes smoothly. This teacher’s classroom is the envy 
of the school, and is shown off to parents and visiting teachers alike. Pediatricians, as well, 
must take the time to explain what they are doing and why. The best pediatricians are 
both courteous and sensitive to the anxiety many adolescents feel about being physically 
examined.

When teens know what to expect, they are much more likely to be responsive. When 
structure is defined, adolescents find the experience more manageable and are less likely 
to feel overwhelmed. When adolescents become overwhelmed, they may engage in any 
number of behaviors consistent with the fight- or- flight response— disengaging from the 
task, becoming emotionally dysregulated, or acting out. Providing effective guidance con-
tributes to a more stable response, thus strengthening the relationship and increasing the 
positive results of our work.

The Pace of Change
Think about a personal behavior that you have some ambivalence about. Perhaps it 

has to do with exercise, diet, or health. Imagine that others are pressuring you to change 
the behavior. Most of us find this annoying. We may push back and defend our behavior, 
even when we recognize that there is some validity in the other person’s wish for us to 
change. So we shouldn’t be surprised when adolescents exhibit the same kind of resis-
tance. We will focus on how to effectively manage this resistance in chapter nine. For 
now, it will be helpful simply to recognize that our exuberant attempts to help and change 
behavior may actually be counterproductive, causing the young people we work with to 
further doubt the usefulness of adult intervention.

The urge to quicken the pace of change is understandable, given the limitations on 
our time, demands for productivity, and pressure from parents and other adults. (And in 
fact, sometimes the need for change may literally be a life- or- death issue, as in the case of 
suicidality.) But this sense of urgency can get in the way of building the relationships that 
are so necessary for change to occur. So when you meet resistance, regard it as a signal to 
slow down and attend to the relationship. If the stakes are high and you have no choice 
but to proceed rapidly, weave the skills presented here into your work to simultaneously 
build the relationship and offset the negative impact of rushing into change when the 
adolescent is not fully on board.
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Here’s the Rundown
We have reviewed many of the beliefs, attitudes, and experiences that understandably 
cause adolescents to be cautious or tentative in their interactions with helping adults. 
These factors exist on almost every level, and it is important for those of us who work 
directly with youth to keep them in mind as we attempt to forge a productive working 
relationship. Simply understanding the sources of adolescent attitudes helps us tolerate 
them and then move beyond them. It is our responsibility to disprove these beliefs and 
expose teens to the value of a solid and respectful relationship with a helping adult.





Chapter 3

The Value of the Relationship

Think back to your own childhood and reflect on the various adults you encountered as 
you traveled the bumpy path to adulthood. Sadly, most of us can remember many adults 
we did not like or did not find helpful. Isn’t it interesting that we still remember these 
adults, who probably don’t remember us at all? Think about one or more of these adults 
and some of the behaviors or traits that made them so unhelpful. Now, were there adults 
who had a positive impact on you? What was it about them? Are the memories of these 
winners and losers still vivid in your mind? If you are like many adults we have inter-
viewed, the memories of the unhelpful adults may still evoke intensely unpleasant memo-
ries, and you might even find yourself feeling angry or hurt all over again. On the other 
hand, the thought of the helpful adults may bring a smile to your face or a grateful tear to 
your eye. Such is the power that adults have to alter the experiences and shape the memo-
ries of young people.

We do a similar exercise when we train adolescents to become peer counselors. We 
ask them to generate a list of adult behaviors that they have encountered that make it less 
likely that they will seek adult support when they have a problem. The list is typically 
lengthy, and usually includes behaviors such as judging, lecturing, giving orders, interrupt-
ing, not listening, dismissing, giving unwelcome advice, yelling, not acting interested, not 
paying attention, not following through, not maintaining confidentiality, and criticizing 
(and this list goes on and on). We then ask, what is left? What can others do that really 
does help? It comes down to two things:

1. Listen to me.

2. Show they care about me.

That’s it! Teens report that these two factors are all it takes to create an environment 
that is conducive to opening up about their problems. At the same time, these two 
behaviors— really listening, and showing that we care— can be very difficult for us to 
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implement, with our busy schedules and our desire to solve problems quickly. But our 
experience is that these two behaviors have a tremendous benefit- to- cost ratio. They are 
an investment in the long- term growth and health of the young person and, as a bonus, 
result in greater job satisfaction for the adult. In this chapter, we’ll show you how to con-
sistently hit both of these targets.

Teens Are Our Customers
Crystal is a cashier at the local grocery store. She has worked for the company for 
twenty- five years and is an institution in the store. She is dependable, reliable, and 
quick. She is assigned the busiest checkout lane at the busiest times and always looks as 
though she is having the time of her life. She remembers customers’ names, always 
smiles, and takes the time to greet children, parents, construction workers, and office 
workers with the same warmth and good nature. She usually has the longest line 
because people don’t mind waiting longer to be served by her. She does her job 
efficiently and with passion and enjoyment. Her attitude is infectious, and she has a 
way of consistently bringing a smile to even the grumpiest face.

What does this story about Crystal have to do with our work with teens? We all want 
to be in Crystal’s line. She views all of her customers as important, and she makes the 
experience surprisingly pleasant. We should have the same approach with the young 
people we serve. They are our customers. They do not owe us anything; we owe them 
everything. We work for them!

Consider your experiences with service providers in your own life, whether they are 
paid by you (tutors, maintenance workers, mechanics, salespeople, and so on) or paid by 
tax dollars (such as library and post office staff). As adults, we have an expectation that 
we will be treated nicely. When we aren’t, we may choose to take our business elsewhere, 
or to write to our local representatives to complain, or we may just have our reactions— 
grumbling, losing our cool, or grudgingly accepting it when we have no other choice. 
(Sound like any adolescents you’ve met?) All service workers (where the consumer has a 
choice of providers) rely on good relationships with their customers for repeat business—  
particularly in sales, where one’s income is directly dependent on outcomes. The number- 
one rule of sales is to build the relationship for the long term. This is less evident in 
bureaucratic settings, where the service provider’s income is usually not dependent on the 
customer’s satisfaction, but directly related to showing up to work, and possibly to produc-
tivity. Who do you want to be compared to by the youth you serve? The surly and dispas-
sionate bureaucrat who sullenly processes your driver’s license renewal, or the Teacher of 
the Year who changes lives and is remembered belovedly by the youth who are in her 
class? We are in the business of providing a service. Let’s provide it as Crystal does, with 
passion and excellence.
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Our premise, that positive relationships underlie all good work with youth, and that 
these relationships can be cultivated with deliberate effort, is based on a compassionate 
perspective— one that considers what it feels like to be the adolescent. It is also supported 
by the research in various helping professions. Let’s look more closely at the proven value 
of the relationship across various settings.

The Value of the Counseling Relationship Is Proven
Two teenagers are sent by their parents to see experienced and qualified counselors. 

Both are “resistant” and do not see the value of counseling but are required to attend. 
One of the teens makes no progress at all and counts down the weeks until she no longer 
is required to attend. The experience is grueling and miserable for her and the counselor 
alike. The other teen initially feels the same way, and by no means makes it easy for the 
counselor. However, as the weeks pass, she becomes more engaged in the treatment, her 
mood and behavior improve, and she tells her counselor as they are wrapping up the treat-
ment that she plans to study social work and be a therapist herself one day because the 
experience was so helpful to her. Both counselors are well-educated and provide the same 
type of treatment in a responsible and complete manner. Why is it, then, that one teen 
gets nothing out of it and another benefits greatly? There are certainly significant factors 
that the individual teen brings to therapy, and at the same time there is a set of skills and 
focus on building a relationship that each therapist brings to the treatment. Some thera-
pists have a natural gift for relating to teens, while others may feel demoralized and inef-
fective. Fortunately, skills for cultivating the relationship can be learned, and when they’re 
implemented, counselor morale improves. More importantly, therapy outcomes improve 
as well. This book addresses the specific elements that matter when building a positive 
and productive helping relationship with an adolescent and provides guidelines for incor-
porating those elements into the helping relationship. Let’s first review the research on 
this fundamental element of all successful work with teenagers.

Here’s the Proof

A positive working relationship is correlated, not surprisingly, with improved out-
comes among youth in therapy (Hawley & Garland, 2008). While it is not clear from this 
research whether the engagement in therapy and improved outcomes are a direct result of 
this relationship, or whether effectiveness leads to the positive relationship, it is clear that 
the relationship matters. The strongest adult-influenced indicator of success in therapy is 
the quality of the relationship or “fit” between the client and the therapist. The therapist’s 
age, experience level, theoretical orientation, and adherence to a treatment method are 
all less predictive of success than having a good relationship with the client (Webb, 
DeRubeis, & Barber, 2010). But what is a good relationship? Research has focused on the 
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components of this relationship, the therapeutic alliance, which can be described as bond, 
tasks, and goals, regardless of theoretical orientation (Bordin, 1979).

The bond matters. The emotional connection between the adult and the adolescent 
constitutes the bond, which is influenced by past experiences, trust, respect, and the type 
of therapy being delivered. Does it surprise anyone that this is a significant component of 
the therapeutic alliance? And how many of us had any training whatsoever in how to 
forge, cultivate, or sustain such a relationship? Imagine that you are meeting a new person 
for the first time in a social setting. Do you immediately feel bonded and begin sharing 
personal details about your life and history? Of course not! Instead, you are likely to tiptoe 
into personal details, all the while monitoring the other’s reactions for signals on how to 
proceed. As we develop trust and realize that the other person may share similar beliefs or 
life experiences, we become bolder and reveal more vulnerability, and the relationship 
and trust develop. This can happen quickly or it may take some time. Either way, it flows 
naturally; it isn’t forced. Now, imagine the adolescent who is ambivalently attending his 
or her first counseling session. Therapists tend to jump right in, often alienating the teen-
ager in their enthusiasm for “getting the job done.” In our experience, this is rarely effec-
tive with any but the most motivated, self- referred adolescents. We must allow time and 
attention for the bond to develop.

Skill matters. Adolescents are particularly sensitive to, and able to sniff out, “fakes” or 
“phonies” (so well demonstrated in the classic teen novel The Catcher in the Rye). They 
will often amplify unacknowledged therapist errors, resulting in a complete closing down 
of trust and connection. So therapeutic skills (primarily listening) are necessary for an 
alliance to build. Notice that we say “unacknowledged” therapist errors. Thankfully, ado-
lescents tend to be quite forgiving when we admit what we do not know, and when we 
recognize and try to correct our mistakes.

Skills are therefore interwoven with the bond. For example, imparting information 
too quickly is often counterproductive and may negatively impact the developing bond (as 
in the teen who thinks “She just doesn’t get it” when the well- meaning therapist begins to 
provide advice and problem solving before fully understanding the nature of the problem). 
Just as ineffective is providing inaccurate information (“pot use will kill you”). Paradoxically, 
announcing that we do not know something and will look it up— or even better, asking 
the adolescent to educate us and then verifying the information independently— is a 
surefire way to strengthen the bond.

Goals matter. Coming up with a collaborative agreement about the focus and direction 
of therapy is important, as is the teen’s perception that the therapist is helping to achieve 
the goals that they’ve agreed on. Can you imagine going to a trainer at a gym with a spe-
cific goal of losing weight, and then being given a recommendation for a high- calorie diet 
and a list of power- lifting exercises that will build massive muscle? You would not stand for 
it! This is exactly what occurs with many youth who are referred to therapy. They have 
goals, which may or may not be articulated, and the counselors— or the people who have 
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referred them for counseling— have different goals, which may be irrelevant to the adoles-
cent. Many times a counselor’s goals are influenced by parents, teachers, court systems, or 
other outside organizations, and that influence may further irritate the young person who 
isn’t sure about the value of counseling to begin with. We are not suggesting that the 
adults’ goals do not matter; we just firmly believe that lasting change cannot be forced. 
The way to build an alliance is to start with the goals of the young person, which usually 
share common elements with the goals of the others. Take the boy who wants to be happy, 
and the parents who want him to stop using drugs, for example. When he becomes 
happier, his drug use will likely decrease. There are almost always several routes to change.

Adolescents Need Many Teachers
Teachers are found in all sorts of arenas: academics, arts, sports, clubs, camps, and 

social settings. Regardless of what you are called—teacher, mentor, tutor, trainer, coach, 
doctor, dentist, orthodontist, occupational therapist, director, conductor, probation 
officer, camp counselor, or after- school care provider—adolescents have something to 
learn from their time with you. Each discipline has its own guidelines, recommendations, 
strategies, and interventions specific to its craft. What is universal is the importance of a 
good working relationship between the teacher and the adolescent. Success in any of 
these fields depends on it.

The Power of Teachers
Have you ever sat for hours in a training class or a continuing education workshop, 

periodically checking the clock, wondering why you paid to sit through it, and pondering 
all the things you could be doing with those wasted hours? Now think of a program or 
training you have been to that has really held your attention, been a source of useful and 
applicable information, and left you feeling better prepared for your work than when you 
went in. What made the difference? It’s likely it had much to do with the presenter. Those 
who teach, train, coach, or otherwise guide and educate us play a critical role in our learn-
ing experience.

Let’s consider the adults, other than parents, with whom we spent the most time in 
the first two decades of our lives. From grade six through twelve, a typical student spends 
a total of 6,480 hours (not including summer school) with teachers. Imagine being in a 
classroom, day after day, with the same walls, same classmates, and same instructor. Think 
back to your days in middle school or high school. Was there a teacher who everyone 
wanted to have? What words would you use to describe that teacher? Now think of a 
teacher whose class you dreaded, perhaps every day for the entire year. Take a moment to 
reflect on your experience. What words would you use to describe this teacher? When we 
ask teens about their positive learning experiences, they almost always say the same thing: 
“I had a really good relationship with that teacher,” or “The teacher was so nice.”
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Coaches can have a similarly profound impact. Let’s explore for a moment the role of 
sports in American culture. For many adults and teens alike, allegiance to collegiate and 
professional sports teams is paramount. We schedule weekends around live and televised 
sports events; we identify with the culture and symbols of our preferred teams; we argue 
passionately with others about the superiority of one team or player over another; we wear 
our gear proudly to show our affiliation and support; and, for some, it literally shapes iden-
tity. Sports are a mechanism and venue for social interaction and belonging, a source of 
confidence and competence not only for those who play but also for the fans who so 
enthusiastically share facts and opinions about their favorite athletes. Participation in 
sports provides valuable learning opportunities from toddlerhood through adulthood in 
the realms of physical, social, moral, emotional, and cognitive development— literally all 
domains of growth.

American history includes numerous stories of sports and sports figures shaping our 
lives and forever changing the landscape. Think of the All- American Girls Professional 
Baseball League developed in 1943 in response to the entry of so many men, including 
professional baseball players, into the military and World War II. The game was too 
important to disappear from the public eye, so baseball moguls, including Phillip Wrigley, 
kept the game going with the noble women who played with such heart, inspiring the 
1993 film A League of Their Own. Jackie Robinson played a critical role in the advance-
ment of the civil rights movement as the first African American professional baseball 
player, drafted by the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. Or how about the role that Magic 
Johnson played in destigmatizing the public perception of AIDS? How could those with 
AIDS be demoralized and blamed when such a revered American sports icon was afflicted 
with the same illness? Magic Johnson’s story and outspoken honesty helped many and 
may have saved many lives.

All these athletes had powerful relationships with coaches along the way. But while 
many of these relationships provided support and inspiration, others were sources of 
shame, humiliation, fear, or anxiety— in some cases the reason they chose to end their 
sports careers. So what makes one coach so inspirational and another so detrimental in 
the lives of adolescents? We believe— and the evidence suggests— that the answer lies in 
the relationship between coach and athlete. Let’s look at two athletes’ very different expe-
riences with their coaches to illustrate the value of this relationship:

Rachel had been swimming since she was five years old, spending summers at the pool 
and eventually, by the time she was ten, training year- round and competing in her sport. 
She had inspirational and positive experiences with her coaches until she reached high 
school. She felt her high school coach had his favorite swimmers, whom he praised and 
encouraged, and the other swimmers were dismissed and degraded. Suddenly Rachel 
was facing accumulating frustration and insecurity in a sport that once fed her soul. 
She was desperate to please her coach and trained hard, though she was slowly losing 
her motivation. After recording her fastest time in a competitive event, she excitedly 
approached her coach, but his response was, “Pretty good for someone who can’t swim.”
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Antonio has loved soccer ever since he watched France beat his native country Brazil in 
the 1998 FIFA World Cup championship game when he was three. He started playing 
that year, and is now the recipient of a college soccer scholarship. When asked what 
drove his passion and motivation to reach his goals, he replied it was his high school 
coach. He described his coach as tough and relentless in his expectations. When asked 
what was it about his coach that made him so influential, he said, “I don’t know exactly, 
but he always looked us in the eyes, like he really knew us. We just all knew how much 
he cared about us and the game.”

Though athletes may have many reasons for playing a sport— loving the game, chal-
lenging themselves, developing skill, having fun with their friends, bonding with 
teammates— one that is often at or near the top of the list has to do with what they get 
from their coach.

Adolescents need support and care to mitigate the challenges of growing up and their 
own personal struggles, and to successfully navigate their path to independence. Teens 
have told us repeatedly that they decide whether to share personal information with their 
caretakers based on how they perceive those caretakers feel about them and the antici-
pated response. This holds true for case managers, foster care workers, mentors, probation 
officers, after- school providers, youth recreation counselors, and coordinators of other 
extracurricular activities.

In each of these roles, attention to the relationship with adolescents can make or 
break a successful outcome. Adults who choose to work with adolescents do so knowing 
the tremendous satisfaction that comes from helping to shape the life of a young person, 
along with the challenges that adolescents can bring to the work. It takes a special person 
to appreciate the multidimensional experience of teaching, coaching, and caring for 
teens— a person with patience, a strong sense of self, and a great sense of humor.

Proof Positive for the Relationship
There is a vast body of research that has addressed the effect of student- teacher relation-

ships on outcomes (Hargreaves, 2000; McGavin, 2004; Bergin & Bergin, 2009; OECD, 
2010; Reichert & Hawley, 2013). To summarize the research findings, the benefits are recip-
rocal. With greater connection to students and a more secure student- teacher relationship, 
not only do students attain greater knowledge of subject matter and achieve greater aca-
demic outcomes, but educators report greater job satisfaction, translating to lower stress and 
a more enjoyable overall experience with their students. An added bonus is a reduction in 
retentions and special education referrals. This is truly amazing, since we often think of 
those interventions as being solely related to student skill sets and choices. In actuality, there 
is a reciprocal influence. Take this example of one teacher’s experience with her student:

This student was mainstreamed into my English/Reading class. He was diagnosed with 
an autism spectrum disorder and he was very high-functioning academically. I took an 
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interest in his hobbies, such as collecting Pokémon figures, to help forge a relationship 
with him. When he did independent research, he chose the question “Why are Black 
Holes Important?”— a subject I knew little about. I researched this topic on my own, 
but allowed him to become the teacher and further elaborate and give insights on his 
research. Throughout the process, I gave him specific positive feedback on aspects of his 
research, while maintaining an interest in his hobbies. I asked a friend, a physicist, to be 
a second reader for his research paper, which was outstanding. The next school year he 
would always say hi to me in the hall, which he didn’t readily do with others. I won’t 
forget him. I’m sure I learned as much from him as he did from me.

This teacher understands the value of the relationship with her students, and she 
exhibited numerous strategies and approaches in this scenario to utilize the relationship as 
an important educational tool. These tools can be utilized in any student- teacher relation-
ship, in or out of the classroom. Whether you are a tutor, after- school care provider, art or 
music teacher, or karate instructor, these skills, and the others we offer throughout this 
book, will improve your outcomes and sense of satisfaction in your work with adolescents.

Additional research has identified more specific approaches that shape the student- 
teacher relationship with impressive results. There is a growing disparity in academic 
achievement between boys and girls— with boys, specifically boys of color, underachieving. 
In response to this widening gap, Michael Reichert and Richard Hawley (2013) studied 
relational teaching approaches and found that positive relationships between students and 
teachers ended obstructive, resistant behavior and increased student engagement and will-
ingness to complete assigned tasks. Through their work and countless interviews with 
students (boys in particular) nationally and internationally, they found certain relational 
gestures that the most effective teachers had implemented. These gestures included:

• Reaching out— often improvising measures to meet a particular student’s 
need. The teacher in the above example went out of her way to connect the student to 
an expert in his area of interest.

• Demonstrating mastery of their subjects. In the above example, the teacher’s 
expertise was writing, so she stayed focused on feedback related to the mechanics of the 
paper, while allowing the student to be the “expert” on the subject matter.

• Maintaining high standards for both work and conduct. The fact that this student 
had an identified disability did not alter the high expectations this teacher held for him.

• Responding to a student’s personal interest or talent. The teacher allowed for a 
choice of subject matter aligned with student interest and showed curiosity about that 
topic.

• Sharing a common interest with a student. The teacher valued the interests of the 
student by asking questions and connecting in conversation with the student about his 
hobbies.
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• Sharing a common characteristic with a student. In this case, there was mutual 
respect and curiosity.

• Accommodating a measure of opposition (resisting personalizing opposi-
tional behavior, and responding with restraint and civility). This teacher 
allowed the student to reach out on his own terms, according to his own readiness.

• Revealing vulnerability. The teacher acknowledged that she didn’t know everything 
and thus sought help from an expert source.

Other research analysis shows that girls surpass boys in nearly every measure of aca-
demic success, yet they consistently report higher levels of psychological stress than boys, 
have stronger reactions to stress than boys, and have higher rates of depression, eating 
disorders, and other clinical disorders (Colarossi and Eccles, 2003; Grant et al., 2006; 
Jackson & Warren, 2000; Licitra- Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Pomerantz, Altermatt, & 
Saxon, 2002; Rudolph, 2002; Sontag, Graber, Brooks- Gunn, & Warren, 2008; Wenz- 
Gross, Siperstein, Untch, & Widaman, 1997; Zahn- Waxler, Shirtcliff, & Marceau, 2008). 
The Center for Research on Girls has released preliminary results of their study titled 21st 
Century Athenas: Aligning Achievement and Well- Being, in which they set out to under-
stand the unique challenges adolescent girls face and how relationships, stress, and other 
relevant factors contribute to well- being and success for girls. One of the significant find-
ings was that “high- quality, close relationships with significant others are related to higher 
levels of well- being” (Liang & Spencer, 2013).

So for boys as well as for girls, a strong, supportive relationship with a helping adult is 
a significant contributor not only to success but also to well- being. As we mentioned 
earlier, the responsibility to develop, monitor, and maintain the helping adult- adolescent 
alliance falls on the adult. Teens are still developing their relational skills and are in need 
of strong role models and guides in this process. The specific tasks of any educator in 
maintaining a working alliance include the following (Rogers, 2009):

• Serve as the expert who will guide learning. As such, a teacher orients, teaches 
with passion and curiosity for the subject matter, and recognizes and makes 
adjustments when learning objectives are not being met.

• Maintain an awareness of the quality of the relationship. It is the teacher’s task 
to notice if a student who previously participated has shut down, and to discreetly 
share that observation with the student outside of class.

• Address and repair strains or ruptures in the relationship. Teachers should 
listen to feedback, apologize when necessary, and thank students for honest 
communication.

Additional studies discuss the impact of the student- teacher relationship on “student 
well- being” and “teacher well- being.” What a concept! Imagine a world in which there are 
both. It can be done. The implications of increased well- being of both students and 
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educators are enormous: decreased anxiety, depression, and stress- related aggression, and 
increased feelings of gratification, calm, and overall happiness. This may sound over-
stated, but we believe that if we all strive for improved relationships in our work with 
adolescents, the world will truly be a better place.

As an educator, you probably feel, at least sometimes, totally depleted and stressed. 
The demands of your job are herculean, and in meeting them you are accountable to 
administrators, the strategic plans of your school system or organization, state laws and 
standards, national laws and standards, parents, and your students. Perhaps the best argu-
ment for attending to and strengthening your relationships with your students is a puta-
tively selfish one— your own well- being.

Student- teacher relationships are often mentioned as one of the core reasons for 
staying in the profession (Hargreaves, 1998; O’Connor, 2008). There is a strong body of 
evidence to support the notion that social capital— expectations and interactions that 
promote trust, respect, value, and collaboration— has a significant impact on the quality 
of the learning environment and, specifically, the well- being of both students and staff 
(Roffey, 2012; Lopez & Sidhu, 2013). Social capital provides the room for trust and 
patience, making possible what before seemed impossible. When you give adolescents the 
benefit of the doubt, assume their intentions are pure and legitimate (even if the resulting 
behavior misses the mark), and offer a new opportunity to move forward after each trans-
gression, you will begin to see them returning the goodwill and trusting that you “have 
their back.” When you have social capital with your students, if you ask them to come in 
and see you for extra help, they are likely to actually show up. Isn’t that pretty much what 
educators are doing with adolescents in their work every day— trying to achieve what at 
times feels totally out of reach? When both parties are feeling valued and understood, 
there is a greater sense of well- being for all involved.

Others are already recognizing the importance of the adolescent voice in providing 
feedback on their own learning experiences. A Gallup Student Poll begun in 2012 will 
track for ten years the hope, engagement, and well- being of public school students in 
grades five through twelve across the United States. Gallup defines the following mea-
sures used in its student poll (Lopez, 2009):

• Well- being: how students think about and experience their lives

• Hope: the ideas and energy students have for the future

• Engagement: the involvement in and enthusiasm students have for school

A recent study by U.S. News and World Report and the American Institutes for 
Research, looking at which high schools are the best in America, used the Gallup Student 
Poll to compare its findings on student engagement with the top- ranked schools for aca-
demic performance and college readiness. The study concluded:

The high schools in the districts with the highest levels of student engagement are 
also more likely to rank in the top level in the U.S. News and World Report’s 
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rankings for academic success and college readiness. Gallup research has consis-
tently shown a link between students with high hope and having a higher high 
school grade point average, a higher graduation rate, and college success. Engaged 
students have an emotional connection with their school. They are more likely to 
show up for class and are active participants in the learning process. (Hodges & 
Lopez, 2013)

Research highlights that strong student- teacher relationships promote well- being in 
both students and teachers, that the relationship leads to student engagement (Roffey, 
2012), and that increased student engagement leads to better academic outcomes (Hodges 
& Lopez, 2013). If the importance of the relationship between students and educators is 
so well established, why is it that training and discussion on how to build this crucial 
relationship is so lacking? The good news is that more and more school systems nation-
wide are beginning to understand that elements of relating are necessary skill sets for 
future success in academic settings and in the workplace. Many are looking to tenets of 
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) to guide future education initiatives and strategic plan-
ning. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) offers 
much data, indicating that SEL improves academic performance, reduces negative behav-
iors, and improves students’ attitudes toward school. You can be a potent teacher of social 
and emotional learning! You and the adolescents you teach will benefit tremendously. If 
your school system has already adopted an SEL program, jump on the bandwagon. If your 
school system has not yet embraced this valuable vehicle for learning, talk to someone in 
a position to implement it.

Other organizations are helping to promote positive relationships between adults and 
the adolescents they work with. The Positive Coaching Alliance (http://www.positive 
coach.org), launched in 1998 by founder and CEO Jim Thompson, supports coaches in 
“working to provide all youth and high school athletes a positive, character-building youth 
sports experience,” as they put it in their mission statement. Their motto is “Better 
Athletes, Better People.” These efforts at changing the culture of sports rely heavily on 
the personal attributes, skill sets, and leadership of coaches to effectively reach and moti-
vate young athletes. So again, it is the relationship that serves as the critical means to a 
productive end with teens on the field, on the court, in the pool, or on the rink.

Many studies have explored the connection between coach leadership styles and pro-
ductive aspects of the coach- athlete relationship, as well as how positive coaching affects 
team cohesion, coach and athlete satisfaction, and well- being (Craig & Owens, 2011; 
Murray, 2006; Rhind, Jowett, & Yang, 2012; Sanchez, Borras, Leite, Battaglia, & Lorenzo, 
2009). Research indicates that “reciprocal respect, trust, and communication” improve 
the coach- athlete relationship and that a poor relationship negatively impacts athlete 
performance (Lafreniere, Jowett, Vallerand, & Carbonneau, 2011). Further evidence of 
the value of the coach- athlete relationship are the national movements to improve the 
retention rates for youth athletes in all sports, which are largely targeted toward improved 
coaching. Fred Engh (2002) of the The National Alliance for Youth Sports reports that of 

http://www.positivecoach.org
http://www.positivecoach.org
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the 20 million youths who participate in sports, approximately 70 percent will drop out by 
age 13. In his book Why Johnny Hates Sports, he points to negative experiences with 
coach-directed behaviors as a factor that contributes to drop out. It seems clear that 
retaining young athletes in their respective sports depends upon coaches skilled in creat-
ing and maintaining a positive coach- athlete alliance.

Drawing Conclusions
The research in a variety of disciplines points to the same conclusion: a willingness to 

create a positive climate for youth results in better outcomes, higher achievement, and 
more opportunities to teach social and emotional skills that are not otherwise systemati-
cally taught to young people. The vehicle to deliver what adolescents need to succeed is 
our relationship with them. While it seems intuitive that having a positive relationship 
with anyone, regardless of age, would heed better outcomes, adolescents in particular 
need a stable and secure relationship with adults in order to learn, grow, and reach their 
goals. In our work with adolescents, whatever it may be, we have a privileged opportunity 
to know them and guide them. Whether your role is classroom teacher, coach, counselor, 
religious leader, medical service provider, or youth worker in another setting, the skills set 
forth in this book will be a valuable resource in your work with adolescents.

Making Use of Feedback
We have proven that the relationship matters, and that we need to attend to developing 
a positive working alliance with youth to maximize our impact as helping adults. But how 
are we to truly know if our relationship is on track? And if it’s not, what do we need to do 
to improve it? The best answer is to continuously evaluate the status of the relationship. 
We are helpers, not mind readers, and since young people can be obtuse at times, we are 
at a disadvantage if we do not employ methods to specifically assess these relationships. In 
fact, in many disciplines, the difference between someone who does her job well and 
someone who is exceptional is her willingness to seek feedback and make adjustments 
accordingly (Miller, Hubble, & Duncan, 2007; Gawande, 2011).

Getting the Grade
The most direct and natural way to elicit feedback from youth is to ask them direct 

questions—like “How am I doing here?” “Am I meeting your needs?” or “What can I do 
more of or less of to be more effective with you?”—and to communicate an openness and 
willingness to hear spontaneous feedback along the way. This simple and straightforward 
approach often yields very valuable feedback from those we serve. They may need to be 
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coaxed initially, as they have likely had many other experiences with adults asking for 
feedback and seen nothing come of it. (Consider the end- of- the- year evaluations students 
are asked to complete for teachers, and whether any demonstrable change occurs as a 
result.) In addition to providing us with the information we need to improve the relation-
ship, asking for feedback also exposes our own vulnerability, which is an asset to the 
helping relationship. It also allows for collaboration, for solving problems together with the 
adolescent, greatly enhancing cooperation and commitment and creating a unique oppor-
tunity to demonstrate and teach problem- solving skills within the relationship itself. 
These questions should flow naturally out of interactions with the adolescent, and they’re 
most effective when asked matter- of- factly, as opposed to the grave tone adults often adopt 
when taking on serious matters. If the relationship appears to be impaired, gently asking 
if the adolescent shares the perception puts the issue out in the open to be addressed. 
Sometimes, young people will wave off this type of question with a breezy “everything is 
fine,” but either way, the seed has been planted. The teenager now knows that the adult 
is committed to the relationship and is willing to ask the tough questions, take responsi-
bility for his contribution to the problem, and work hard to make improvements.

The inherent power imbalance between adult and adolescent makes obtaining accurate 
feedback challenging. We encourage the use of anonymous feedback surveys whenever pos-
sible. This method allows young people to state their opinions honestly without fear of repri-
sal. Consider using the feedback tool we provide at the end of each chapter to guide you. It 
can be distributed to a class, team, therapy group, or youth group, or left in a waiting room 
along with a box for completed surveys— or even posted using an online survey service.

Another option is to ask the young person to fill out the survey and return it directly 
to you. This is especially effective when working with adolescents in a counseling, tutor-
ing, personal training, or other one- on- one interaction. The risk is that teens may be less 
forthcoming when they know you will see their responses. We have found that this risk is 
typically offset by the overall value of responding with acceptance and curiosity, and with 
a commitment to do better. When asking for direct feedback, whether through an anony-
mous survey, a questionnaire in a one- on- one interaction, or a direct conversation, always 
take great care not to respond to the results in an impulsive, reactive, or defensive manner. 
If you experience yourself becoming emotionally triggered by feedback results, simply 
thank the adolescent for her thoughts, then set the results aside for a few hours so you can 
review them privately and reflect on their meaning. The emotionality will surely settle 
down with time, and you will be able to absorb the relevant information and use it in a 
more productive way.

The final step of the feedback process is to provide the adolescent with a summary of 
what you have learned and state your commitment to improve. It may be helpful to follow 
up on areas that can use some fine- tuning with additional questions about how you might 
do better, as demonstrated in the dialogue that follows:

Adult:  I really appreciate your willingness to complete this form. Let me take 
a moment to read your responses… I see here that you gave me a 3, or 
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“sometimes,” for the statement, “I can count on him or her to be 
consistent from one adolescent to another.” Would you be willing to 
help me by telling me what you would need to see me doing in order 
to raise that score to a 4 or a 5?

Adolescent: Well, you do pretty well; I didn’t mean to rate you so low on that one.

Adult:  Actually, I think you may be onto something here, and I’d really like 
to know more. There’s always room for improvement. So even if you 
had meant to give me a higher number, what would make me even 
better at this?

Adolescent:  Really, you’re okay.

Adult:  Could you give me just a little tip? I would really appreciate it.

Adolescent:  Well, maybe you could be sure that you joke around with all of us. 
Sometimes it feels like you feel a little more at ease with certain kids, 
and you are more relaxed and playful with them. I’d like to be part of 
that sometimes, too.

Adult:  Thank you; that is so useful. I have thought about that as well, and 
I agree, that is an area I can do better in. Can we make a deal?

Adolescent:  Sure…

Adult:  How about I give you my word that I am going to work on this, and 
I ask you for a little feedback from week to week, to help me see 
how I’m doing?

Adolescent:  I guess so.

Adult:  And will you promise to be honest with me? I really need someone 
who can give me accurate feedback if this is going to get better.

Adolescent:  Okay.

In this example, the adult takes great care to enlist the adolescent’s honest feedback, 
even after attempts to back off of the initial response when questioned. The adult demon-
strates that the information is meaningful and will not be used against the adolescent. 
And finally, the adult asks for ongoing feedback and establishes some accountability. It 
will be important, of course, for the adult to then follow through with this commitment, 
in order to complete the cycle.

As you might imagine, this type of interaction is one in which all parties benefit. The 
relationship is strengthened through the direct and honest communication, the adult 
models effective problem- solving skills for the young person, and the adult becomes more 
skillful. Everybody wins!
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Underlying all the principles in this book is the assumption that we learn best from 
experience and example, and that our modeling of effective, collaborative helping skills 
within a productive relationship is the best teacher. We are in the business of helping young 
people solve problems, improve performance, and grow. But we don’t expect to be helping 
them for the rest of their lives. Our ultimate goal is to instill in them the desire to learn, 
excel, and solve problems effectively without us. Much has been written on the value of 
feedback and how it can identify areas for deliberate practice to improve skill. We know 
that the quality of our relationships with youth, and success in our work with them, is 
directly related to deliberate focus on practicing. Think about it— we are asking adoles-
cents to practice for us (in sports, in the classroom, or in the counselor’s office)— isn’t it 
only fair that we practice for them? Asking for and willingly receiving feedback is an essen-
tial tool for growth in any endeavor. Modeling the courage to ask for an evaluation, and 
then acting on the feedback in a nondefensive and productive manner is a powerful tool 
for developing an alliance and for making changes necessary for the relationship to grow.

Specific Feedback Tools

Directly questioning youth on the status of our relationships should be done routinely, 
and is easily supplemented with other feedback tools. There are a variety of methods, 
including surveys and rating scales, available for various helping professions, and many of 
them can be adapted for use in other settings. We list a few of them here:

• The Session Rating Scale (SRS) is available at http://www.scottdmiller.com 
/srs-ors-license. This free measure asks the young person to evaluate the quality of 
the therapy relationship on a four-axis Likert scale. The results can be instantly 
scored and the information used to immediately address concerns in the 
relationship.

• The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) Project (http://www.metproject.org), 
funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, offers resources for student 
feedback of teachers in order to improve learning outcomes.

• The Coach- Athlete Relationship Questionnaire (CART- Q) measures the three 
“C”s of the coach- athlete relationship: closeness, commitment, and complemen-
tarity. It is designed to help create a positive relational culture in sports settings 
(Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004).

• The Student Athlete Relationship Instrument (SARI) is an instrument used to 
identify commonly experienced problems in the relationships between student 
athletes and their coaches, teammates, family, and peers (Donohue, Miller, 
Crammer, Cross, & Covassin, 2007).

• Feedback from other adults in the adolescent’s life can be an excellent source of 
information about overall progress and the state of the relationship. And this 

http://www.scottdmiller.com
http://www.metproject.org
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information may be strategically brought back to the young person, as in “I was 
talking with your teacher the other day and he mentioned that you were kind of 
irritated with me for calling him…” Just the act of addressing the feedback with 
the adolescent will move the relationship forward, even if the discussion does not 
immediately lead to more information.

• Individually developed measurement tools are useful when access to a predesigned 
tool is not available, too costly, or perhaps too administrative or bureaucratic for 
certain adolescents. This tool can be simple— a written question or two— and 
can be developed collaboratively with the adolescent, again demonstrating coop-
eration and commitment to the relationship. The added bonus is that the teen-
ager sees the adult develop a product unique to her. Rarely will an adolescent 
reject such a personal and heartfelt effort.

Specific feedback tools relevant to the concepts in each of the next chapters are pro-
vided at the end of the chapters.

Here’s the Rundown
The research with counselors, teachers, and coaches shows that the relationship matters, 
and that adults who focus on developing the relationship achieve better outcomes. This 
holds true for anyone working with adolescents in any capacity and in all settings. Now 
that we know this, based on experience as well as research, we need to delve into the 
“how” of developing and maintaining positive and productive working relationships with 
adolescents. A positive working relationship is the foundation on which all other skills are 
based. We hope the synthesis of anecdotes, relational concepts, and evidence- based 
research outcomes have made a compelling argument for dedicating time and energy to 
nurturing the relationship in your work with adolescents. All it takes is respect, authentic-
ity, kindness, predictability, acceptance, and an awareness of the change process. So 
simple, yet so complex in its application.



Part 2

Putting the Skills to Work

We now turn our attention to the skills we have identified as crucial for adults who work 
with teens. The relationship between the adolescent and the adult is the foundation upon 
which all the skills are built, and the skills, in turn, strengthen the relationship. The rela-
tionship and the skills together are the platform upon which change occurs. The connec-
tions between the relationship, the skills, and change are presented visually in the diagram 
below:

Change

Relationship 

Acceptance Kindness

Respect Authenticity 

Predictability
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These skills all contribute to a climate that is most conducive to growth and change 
in young people. “Climate” describes the look, the feel, and the vibe of a particular place 
or space. Its characteristics can contribute to the positive growth, or negative decline, of 
the living things it contains. Think of the climate in a particular part of the world. There 
will be a type of weather, or range of weather patterns, that is typical for that location. As 
a result, certain types of plant and animal life thrive there. The life in that location can 
tolerate occasional changes to the pattern, as long as it is occasional and the pattern 
returns to what is typical over time. In a similar way, the climate created by implementing 
these skills allows for optimal development of youth. Adults don’t have to be perfect; we 
just have to make an effort to self- correct and return to a stable and growth- oriented 
environment when we lose our focus.

All of these skills can be learned, honed, refined, and cultivated with deliberate prac-
tice. While each set of skills has its own chapter and is effective in its own right, you will 
find that the skills overlap. When we can synthesize all the skills through our interactions 
with adolescents, they contribute to a meaningful and productive working relationship. 
The following chapters will provide explicit instruction on what these skills look like and 
how they are applied to adolescents across settings. They include numerous real- life exam-
ples of the skills, techniques for their development, and suggestions for their application 
so that the skills will become second nature. Each set of skills will also include tools for 
evaluating your own effectiveness, as well as relevant worksheets and handouts to guide 
you.

We recognize that this can be really hard work. You are likely to be very skilled in a 
wide range of techniques for working with young people, and at the same time, if you’re 
like us, there are areas that can use a little polishing. We will provide you with many tools 
and walk you through their value and implementation. Before we jump in, let’s review a 
few foundational concepts that underlie effective learning and skills acquisition.

Staying Rooted
All work with adolescents requires the provider to have a strong core— a solid set of 

values and a centered and secure sense of self. This core strength is what allows adoles-
cents to push against us and not knock us over. Think of a tree with a strong root system. 
When a windstorm hits, the tree still stands, though it may lose some leaves and branches. 
This is what it can feel like when we are having tough moments with the adolescents we 
serve. We may not emerge totally unscathed, but if we use strategies to remain centered 
in our approach and communications with adolescents, we stand a greater chance of 
being effective with them and remaining intact ourselves. Here are some critical strategies 
to help us stay rooted, no matter the situation.
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Practice Mindfulness

A very useful and effective path to developing respect for another person is mindful 
awareness. What often trips us up when working with young people is that behaviors they 
exhibit can trigger emotional reactions in us. For example, some of us may have grown up 
in homes where disrespectful talk was never tolerated (as opposed to homes where irrever-
ence and sarcasm were the norm). For such an individual, a teenager who talks back may 
trigger a host of emotions that arise from previous experiences and interpretations. 
Mindful awareness is a skill that allows us to stay in the present moment and resist judg-
ments about behaviors. It involves two basic steps:

1. Observe, and really notice, what is occurring. Using words, describe to yourself 
what you see, avoiding any judgmental language. (Example: “She is talking in a 
very loud voice, the lines in her forehead are furrowed, and her eyebrows are 
arched. She is standing very close to me. Her face is red.” Notice how this is very 
different from “She is acting inappropriately and needs to stop right now!”)

2. When your mind wanders into judgmental thoughts or drifts away from the 
current situation toward the past or the future (such as remembering similar 
experiences or pondering what this interaction means for the future), simply bring 
your attention back to nonjudgmentally observing the present moment.

How and why is this effective? Emotions are very powerful, and can be idiosyncrati-
cally triggered by many things. While emotions can be very effective signals of potential 
danger, we frequently get false alarms from emotions that do not require a response. 
Remember Amanda from chapter one, who worried that her friend was angry with her 
and sent multiple escalating text messages to her friend as a result? She responded to an 
emotion in a way that led to more problems. Mindful awareness gives us the ability to slow 
down our responses and focus only on what is occurring in the moment— not the numer-
ous interpretations, judgments, and predictions about what it all means. It allows us to 
slow down, gather more data, stay rational in our responses, and be more calm and orga-
nized in our evaluations of behaviors. As we pull our own emotional reactions out of the 
mix, we are able to more accurately assess what the adolescent’s behavior is signaling and 
respond more empathically and effectively. Oftentimes, our unchecked (and unmindful) 
reactions to adolescent behaviors actually escalate the undesirable behavior. Mindful 
awareness disrupts this phenomenon.

The ability to be mindfully aware can be enhanced through regular mindfulness prac-
tice. Mindfulness meditation has repeatedly been shown to increase emotion manage-
ment skills and improve the overall sense of well- being in those who practice it regularly. 
Mindful awareness is yet another technique that may actually benefit the practitioner as 
much as the adolescent who is the recipient.
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Choose Empathy

Think back to a time when you were a teenager and an adult you were working with 
or interacted with read you completely wrong. Maybe it was your coach who thought you 
were slacking (when you were home taking care of a younger sibling because your mom 
was sick and your dad was gone), or a counselor who always talked at you and never both-
ered to stop and really listen, or a school administrator who always tried to catch you 
breaking the rules instead of finding ways to support your success. Perhaps there were 
many who misunderstood or underestimated you. For better or worse, we have all had 
these kinds of experiences. Feeling like others are misunderstanding your intent or assess-
ing you based on inaccurate perceptions can feel demoralizing and destabilizing.

Now think of an adolescent you are working with, or have worked with, upon whom 
you may have placed judgment. Maybe you’re thinking he’s lazy, disrespectful, or useless. 
We have all had thoughts like these. The key is to use the next strategy (take a breath) 
and step back from these judgments that serve only to disconnect, rather than to connect, 
with this adolescent. Use your own past experiences to empathize with how a misunder-
stood adolescent may be feeling, and check your assumptions.

Take a Breather (Literally)

Have you ever told a child or adolescent who is furious and about to react verbally or 
behaviorally to “just walk away,” or “take a time- out,” or “breathe”? When you say these 
things, you are acting on a principle that neuroscientists have proven— that the brain 
cannot possibly make sound and productive decisions when it is flooded with anger. This 
is true for all of us, regardless of developmental stage. When anger is heightened, it is 
impossible for the brain to take in all the information necessary to respond effectively. 
What our brains need most in these moments is time and oxygen. So follow your own 
wisdom, and take time to respond to the adolescent who has triggered your anger— and 
breathe. These are opportunities to teach skills that many adolescents have not yet per-
fected: time management, awareness of others’ time, and general planning and organiz-
ing skills. But if your emotions are so intense that your thoughts are unclear, first you 
need to breathe.

There are many wonderful resources for breathing exercises to help manage stressful 
moments. Whether you follow a structured exercise or improvise your own, adding this 
skill to your toolbox can only be helpful. Remember, this skill will be effective in stressful 
moments only if you practice, practice, practice it on an ongoing basis. Making a commit-
ment to developing this skill will serve you well in the long run. Along with taking a 
time- out to collect your emotions and organize your thoughts, remembering to keep 
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things in perspective is useful. We often coach parents by telling them that barring a life- 
and- death situation, time is always on your side in responding to and solving problems. 
Nothing has to be dealt with that second. Yes, there may be timely circumstances, but 
most situations allow for at least a short period of time to catch your breath and allow 
effective cognition to reemerge.

Deliberate Practice
There is considerable research on the process for developing particular skills, and the 

amount of time it takes to obtain skills and perform them with mastery. Some have pro-
posed that 10,000 hours is the magic number— that when we reach that number with a 
particular skill we become an expert. Others have found that lower numbers can result in 
expertise with a simple skill (playing the harmonica, for example) and larger numbers are 
necessary for more complex skills (like playing chess). The common denominator in this 
debate is that all skills are acquired through ongoing and deliberate practice over a period 
of time. We need to remember this as we help adolescents acquire new skills and practice 
new skills ourselves to improve our work with adolescents.

Feedback
Each chapter explicitly addresses feedback as it applies to the skills discussed. To get 

started, consider completing the rating scale that follows as a self- evaluation. Then ask a 
group of the youth you serve to evaluate you using the same scale. You will likely notice 
areas of strength and areas that would benefit from additional focus. We provide rating 
scales that break down these six skills in more detail at the end of each chapter so you can 
hone your skills in the areas that need polishing; you can download all the scales at http://
www.newharbinger.com/30772. (See the very back of this book for more details.) Consider 
adding your own open-ended questions to personalize these scales for your needs. As you 
work toward refining your relational skills with adolescents, regular use of these feedback 
tools can be very helpful. Practice provides the best payoff when you receive feedback 
about its effectiveness.

http://www.newharbinger.com/30772
http://www.newharbinger.com/30772
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Relationship Rating Scale
I am committed to improving my skills and outcomes. To do this, I need your help. Please 
put a check in the box that is most accurate for each question, and answer the two addi-
tional questions as honestly as you can.

My Provider: N
ot

 a
t a

ll

A
 li

tt
le

 b
it

So
m

et
im

es

M
os

t o
f t

he
 ti

m
e

A
lw

ay
s

Respects me and treats me with dignity.

Is honest and authentic with me.

Is kind and takes appropriate care of me.

Is predictable and dependable.

Accepts me as I am.

Focuses on helping me improve.

What does your provider do that is most effective?

What does your provider need to work on?



Chapter 4

Respect

What exactly do we mean by respect? We recognize respect when we get it, and we know 
it when we don’t. Its presence makes us feel warm and comfortable, and its absence leads 
us to emotionally driven behaviors that can be self- destructive at times. Respect, simply 
put, is having regard for the worth of a person. Webster’s defines respect as admiration of 
someone or something that is good, valuable, or important. This also includes acting in a 
way that demonstrates this to the other person. Notice it is both an attitude and a behav-
ior. We experience respect toward the adolescents we work with, and we then effectively 
demonstrate this respect to them. Conveying respect is a very powerful tool with adoles-
cents, and when demonstrated effectively, it can transform the most difficult- to- reach 
adolescent into an ally.

The need to be valued by others is universal (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; DeCremer & 
Mulder, 2007). While demonstrated differently in different cultures, it is a fundamental 
human need, and it is required to establish a secure sense of self. It is the fuel that feeds 
our drive to find a sense of purpose in our lives and to form attachments and connections 
with others. Without expressions of respect, we cannot know the value in ourselves or the 
value in others. Imagine how empty we would feel without this. Respect is a basic and 
intuitive desire, and so critical for positive outcomes in our work— which is why we devote 
an entire chapter talking about its value and application with adolescents.
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In Their Own Words

The Impact of Disrespect

 ▶ “I overheard my theater teacher telling another student that the reason my boy-
friend broke up with me was because I wasn’t putting out. When I went to talk 
to him about it, he said it was a compliment to me.”

 ▶ “At my yearly checkup, my doctor never asked me if there was anything I wanted 
to talk about without my mom in the room, so she stayed the whole time. I 
never got to ask about symptoms that I was scared could be a venereal disease.”

 ▶ “My religion teacher made me stand for the whole two hours of class once 
because I was fidgeting in my seat.”

The Impact of Respect

 ▶ “My coach always told us if we disrespect one player, we disrespect the whole 
team. She always respected every one of us.”

 ▶ “My history teacher always referred to our entire class as ‘future valedictorians.’ 
He said there is potential in all of us.”

 ▶ “When I was trying to nail a kick flip, my skateboard coach made me do it over 
and over and wouldn’t let me go home until I got it. I didn’t know I could do it, 
but he did. I went home that night and felt so different about myself, like I could 
do anything. It was weird.”

Proof That Respect Matters
Many researchers have studied respect, and significant work has focused on seeking feed-
back from adolescents on how they know when they are respected by their peers and by 
adults in a variety of settings. Here we look at the studies on respect and share the feed-
back we received in interviewing adolescents for this book. Not only do teens very clearly 
know when they are or are not being respected, but their behavior is shaped by these 
experiences. For many teens, respect is a powerful determinant for whether they will 
engage in productive behaviors or destructive behaviors. Even more critically, respect has 
been found to be a mechanism that supports the development of a strong moral core. We 
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often refer to adolescents’ moral judgment mechanistically as their moral compass. It 
turns out respect functions to calibrate this delicate and sensitive tool.

Receiving respect is important to teens. In some instances, feeling valued or respected 
comes from being challenged or pushed beyond their comfort zone. The teens we spoke 
with shared this sentiment when they talked about teachers, coaches, and other adults 
who pushed them and by doing so communicated the value of their capabilities. They 
expressed feeling respected when adults paid attention to them by listening and respond-
ing without judgment, and accepting their beliefs and values even if those beliefs and 
values were different from the adults’ own. Additionally, when adults were responsive to 
their intellectual, physical, social, and emotional needs, teens sensed a genuine concern 
for their welfare, which made them feel valued. Lastly, adolescents want adults to hold the 
bar high for them in all arenas. When adult expectations were expressed in the spirit of 
optimism and anticipation of attaining positive goals, and when adults treated them as 
capable of mastering challenges, teens reported feeling respected (Hajii, 2006). Treating 
others the way you want to be treated, respecting personal space and belongings, and not 
talking behind people’s backs were other behaviors young people identified as important 
in exhibiting respect, coming from both peers and adults (King & Vidourek, 2010).

Respect Gets Results
Positive behavior changes occur when respect, rather than coercion, is used to moti-

vate adolescents. Curricula focusing on promoting caring, respect, empathy, self- discipline, 
and the cultivation of positive student- teacher relationships resulted in improved grades 
for students who had been taught these skills (Dunn, 2010). These students also demon-
strated more of a willingness to admit mistakes, work on corrections, and stand up appro-
priately for their rights. They showed more respect for others’ property, persistence and 
effort to complete tasks, empathy for others, self- control, a willingness to accept responsi-
bilities, and the ability to work without disrupting others. At the same time, they were less 
likely to exhibit attention- seeking behaviors, submissiveness with peers, exaggerated or 
inappropriate self- blaming, bossiness, bullying, and physical aggression. When students 
feel cared for and respected by their peers and staff in schools, they are significantly less 
likely to internalize or externalize risk- taking behaviors such as alcohol and drug abuse, 
violence, bullying, depression, self- harm, eating disorders, and suicide (King & Vidourek, 
2010). These findings cannot be ignored. The health, safety, and well- being of an entire 
generation depend upon it!

Morally Speaking
The development of a precise “moral compass” can make the difference in guiding an 

adolescent down a path paved with accomplishments, contributions to others, and 
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connection to the larger community and world, or a path of harm, destruction, and 
dependence. Developmental theorists have long identified respect as an important com-
ponent in making thoughtful moral choices, and vital for children and adolescents to 
develop empathy. Recent researchers and theorists suggest not only that moral develop-
ment relies on prosocial behaviors— such as respect— demonstrated in the context of 
social relationships, but that it is the responsibility of educational systems to teach char-
acter education in order to help our youth build their foundation for a purposeful and 
fulfilling life and to contribute to a just and compassionate society (Frichand, 2008). So 
for adolescents, learning respect by receiving respect is critical for their moral develop-
ment. Our charge for imparting and teaching respect stems from the larger goal of teach-
ing and modeling moral character. This endeavor involves a combined and systemic effort 
among families, schools, religious organizations, and other community agents to teach 
core values, such as respect, responsibility, honesty, compassion, and moral courage 
(Lickona, 2004), as well as empathy, trustworthiness, tolerance, conscience, and self- 
control (Borba, 2001). Our relationship with teens is the vehicle for the direct instruction 
and modeling of these skills.

The evidence is clear and compelling. Respect, expressed in a variety of ways, plays a 
key role in helping youth learn to engage in productive relationships and therefore achieve 
more positive outcomes. While there are many things we can do to demonstrate respect 
with the teens we serve, we need to remember our efforts will not always be reciprocated. 
Teens struggle to consistently (or sometimes minimally) demonstrate these skills, and so 
often their disrespectful behavior comes across as actively oppositional, passive- aggressively 
sabotaging, self- deprecating, or silently resisting. This makes our job much more challeng-
ing. The best way to help adolescents acquire these critical skill sets is to maintain our 
respect for them at all times. In order for adolescents to synthesize these skills in their 
repertoire in all important aspects of their life, they need helping adults in various settings 
to model these skills over and over again. One educator told us, “Get your head around 
the idea that you will need to teach a particular skill to a teenager 5,000 times. Then you 
won’t get frustrated, and if they get it on number 1,000, count your blessings!”

Let’s look at things through the eyes of the adolescent and explore what it takes to 
show respect in even the toughest situations.

The Benefit of the Doubt
Peter is in the tenth grade at his local public high school. He has been sent to the school 
administrators at least once a week for dropping his notebook and pen on the floor while 
the teacher is lecturing, which creates a distraction for others, and putting his head down 
on the desk when the class is expected to be paying attention. A parent- teacher confer-
ence was not effective in changing the behavior, and the administrators are losing their 
patience. Fortunately, Peter has a good relationship with his guidance counselor, and she 



Respect

59

has made it her mission to solve this problem. Peter hadn’t created any problems last year, 
but this year he has been a challenge. When asked why he is acting up in class, he sullenly 
says, “I don’t know.” While the administrators assumed he was being belligerent and 
uncooperative, the guidance counselor respected his explanation at face value and asked 
him if she could try to figure it out with him.

Because his counselor gave him the benefit of the doubt, Peter felt he could talk with 
her honestly about what he was experiencing. He revealed that prior to the behavior prob-
lems in class, he would feel kind of strange, and that he had noticed black dots clouding 
his vision. Sometimes he would drop his pencil or pen; other times he would put his head 
on his desk to clear his head. And at other times, he would deliberately drop things to 
cover up for the accidental drops, so other kids wouldn’t think he was “retarded.” 
Sometimes he would even laugh about it so they would think it was cool.

His guidance counselor realized that something medical might be going on and asked 
Peter if she could relay this information to his parents. She knew she didn’t need his per-
mission, but she decided to approach him with deference and respect to underscore her 
supportive relationship with him. He agreed, and the parents arranged for Peter to be seen 
by his doctor. It turned out that Peter was having petit mal seizures in the classroom and 
no one realized it—not even Peter himself, who was right when he said he didn’t know 
why he was behaving the way he was. The guidance counselor’s willingness to take the 
time to respectfully sort this out with him made a huge difference. Peter was properly 
medicated for the condition, his disruptive behavior ceased, and the counselor earned his 
respect.

Respect and Dignity for All
Adolescents do not make it easy for us to consistently respond with respect, especially 
when negative behaviors seem deliberate. When we relentlessly express respect, however, 
we contribute to strengthening the relationship and offer adolescents the opportunity to 
respond in kind. Let’s look at the practicalities of experiencing and demonstrating respect 
toward young people.

Developing the ability to both experience respect for the adolescents we work with 
and display that respect in effective ways does not always come easily. While there are 
teens we naturally develop fondness for, there are also many who we find irritating, trig-
gering, or even repulsive. Working on ways to cultivate a respectful attitude toward the 
adolescents that are naturally tougher to like will often lead to genuine displays of respect.

Dignity Flows from Respect
Adolescents are proficient at eliciting frustration, anger, and upset. It is in these emo-

tional moments that preserving dignity, theirs and ours, is most challenging and critical. 
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Dignity is self-respect, the recognition that we are worthy. To foster it in teens, we must 
always engulf our responses in the protective arms of respect, no matter what mistakes are 
made, what marks are missed, or what willfulness is exhibited. When the adolescents 
entrusted to our care feel that no matter what they say or do, they are worthy of respect, 
we stand a better chance of reaching them in a meaningful way. When adults demon-
strate respect to adolescents, we communicate that they have value.

An example of how dignity is either maintained or destroyed, expressed repeatedly by 
adolescents we interviewed, is the notion that some adults “play favorites.” Ask yourself 
honestly if you ever do this. While it is natural to be drawn to some adolescents over 
others for our own personal reasons, the way we express those feelings can make a monu-
mental difference in the experience of adolescents who are still developing their sense of 
self- worth. Teenagers know when adults are treating them as if they matter less than 
others. When this happens, their dignity is being jeopardized. Even those who report 
feeling favored express enormous conflict or discomfort from being “chosen” over their 
peers. It’s easy to pick up signals that an adult is playing favorites, whether this is demon-
strated through expectations, rewards, or just tone of voice. It can be helpful in our efforts 
to cultivate dignity to remember that, generally speaking, adolescents are doing the best 
they can with what they have and under their current circumstances. As we accept this 
reality, we also help them do better, recognize their own talents and gifts, and improve 
their efforts toward achieving their goals.

Humiliation and Shame
Before we move on to specific techniques for the delivery of respect, it is necessary to 

say a few words about the detriment of shame. Shame is the antithesis of respect. It is the 
internal experience of being unworthy of respect or inclusion, and it is very damaging. 
Consider this scenario:

Jack worked hard academically and as a basketball player for his high school team for 
four years. His classmates and teammates valued him as a supportive peer. The 
basketball coach during his freshman and sophomore years encouraged hard work, 
team camaraderie, and respect for the game regardless of outcome. When this coach 
left, the school brought in a new coach, who recruited the best players from all over the 
state. He rewarded them with gifts, praise, and starting positions. Jack began to feel 
devalued, as his talents were not as extraordinary. Where he once felt he was a 
respected player, he began to feel marginalized. Jack felt that this new coach highlighted 
winning at all cost, and he was disappointed that his once fulfilling athletic experience 
now felt less about the team and more about the scoreboard. Nevertheless, Jack 
continued to work hard and seek feedback (as painful as it was) from the coach in 
efforts to improve and prove his worth.
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After playing hard and coping with the changes imposed by the coach, Jack had 
made it to his senior season. He was looking forward to being celebrated with the other 
seniors at their final home game on “Senior Night.” Historically, all the seniors started 
the final home game in honor of the time they had dedicated to their team and the 
school. This had always been a tradition at the school. In the days before Senior Night, 
the new coach met with each of the four senior players to talk with them about the 
upcoming game. The coach assigned all of the other seniors starting positions but told 
Jack he would not start that night. Jack was stunned, embarrassed, and confused. He 
could not understand why his coach was singling him out. The coach explained that he 
decided to honor seniors based on the merits of their stats and that Jack’s did not 
measure up. When Jack tried to argue that Senior Night was about honoring the 
seniority of players who were leaving the school and reminded his coach of the four 
years he had contributed to the team, his coach refused to budge.

Jack’s experience over the past two seasons— the coach’s berating him in practices 
and dismissing his efforts— had taken a toll on his self- confidence and left him feeling 
depressed. He took it and kept playing with his team, but the idea of sitting on the 
bench on Senior Night was humiliating.

(Before reading on, think here for a minute about how an adolescent in this 
position might react. Then read on to see how Jack handled the situation.)

Jack thought about what to do. He felt he needed to take a stand for his own 
dignity. There were some things that were more important than the score and winning. 
He may not have been the best player, but he had always been a team player. He 
decided to tell the coach he would rather not play at all if he could not be comparably 
honored with the other seniors.

Later that night, the coach called Jack. He told Jack that if he apologized to the 
team (for quitting), he could start the game on senior night. After thinking about it and 
getting calls of support from his teammates and their parents, Jack decided not to 
apologize. He felt he had done nothing wrong, and he felt the coach’s decision to bench 
him was another form of public humiliation. He turned in his jersey the next day and 
attended the game in the student section of the stands, cheering for his team. He had 
stood up for what he believed in. All he had wanted was to be respected and valued the 
same as the other graduating players. The other students and parents knew what the 
coach did was wrong. This was evident at the start of the game, when the senior 
players took the court and the crowd could be heard chanting “Jack! Jack! Jack!…”

This story may seem hard to believe, yet it is true. To be sure, most coaches do not 
behave the way this one did. So many coaches are positive influences in the lives of their 
athletes. But as this story illustrates, power and influence can be used in both helpful and 
harmful ways. Helping adults should not use their power to shame or humiliate adolescents 
into submission, but rather to empower and elevate them toward their greater potential.
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The Many Angles of Respect
There are many ways to develop and show respect for adolescents. Ultimately, we endeavor 
to (1) experience and express respect for the challenges inherent in adolescent develop-
ment; (2) make efforts to decipher the functions of various behaviors so we can respect 
the value in it for a teen, however misdirected; (3) understand whatever deficits may 
inhibit expected behaviors; (4) recognize and respect that teens’ motivations may not 
match ours; and (5) find unique strengths that may be hidden behind the tasks we’re 
focused on. Let’s now look at how to accomplish these goals and develop solid working 
relationships with youth.

Don’t Take It Personally
The first thing we need to accept is that there will be times in all adolescents’ lives 

when they will be disrespectful. We don’t have to like it, but we do have to accept that it 
will occur. Anticipating and accepting occasional disrespectful behavior as a develop-
mental norm, a way for teens to meet their needs, and an act of empowerment will help 
us depersonalize what can feel like a painful sting. As humans, we are wired to defend 
ourselves when we feel that sting. But our adult defenses can come across to an adoles-
cent as demeaning, or as a power play, or as a threat. When adolescents sense those 
things, they do what evolution has taught them— they flee (withdraw, avoid, or passively 
do not comply) or they fight (tell you off, make disrespectful faces or gestures, disrupt the 
task at hand, or make threats). Either way, the result is like a dog chasing its tail— a 
circular power struggle that leads nowhere productive. If you can maintain an unflinch-
ing awareness of the challenges inherent in being an adolescent with a still- developing 
brain, immature emotion management skills, and unevenly developed problem- solving 
skills, you will find it easier to respond respectfully, no matter how triggering the behav-
ior may be.

Developing respect for self and others evolves during adolescence. Young people com-
monly feel a very strong sense of justice and fairness as they negotiate their positions in 
their peer culture, communities, and the larger society. The ways in which they express 
their message of perceived injustice is often hard to hear through a tone of defiance and 
disrespect. One of the more difficult aspects of working with adolescents described by the 
helping adults we surveyed and spoke with was feeling disrespected.

On the flip side, what we have heard so many times from the teens we have talked 
with is, “They”—helping adults—“don’t respect me, so why should I respect them?” It is a 
circular argument. While not always evident, teens have a myriad of reasons for doing and 
saying what they do, like it or not. We encourage you to pause and exhibit curiosity as you 
decipher their tone, words, and actions.
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Interpreting “Disrespectful” Behavior
A critical step for building empathy, and ultimately respect, is seeking an understand-

ing of why a particular adolescent behaves the way she does. Young people are unendingly 
fascinating and unique in their triggers, behaviors, and emotional lives. We know that all 
behavior is caused; that is, there is a reason for everything we do, although the reasons 
may not be clear to us. Understanding the causes of behavior is important insight that 
gives us the ability to plan for, predict, and possibly prevent certain emotional responses.

Interpreting an adolescent’s behavior as disrespectful naturally triggers dismissive, 
unempathic, and unkind responses from adults. These responses, in turn, reinforce the 
teens’ notion that we place no value to them. Understanding why disrespectful behavior 
occurs is about seeing what purpose that behavior serves for the adolescent, which in turn 
allows us to develop empathy, respond effectively, and model the respectful behavior ado-
lescents so sorely need to experience firsthand in order to learn. When we respond with 
understanding (or attempts at understanding, even if we miss the mark), the adolescent 
begins to see value in our efforts after all.

When trying to determine the function of a behavior, it is useful to review the events 
that occur before and after the behavior. This enables the adult and teen to understand 
the unique triggers and reinforcers for the behavior. This is best done collaboratively with 
the adolescent, for several reasons: it shows a desire to learn; it communicates that we 
don’t always know the answers but that there is a way to figure them out; and, above all, 
it is the respectful thing to do.

Behavioral psychology teaches that behaviors increase or decrease relative to their 
consequences. Take, for example, an adolescent boy who is provoked by a peer at school 
and who punches the provoker, resulting in a suspension. The school administrators may 
feel as though they have effectively responded to the behavior by punishing the young 
person, based on the assumption that because he was punished it will be less likely that 
he will punch someone in the future. But let’s look a little deeper. What if this boy also 
received a significant amount of positive feedback from his friends (and maybe even 
parents) for standing up for himself and “being a man”? That feedback might reinforce the 
aggressive behavior. And let’s assume for a moment that this particular young person has 
felt somewhat insecure in his masculinity, and that punching the other kid was actually a 
milestone in his own mind. The reinforcing quality of these thoughts and responses by 
others might far outweigh the impact of a suspension. Add to this that he stays home and 
plays Xbox on the days he is out of school being “punished,” and it becomes fairly clear 
that the learning that occurred through the experience is not what the administrators 
intended. But how will the administrators know all this? When this boy engages in 
another fight, those in charge of disciplining him will likely be frustrated that he has not 
“learned his lesson.” Oh, but he has! That is the challenge. We need to go back to the 
drawing board when our responses do not work and reconsider our original hypothesis. 
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There is always a reason for the behavior. We just need to be detectives and sleuth it out. 
We use the detective metaphor deliberately because many adolescents do not make it 
easy. We have to look for clues, pay attention to seemingly irrelevant information, and 
construct a hypothesis. One of the great joys of working with young people is the chal-
lenge of piecing together these various triggers, behaviors, consequences, and reinforcers 
for each individual. Our challenge is to identify the reasons for the behavior, keeping in 
mind that all behavior is (or once was) effective— at least in the short term. Here’s another 
example:

While his karate instructor is demonstrating a kick, Anthony loudly farts and says, 
“Awwwww… that was a wet one!” Others in the class giggle, but the instructor ignores 
Anthony, continuing with his lesson. Anthony then says, to no one in particular, 
“Dude, does anybody know if Chinese food makes you fart, because I had some serious 
Chinese Chicken before class and I am feeling it right now!” Again, the others in the 
class giggle, some nervously. The instructor decides that Anthony has crossed the line 
and sends him out of class.

Anthony’s karate instructor is growing increasingly exasperated. The primary focus of 
his class is “respect,” which is why Anthony’s parents enrolled him in karate to begin with. 
But Anthony is disruptive throughout the class— not only farting and burping intention-
ally, but also joking around and frequently interrupting the instructor. He questions the 
instructor’s authority and responds to attempts at discipline and limit setting with sarcasm, 
inappropriate comments, and silly behaviors.

Efforts to change Anthony’s behavior through enforced breaks from the class and 
chores as punishment have not been effective. The karate instructor struggles with how 
to be respectful and control his own emotional reactions. He is concerned that Anthony’s 
behavior is setting a bad example for the others in the class and negatively impacting his 
reputation for instilling discipline and respect in his students.

So what’s up here? Clearly the instructor’s responses to Anthony’s behavior are not 
hitting the target and something needs to change. The karate instructor decides to talk 
with Anthony’s parents— not to complain, but to ask for help and see if he can figure out 
what is driving and reinforcing this behavior. This is what he discovers:

As a young child, Anthony found it difficult to make friends with other kids. He 
could be aggressive and bossy, and the playdates his mother arranged were not usually 
reciprocated. The elementary school years were marked by inappropriate behavior in the 
classroom when teachers tried to set limits, and he gained a reputation for being unpre-
dictable and a clown. While others often laughed at his behavior, he continued to be 
socially isolated.

The instructor develops the hypothesis that Anthony might be seeking a feeling of 
connection with the other kids, which he gets when they respond with laughter. Once the 
instructor begins to think of the behavior as an attempt to join with the others (albeit 
immaturely and ineffectively), he shifts his view of Anthony from a rude, disrespectful kid 
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to a kid who is feeling lonely and socially marginalized, and who acts in ways to get his 
interpersonal needs met in the moment. This conceptualization alone makes it much 
easier for the instructor to respond to Anthony’s behavior in a respectful manner. He no 
longer feels personally challenged by the behavior; instead, he sees it within the context 
of Anthony’s history and understands that it serves a function. He asks to meet alone with 
Anthony and shares this perspective with him. He points out how he can see why Anthony 
would enjoy the laughter and eye contact he gets after he says something inappropriate, 
but that it might be actually driving kids away overall. Anthony becomes quite serious, 
and tears well up in his eyes. It’s clear that no one has ever taken the time to think this 
through. And it isn’t surprising, because his behavior has been so annoying and off- putting 
that beyond the initial sprinkle of laughter—which reinforces it—that no one has really 
wanted to interact with Anthony or put the effort into sorting it all out. Out of this dis-
cussion comes a plan for the instructor to help Anthony learn to connect with kids in a 
more effective way in the class, and a positive relationship is forged.

It is also possible that the karate instructor may strike out with his theory about the 
function of the behavior. No harm done! In fact, Anthony will likely experience the effort 
itself as respectful, and that alone may give the instructor more credibility in the future. 
We must be willing to abandon responses and ideas that are ineffective. And ruling out 
one theory just brings the instructor closer to the actual reason the behavior is occurring 
and what is maintaining it. Being determined in his quest for function shows additional 
commitment to Anthony and models persistence to boot.

This approach may seem to be labor- intensive and costly in terms of time and effort. 
But is it really? Actually, the cost of not investing the time is greater in the long run for 
everyone who comes after this karate instructor. And Anthony is the recipient of atten-
tion from a helping adult that is not blaming, shaming, or judgmental. It may be the first 
time Anthony has ever felt understood by another adult outside his family (or at all), and 
he can now begin to learn new skills for interacting that might drastically change the 
course of his life— all because the karate instructor took the time to try to figure out what 
was driving the disrespectful behavior. He did not take it at face value. And he made a 
conscious and deliberate decision to respond with respect.

Accurately understanding the function of, or reason for, ineffective or “disrespectful” 
behavior is vital for intervening in a way that works. It allows you to empathize with the 
young person and his (often misguided) attempts to cope. When you look at the adoles-
cent’s behavior with wonder, rather than with judgment, the reasons become clearer, the 
escalating power struggle is eliminated, and a working relationship that has an impact 
develops.

Intentional Disrespect— or Skills Deficit?
Keira, who is seventeen years old, was pulled over in her car one night with a group of 
friends because of a broken taillight. The officer asked if he could search the car, and 
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Keira consented, eager to appear cooperative, and certain that she didn’t have anything 
in the car that would be a problem. Unbeknownst to her, one of the passengers— a boy 
she didn’t know well— had hidden some marijuana and a pipe under the seat when 
they were pulled over. The officer discovered it. Keira was arrested and released to her 
parents. Keira felt (and was) unfairly accused, and she was angry that she was being 
held responsible for the behavior of her passenger, who denied knowing anything about 
the drugs. Several weeks later, Keira met with an intake officer at the department of 
juvenile justice, who suggested that she take a drug education class and do community 
service as a way to avoid having to appear in court. Keira was incensed! Why should 
she do this when she had no knowledge of the drugs and didn’t use drugs? She was 
abrupt and rude to the intake officer, and her case was referred to court.

Another question to consider when becoming exasperated with teens’ disrespectful 
behavior is whether they have the skills to behave in the ways we want. We sometimes 
mistakenly assume that the ability exists and they are choosing not to use it. Many an 
adolescent will elect to look “bad” rather than appear “stupid,” and if we respond only to 
the “bad” behaviors we may be missing the mark. Consider whether a skill deficit may be 
at play for Keira.

When Keira had her day in juvenile court, she and her family did not realize that the 
judge hearing her case took matters of deference very seriously. When asking Keira 
about the events of the night she was arrested, the judge’s tone was incredulous and 
accusatory. Keira began to get angry, and her answers became more and more curt and 
sarcastic. The interaction between her and the judge became increasingly tense, and it 
culminated with Keira impulsively exclaiming, “Fuck this!” to the judge. The judge 
ordered Keira incarcerated at the juvenile detention facility for ten days.

While at the detention facility, her social worker attempted to understand what 
had happened, and why Keira had behaved so disrespectfully in court. As they talked, 
it became clear that Keira had never learned how to express herself assertively. Keira 
was a good student and well- behaved overall, so it wasn’t often that she found herself in 
conflict with adults. But when she was, her default was to become aggressive. The 
social worker allied with Keira, empathizing with her frustration, and offered to teach 
her a way to express her intense feelings without causing problems in the relationship. 
Keira was game and they went to work. They reviewed assertiveness skills, role- played, 
and prepared for many possible scenarios with the judge. They discussed ways to 
strategically put this whole episode in the past by submitting to the consequence (the 
drug class) even though it wasn’t relevant to her circumstances.

When Keira reappeared before the judge, she was contrite, and she was able to 
respond with appropriate assertiveness when she felt provoked by the judge. She was 
released to her family and never got in trouble again.

In this scenario, Keira was disrespectful because she didn’t know how to behave oth-
erwise when her emotions were triggered. Because she was a good student and generally 
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avoided trouble, people assumed she should know how to handle herself in a challenging 
situation, and that she was being willfully difficult. The social worker discovered that the 
disrespectful behavior had a function in previous interactions with authority, in that it led 
to adults backing off; and at the same time she realized that it was also likely that Keira 
did not know how to behave differently when upset. By recognizing the skills deficit, she 
was able to avoid being triggered by Keira’s harshness and instead empathize with her and 
teach her how to be assertive. This simple intervention— identifying how Keira’s previous 
behavior served a function at one time and yet no longer worked well for her— allowed 
Keira to learn more effective communication skills, and use them to stay out of trouble.

Adolescents often fool us. Their physically mature bodies and voices belie their imma-
turity and uneven social, emotional, and cognitive development. Most of us make assump-
tions based on appearances, often inaccurately. Because their disrespectful behavior can 
escalate our own emotions, making it more difficult for us to think clearly and respond 
effectively, we often inadvertently make things worse. Keeping in mind that adolescents 
are usually not as sophisticated as they appear, and that their behavior tends to be impul-
sive and unskilled, allows us to put it in perspective, and tease out the lack of skills so we 
can teach them the behaviors necessary for success.

Barriers to Consistent Performance
Now consider that it is possible that the skill we expect an adolescent to demonstrate 

is in her repertoire, but she demonstrates the skill only on occasion, not consistently, 
whenever it is called for. It’s like playing a game of checkers with a child who makes a very 
strategic move and captures your piece. Do you then expect her to be able to duplicate 
this move every time you play the game? No, because you understand that skills develop 
in fits and starts, and that there will be times when the move will be missed.

An adolescent may occasionally or intermittently exhibit skills we want to see— such 
as acting respectfully, expressing anger effectively, or showing deference to authority— but 
that doesn’t necessarily mean she has mastered them. In fact, there are many things that 
can get in the way of consistent performance— such as anxiety, anger, frustration, medical 
conditions, or experiences that reinforce undesirable behaviors. We also must consider 
any disorder with symptoms—like inattention, distractability, hyperactivity, impulsivity, 
difficulty regulating emotional experiences, difficulty understanding cause and effect, or 
difficulty establishing emotional bonds or connections with others—that may impact a 
teen’s ability to interact effectively. These disorders include attention- deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), mood disorders, attachment disorders (characterized by difficulty 
forming an emotional bond with others), developmental disorders (which can affect or 
delay many different skill sets), and disorders on the autism spectrum (characterized by a 
lack of ability to recognize social cues and consider the perspective of others). In these 
cases, it may be necessary, or at least helpful, to use appropriate assessment tools to help 
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measure the teen’s skills or deficits. These tools may be informal (interviews or observa-
tion) or formal (questionnaires or testing). Once you’ve identified where the difficulty lies, 
it will be easier to figure out how to teach the skill, rehearse it with the adolescent, and 
reinforce its consistent use. It is almost always best to solve these problems collaboratively 
with the teen you are working with. One way to do this is to ask the teen directly whether 
she feels she has the skills you want to see. Consider consulting with caregivers and other 
providers working with that young person as well.

Addressing Motivation (or Lack of It)
Tanya rarely arrives to her first period math class on time. Her teacher gave her the 
benefit of the doubt the first few times. When she continued to be late multiple days a 
week, the teacher started referring her to the office for each tardy.

There are times when an adolescent behaves in a manner that leaves us feeling con-
fused and perhaps even frustrated. We may or may not understand the function of the 
behavior. The skill is clearly there, but the adolescent is not using it. In these situations, 
there may be another variable at work— lack of motivation. What is important to us may 
not motivate adolescents. Lack of motivation was by far the number- one challenge 
reported by professionals we interviewed for this book. Here we clear up some common 
misconceptions regarding motivation when it comes to adolescents. It can be challenging 
to determine motivation level and unlink it from lack of skill or lack of reinforcement. A 
fun way to assess for lack of motivation is to ask a question like the following:

I know you are having a lot of trouble getting to class on time, and that your teachers 
are complaining and sending you to the office regularly, and it is really making you 
mad. I wonder if you could get to class if I made it worth your while. Let’s say, hypo-
thetically, that when you get to class on time all day long, you earn (name something 
the teen really wants here— such as money, a car, a new phone, or a video game 
system). Would you get to class on time then? If he says yes, then you will know that 
motivation is playing a part. You might follow up with questions about how he will 
manage to get to class on time, to better understand the skills he will use.

It’s important to do this in a playful way; make it clear that you are having some fun 
and this is just hypothetical. To be clear, this is not the way we define and implement 
realistic reinforcers. Teachers are certainly not in the position to be buying their students 
new cars for arriving to class on time! This is, however, a great way to get the conversation 
rolling and find out what more realistically can serve as a motivator. Most adolescents 
find this question intriguing and will allow you to bargain a bit with them. And the 
playful process builds the relationship as well!

While there is usually a mix of reinforcement for the problematic behavior, lack of 
skills for more effective behaviors, and lack of motivation to make a change, often one of 
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these factors will emerge as a primary driver of the behavior. When it is lack of motiva-
tion, helping adults are in a unique position to use our relationship in such a way as to 
increase motivation. Using appropriate reinforcements (smiles, high fives, and so on) for 
behaviors we want to see increase can gradually have an impact on what an adolescent 
does in our presence. Some adults have established token economies, where they reward 
the young person for hitting targets with certificates, gift cards, pizza parties, or other 
celebrations and recognitions. Our experience is that adolescents love it when adults rec-
ognize their efforts and successes. This observation is consistent with the principles of 
behavioral psychology. It can require effort on our parts, however, not to reflexively 
punish, which is not a very effective behavior change technique, but instead to simply 
reward desired behaviors, or glimmers of them.

Sometimes, when there is a lack of motivation, adults will describe an adolescent as 
“lazy.” Please be cautious with this word— it can become a self- fulfilling prophecy. Some 
teens may be avoidant of certain tasks for a variety of reasons (poor confidence, previous 
failure, weakness) and they may accept the identity of a “lazy” teen, rather than an uncon-
fident or unskilled one. But “lazy” as a label doesn’t offer any solutions. It is much more 
useful to look for the real reason for lack of effort so that you can intervene successfully. 
And we have truly never met a lazy kid. Every young person who has tried to convince us 
of an inherent laziness has ultimately disproven it through enthusiasm or level of effort in 
something. Hey, the drive and tenacity required to get to level 100 in a video game is not 
consistent with laziness!

Having respect for the normalcy of low or wavering motivation in adolescents, and 
remembering that motivation can be nudged along deliberately and strategically, helps us 
avoid an escalating battle of wills with teens who will likely win any battle in the willful-
ness arena at their own peril. Showing respect for teens’ autonomy allows us to sidestep 
power struggles and begets respectful responses from them in the future.

Every action we take is the result of our motivation. If we get up to get a drink, it is 
usually (though not always) because we want to satisfy thirst; if we take an umbrella 
with us to work, it is because we don’t want to get wet. It is certainly plausible that teens 
are sometimes not motivated to change, especially if the problematic behaviors are pro-
viding some kind of relief or benefit. An example of this is substance abuse. Some young 
people are able to use drugs, even on a daily basis, and still do well in school and avoid 
legal problems. Their use probably provides relief of some kind of symptom, at least in 
the short term. More powerfully, it may provide ongoing social reinforcement through 
acceptance and affiliation. Keeping in mind that adolescents are not neurologically 
wired to fully appreciate long- term dangers, why would such teens want to change? It 
makes sense that their motivation would be low. We will provide specific guidance on 
how to increase motivation in chapter nine; for now, just realizing that there may be a 
lack of motivation to change a behavior that goes far beyond your interactions allows 
you to better understand teens’ behavior, show respect for them in spite of it, and not 
give up on them.
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Finding Something Positive About Every Adolescent
Jeremiah, a student in your English class, shows academic promise through his very 
occasional yet profound contributions to class discussions. So why is he failing your 
class? You remind him he needs credit in your class to graduate in the spring, but to 
no avail.

As previously mentioned, respect for another person will develop when you find some-
thing, anything, about him that you value. It can be something as simple and broad as his 
ethnicity, religion, or gender; a personality trait such as sense of humor or passion for his 
beliefs; something as specific as the way he dresses or styles his hair; or something as deep 
as his previous struggles or family history. Look for that one thing (or more) that you can 
keep coming back to as a reminder of his humanness and connection to your own values, 
and allow that to increase your respect toward him. One adult we interviewed describes 
how she values her own honesty and directness as important parts of her personality, as 
she says proudly, “I say what I mean.” She is therefore quick to recognize and appreciate 
this trait in an adolescent who expresses himself directly— albeit crassly, unskillfully, or 
immaturely. This adolescent’s behavior could easily be a trigger for other adults, who do 
not recognize and value this particular trait in themselves, but for this teacher, it’s a relat-
able trait and something to respect.

Children and adolescents develop respect for others through first having respect for 
themselves, and this self- respect is nourished by receiving respect— a circular process. 
Sadly, not all children and adolescents have the same opportunities for helpful and posi-
tive feedback, for many different reasons. In order to teach and model respect, and there-
fore receive respect, you will want to:

• Hear what the adolescent is saying (verbally and nonverbally).

• Assess and acknowledge (to yourself) how this makes you feel.

• Resist any urge to react. (Take deep breaths.)

• Respond thoughtfully and with understanding (even if you are addressing their 
behavior).

• Understand they have a reason for acting the way they do (even if you have no 
idea what in the universe that could be).

• Mirror back something— anything— you can see of value in them.

Let’s take a closer look at the process called “mirroring.” Mirroring is reflecting back— 
with words or with nonverbal communication— what another person is saying or feeling. 
It is important to do this with genuine intent to connect and validate. What we propose 
is digging deep and reflecting back something you authentically see in this teenager that 
is positive and related to the situation you are faced with. When we mirror back these 
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positives, we show respect. Remember that adolescents are still in the process of figuring 
out who they are. We, as helpers and as important adults in their lives, have a privileged 
opportunity to help them see the strengths in themselves that they may not yet recognize. 
Sometimes these positive qualities are crystal clear to us even if they are not so clear to 
them.

A teenager’s strengths may not always be in the arena in which we are working 
together. Take Jeremiah as an example. He seems quite capable to you but is on the brink 
of failure in your class and thus jeopardizing his graduation. This baffles you. How can 
someone who clearly has the potential to succeed be sacrificing his future? One day, you 
decide to talk with Jeremiah after class. You share your insights about his intellectual 
capacity as evidenced by his sparse but relevant participation in class. You tell him he 
seems to really be a deep thinker and you are puzzled by his failing grade. Then you ask 
him, “What are you passionate about?” His face lights up. He tells you he is a drummer in 
a band. You ask him to tell you about his band, what kind of music they play, how long he 
has been drumming, and what his goals with his music are. He begins to engage with you 
about his plans to study music in college and play locally until he is discovered. He reveals 
that there are many nights he is out late playing a gig and doesn’t have time to do his 
English homework. This is the “lightbulb moment” in the conversation. He does plan to 
go to college. His roadblock is lack of time for homework. You ask him if he is willing to 
sit down with you and develop a work plan so you can support him doing well, graduating, 
and being able to go to college. He smiles and says that would be great.

In Jeremiah’s case, when he is playing music, he exudes warmth, passion, commit-
ment, and drive. We would never have known this if we had not taken the time to ask. If 
you ever feel stuck with an adolescent, ask him what he likes to do. If he says, “Nothing,” 
then look for other clues and mirror them back to him. (“I can tell you are a creative 
person. Not sure why, but that’s the sense I have of you.”) As soon as he sees that you 
genuinely value something in him, he will feel respected.

Similarly, it may be helpful to find something about the adolescent that is similar to 
or evocative of someone you love. Maybe Jeremiah reminds you of your brother who is 
coincidentally a musician. When a person is linked in your mind to someone you respect, 
it is easier to extend respect to that person. Taking a moment to reflect on how he is 
linked to others you love is also helpful as a way of delaying an emotional response in 
favor of conveying respect. There are so many ways to recognize positive qualities, and 
when it comes to reflecting them back to teens, a little goes a long way.

Creating Space for Respect to Grow
The physical and emotional “spaces” we create in our work with adolescents can com-
municate respect in many ways and set a tone for our working relationship. “Spaces”— be 
they offices, classrooms, exam rooms, sports venues, recreation centers, or any of the 
places we may go in our work with teens— offer boundaries, style, safety, stimulation, and 
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interest that help define our work and communicate our commitment. Adolescents glean 
a lot from us and make impressions about our value to them based on the spaces we 
inhabit. The way we structure our spaces and manage physical boundaries with adoles-
cents also creates an “emotional space” that can feel containing, foster connection, and 
promote investment toward shared goals. For these reasons, the spaces we create can 
make a big difference in swaying an ambivalent adolescent toward engagement.

Eye Contact
Alan is running through the community center during your after- school program. You 
have told him a thousand times not to run around the room, but he keeps doing it. It is 
creating a chaotic environment for the other kids and making it difficult for your staff 
to manage all the kids’ behavior.

Imagine what happens next. The after- school program counselor demands that Alan 
come over to him instantly, look him in the eye, and listen to his command not to run 
through the community center, for the thousand and first time! After all, how can we 
know that teenagers are “listening” to us if they will not look at us? Research indicates 
that we are more persuasive when we do not require others to meet our gaze when we are 
trying to convince them of something (Chen, Minson, Schöne, & Heinrichs, 2013). 
Direct eye contact can be perceived as threatening, aggressive, or confrontational. This 
perception may, in turn, provoke defensive feelings and less open- mindedness. It’s impor-
tant to remember that when we are working with adolescents, we are teaching with words, 
and we are also teaching with behavior. When we communicate with force and aggres-
sion, the words are less likely to have an impact, and our behavior is teaching ineffective 
communication.

Alan is someone who has a hard time sitting still and maintaining enough attention 
to retain the directions you are providing (over and over again). The best approach in 
this situation is to meet with him away from the energy of the group and talk about his 
behavior. Alan joins you in your office and seems glad to talk, but he’s moving around 
the room, playing with the knickknacks on the shelves. Let Alan know you are aware 
that he likes to be in constant motion, but you are worried that if he cannot focus on 
what you are saying he will not be able to follow your directions. If he does not make eye 
contact, ask him if he would repeat what you have said (in small chunks) so you know he 
understands. Once you have described the problem, ask him if he has any ideas about 
what might make it easier for him to be still when necessary. Solutions could include, for 
example, giving him an opportunity to run around the building a few times with a staff 
member at the start of the program each day. He could ask to go for a run outside with 
staff when he feels antsy. You could even put him in charge of starting a running club 
within the after- school program that others could take advantage of as well. (He is prob-
ably not the only one who could use a run after a long school day.) For the times when 
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running is not allowed, come up with a signal to help him slow down. If all else fails, 
structure a warning system and an appropriate consequence if he fails to comply— such 
as time away from the group. The trick in setting and maintaining limits respectfully is 
to make every effort to help the teen demonstrate the desired behavior in advance of a 
consequence, and give clear warning of a consequence so he has the opportunity to 
think and make a choice about his behavior. All of this can be accomplished without 
mandating eye contact.

It can be helpful to remember times when you were a child and were told, “Look at 
me” when you were being reprimanded or shamed, and you wanted to avert your gaze. 
Make it your commitment to treat the young people in your charge better than you have 
been treated.

Seating Arrangements
You have been working with Vivian in therapy for a month now and she seems 
unengaged, uncomfortable, and uninterested in anything you have to say or anything 
you ask her about. Your office is small and seating is cramped.

Especially in a tight space, it’s often advisable to position your seat so it is not directly 
facing the young person with whom you are interacting. Sitting at an angle, facing her 
indirectly, allows her to feel less trapped because the space is more “open.” Also, keep a 
clear path to the door, so that it won’t seem blocked if she should want to leave. An ado-
lescent fleeing the office, classroom, or other setting is not ideal, but it’s preferable to her 
striking out in some way if she feels trapped. Flight is usually preferable to fight. If you’re 
concerned about safety, maintain proximity without taking a threatening stance, and call 
for assistance. If there’s an easier way out, she’s unlikely to do something dangerous.

Another important seating issue has to do with the actual chairs. We have seen many 
counselor offices in which there is a big, comfortable chair for the counselor, and less 
desirable seating for the young people who visit. Keep in mind that adolescents may be 
less than enthusiastic about seeing a counselor to begin with, and that confirmation 
bias— the tendency to look for evidence of our beliefs and discount evidence that dis-
proves them— will make them look for examples of disrespect, coercion, or a power imbal-
ance. Why give them anything to hang their hats on? Consider having chairs of equal 
comfort levels, or be willing to take the less comfortable chair. In other settings, selecting 
the seating may not be up to you, so find other ways to present some choice. Offer to rear-
range the desks, for example, or sit on the floor.

Likewise, pay attention to the way the young person responds to your physical pres-
ence. Adolescents are exquisitely sensitive to body language. One adolescent we spoke 
with indicated that one of his teachers was a “close talker” (a term popularized in a 
Seinfeld episode, meaning a person who invades your personal bubble when interacting), 
and that this behavior made him uncomfortable. Some teens prefer to stand side by side 



What Works with Teens

74

when discussing issues, as is often done in coaching or music lessons, rather than a more 
direct (and sometimes threatening) face- to- face interaction. Again, consider what you 
would want in a similar circumstance. Anything we can do to minimize the impact of the 
real and necessary power difference directly contributes to a better relationship and the 
communication of respect.

In Vivian’s case, consider sharing your observation of her discomfort and asking her if 
the chair and the environment are okay for her. If she says no, see if you can get her to tell 
you what is making her uncomfortable. (Of course, there could be many factors contribut-
ing to her discomfort that are not space related, but for this example, let’s assume she is 
physically uncomfortable.) If she shrugs or does not answer, try asking her to switch chairs 
with you. You can also ask her to switch roles and tell you how she would design the office 
if it were hers. Respect any feedback she gives you and consider reorganizing your space to 
comply more with her preferences. There may be some minor changes you could make— 
rearranging the furniture, adding some soft pillows, or changing the artwork on your 
walls— that would make a big difference. The point here is that creating a space that’s 
comfortable for the teens you work with is a way of communicating respect— sometimes 
a very powerful way.

What Does Your Environment Convey?
When we are in environments that are pleasing to the eye and provide a sense of both 

comfort and stimulation, we are certain to be more engaged, open, and positive. Consider 
how you may enhance the space in which you work with teens and how they can contrib-
ute to the environment. Catch their attention with a vibrant poster suggestive of your 
next lesson; paint the walls in your office a soothing color; make sure to have the needed 
equipment for your team or club; add rugs to bare floors and artwork (maybe even theirs) 
to bare walls; provide snacks, drinks, a bowl of candy, or a gumball machine (with coins 
provided) in the waiting area.

Think about the last time you went to someone’s office (a doctor, accountant, thera-
pist, lawyer, or whatnot). If you walk in and see a room full of wood- framed furniture from 
the ’70s that looks like it belongs in a college dorm room rather than a professional office, 
you are likely going to make certain judgments about that professional. On the other 
hand, if you walk in and see sleek and comfortable furniture with up- to- date décor and 
artwork, you will also make judgments. Which office will make you feel more important 
and thus respected as a patron or customer? Which will put you more at ease? Now think 
about a training you have been to recently. One question that’s usually on the evaluation 
form at the end has to do with the comfort of the training space or environment. We as 
adults are tuned into our surroundings, and so are adolescents. We need to pay attention 
to how the environment communicates respect. When you tend to the environment so 
that needs are anticipated and met, and the atmosphere is pleasant and amenable to the 
task at hand, you express value in your work and in the teens you serve.
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Seeking Feedback
Skills acquisition comes from practice, feedback, making appropriate changes, and con-
tinued practice. It is often challenging for adults who work with youth to accurately assess 
their own effectiveness, since adolescents can vary in their ability to provide constructive 
feedback. We often do not hear about the positive impact we have had on young people 
until many years later. That kind of feedback may be satisfying, but it’s not conducive to 
rapid learning.

Because we are unequal in power and authority with adolescents, asking for direct 
feedback may not result in honest and helpful information. A very effective way to get 
information on your level of performance is through rating scales. We include a respect 
rating scale at the end of this chapter. (A downloadable version of the scale is also avail-
able at http://www.newharbinger.com/30722; see the very back of this book for more 
information.) Remember that teens are used to filling out teacher evaluations in school, 
but they almost never see the results or impact of these evaluations, so their buy-in may 
initially be very low. It is important to demonstrate the value of rating scales by taking the 
time to review the results with them, asking for clarification and further feedback, and 
then making an effort to improve, and finally following up with more rating scales. Just 
the act of asking for feedback in this way conveys respect. We have found that asking 
adolescents to use rating scales provides more valuable information than asking them for 
more direct feedback. You might also consider allowing their feedback to be anonymous, 
in order to encourage more candid responses. Whichever way you obtain it, it is important 
to share the feedback you receive with the youth you serve, commit to improving, and ask 
them to provide you with ongoing feedback along the way.

Being on the receiving end of feedback can be a humbling experience. You will likely 
get a wide range of responses ranging from ingratiation to degradation. It is crucial to 
maintain a calm stance and find the validity in every expression. It is very easy for adults 
to be dismissive of feedback from teens. You may not find truth in it, and yet it is their 
truth. Perception is everything, so take the feedback seriously and give all comments con-
sideration. We strongly encourage you to experiment with using this type of feedback tool 
to improve your relationships with the youth you serve. When adolescents feel heard by 
adults and see their input being implemented, their investment in your interventions 
exponentially increases.

Don’t Forget Parents and Caregivers
It is always important to remember to apply all of these skills to the parents of the youth 
we work with as well. What makes our roles so unique is that we must develop and main-
tain a relationship with adolescents and also with the important caregiving adults in their 
lives. If we neglect the latter, we run the risk of alienating the people who usually have the 
most influence in their children’s lives. We need these individuals to support our message, 

http://www.newharbinger.com/30722
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and we need them to support us. We have seen professionals who are gifted at reaching 
young people fumble by not engaging parents, or by alienating them. It can be easy to 
judge those who live with the teens we work with, based on the information we see and 
hear. Please remember to always keep in mind that parents are trying, sometimes strug-
gling, and always deserving of our respect. There is always more to the story and always 
another perspective. We often tell parents, “We won’t believe everything we hear if you 
won’t believe everything you hear.” This is a joining endeavor. Please apply all the prin-
ciples we have covered in this chapter to the parents, caregivers, and family members of 
the young people you work with. When parents have faith in what you are doing with 
their child, they will support you all the way, and your job will be that much easier.

Here’s the Rundown
Demonstrating respect means deeply feeling the value of adolescents and seeing the worth 
and purpose of the behavior they exhibit, even when it is ineffectively executed or misdi-
rected. Adolescent behavior can be off- putting, emotionally triggering, exasperating, and 
immature. Exactly! They are adolescents and they are programmed neurologically to be 
inconsistent and use poor judgment, at least occasionally. To be effective as helping adults 
requires us to model what we want to see. Give respect, get respect— not the other way 
around. We are the teachers!
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Checklist for Increasing Respect
When you are finding it challenging to experience or demonstrate respect toward an 
adolescent, it may be helpful to review the following:

  Consider the function of the behavior that you find challenging. Does understanding 
the behavior’s function increase your ability to experience or demonstrate respect?

  Explore the possibility that the behavior that you find challenging is due to a lack of 
skill. Is it possible to teach the necessary skills to the young person? Does recognition 
that the adolescent is doing the best she can given her skill set allow you to experi-
ence or demonstrate more respect?

  Assess how motivated the adolescent is to change the behavior you find challenging. 
Consider developing an incentive system or using the behavioral principles of rein-
forcement and extinction to increase motivation.

  Practice mindful awareness of the adolescent during your interaction.

  Find something positive about the adolescent and maintain your focus on this trait 
or quality to build empathy.

  Build empathy by remembering a time when you were misunderstood or mistreated 
in your own life.

  Assist bonding by pairing a trait you observe in the adolescent with the same or a 
similar trait in someone you care about.

  When triggered, consider taking a break from interacting with the adolescent to 
allow your emotions to settle, enabling a calm and rational response.

  Allow the adolescent to “save face” by not requiring direct eye contact and by allow-
ing her to make behavior changes on her own terms.

  Adapt the way you physically relate to the adolescent— perhaps allowing for contact 
that’s not face- to- face.

  Modify the physical space in which you work to reflect the respectful attitude you 
want to convey.

  Apply the principles of respect to parents and interact with them as conscientiously 
as you do with their children.
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Rating Scale for Respect
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:
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ot

 a
t a

ll

A
 li

tt
le

 b
it

So
m

et
im

es

M
os

t o
f t

he
 ti

m
e

A
lw

ay
s

Respects me.

Treats me as though I am important.

Takes into account my individual strengths and 
weaknesses.

Shows respect toward me even when my behavior 
needs adjusting.

Tries to understand the reasons for my behaviors.

Is there anything your provider could do to be more respectful?



Chapter 5

Authenticity

What is authenticity? Simply put, it is the display of emotions, reactions, thoughts, and 
ideas that are consistent with one’s internal experience. Being authentic is closely aligned 
with being sincere and genuine. It is what we experience when we are with a trusted 
friend, someone with whom we feel safe and comfortable. No pretense, no mask. Honest 
and real. It means being self- aware, being emotionally involved and connected, and 
expressing oneself directly and in a way that is congruent with one’s thoughts, feelings, 
and values while maintaining consideration and respect for the other person. It is not neces-
sarily acting in a completely transparent manner, as there may be some forms of self- 
disclosure that may actually be harmful, inappropriate, or ineffective to engage in with an 
adolescent. Rather, it is the awareness of one’s internal experience and the willingness to 
share that with others in a manner that is genuine and relevant to the other person. 
Authenticity occurs in the context of relationships, making it uniquely relevant to teens, 
who are often defining themselves through relationships with peers. It’s important that 
they have opportunities to experience authenticity in relationships with the adults in their 
lives as well.

Authenticity involves effectively using transparency, humor, and feedback while being 
mindful of boundaries. As you extend yourself to young people, ask yourself (1) “Is what 
I’m offering consistent with meeting the needs of this adolescent within my professional 
role?” and (2) “Is it related to the goals of our work together?” Keep these questions in 
mind as we move through the nuts and bolts of authentic interactions.
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In Their Own Words

The Impact of Not Being Authentic

 ▶ “I used to get so frustrated in my violin lessons. Once I threw the bow clear 
across the room. After that my violin teacher always complimented me even 
when I sucked. I think she was just scared I would get mad if she told me the 
truth when I didn’t play well.”

 ▶ “I had this science teacher who was like twenty- three. She always tried to chime 
in to our conversations, like she was one of us. It was weird.”

 ▶ “I had this therapist who always said, ‘I know what you mean,’ but I never really 
felt like he got how I felt.”

The Impact of Being Authentic

 ▶ “After we lost our regional tournament, my coach pulled me aside and told me 
that definitely was not my best game, but he was so proud of the commitment I 
showed the whole season. Losing sucks, but his words made it a little easier.”

 ▶ “I had this history teacher in eighth grade who always talked about aliens, like 
he really was curious. It was cool that he shared his real thoughts even when it 
wasn’t about history.”

 ▶ “When I tore my ACL, I asked my doctor if I would be able to play basketball 
next year at college. She was really honest about the pros and cons and uncer-
tainty, and was also encouraging about rehab. Even though I was still scared 
about how I would heal, I appreciated how realistic and honest she was with 
me.”

Proof That Authenticity Matters
The helping relationship between an adult and adolescent provides a template for the 
adolescent to develop successful relationships in other settings. It is therefore important to 
use self- disclosure in a careful, productive, and judicious manner. When done effectively, 
it appears to be a very significant element within the helping relationship (Schnellbacher 
& Leijssen, 2009). Research on therapy approaches in which the relationship is front and 
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center identifies genuineness as a promising element of effective interactions (Norcross & 
Wampold, 2011; Norcross, 2002).

Carl Rogers (1961) wrote about authentic interactions between caregivers and clients 
and provided perhaps the most recognizable model of an honest interactional style. Rogers 
advocates sharing one’s reactions in a sincere and warm manner, in the service of strength-
ening the relationship. Some have postulated that warmth and genuineness alone may 
actually account for change in some individuals. Adolescents are savvy consumers and 
can be suspicious, idiosyncratic, and particular when it comes to their willingness to 
engage in a relationship with a helping adult (Saltzman, Matathia, & O’Reilly, 2003). 
Given confirmation bias— the tendency to look for evidence of our beliefs and discount 
evidence that disproves them— the important thing is to act authentically and not allow 
perceived disingenuousness to interfere with the helping relationship.

Lest you think that you can conceal your true emotions and “act” genuine, research-
ers have found that children and adolescents can accurately assess the authenticity of a 
smile. Adolescents, in particular, were more likely to rate a smile as disingenuous if the 
eyes were not involved— as the eyes are a marker of an authentic smile (Thibault, Gosselin, 
Brunel, & Hess, 2009). Faking it doesn’t work. Brain researchers have also found that 
authentic interactions are more likely to activate the parts of the brain implicated in 
taking the perspective of another person. This ability is a precursor for empathy (Drolet, 
Schubotz, & Fischer, 2012). It appears that our own authenticity allows adolescents to be 
more receptive to what we are presenting.

Authenticity is a powerful source of wellness for adolescents. Both boys and girls who 
indicate that they do not authentically represent their true selves report more symptoms 
of depression (Harter, Marold, Whitesell, & Cobbs, 1996; Harper & Welsh, 2007). Within 
the adolescent world, low levels of authenticity in girls— specifically, a discrepancy 
between what they think and feel and what they do— is correlated with a range of poor 
outcomes, including depression, low self- esteem, and eating issues (Theran, 2010). 
Conversely, acting authentically leads girls to greater social satisfaction and self- esteem, 
and may even pay off with greater self- esteem in adulthood (Impett, Sorsoli, Schooler, 
Henson, & Tolman, 2008). In studies of girls who did not have a high degree of social 
support, their low level of authenticity in relationships predicted higher numbers of symp-
toms of depression. When authenticity was high, even though the social support was low, 
the numbers of depression symptoms were lower, approaching those of girls with high 
social support. Boys are not exempt, of course. Adolescent males tend to keep their true 
feelings private even more than girls do (Gratch, Bassett, & Attra, 1995)— no surprise, 
given the culture’s expectations of traditional masculine behavior, specifically hiding 
emotion, vulnerability, and uncertainty. Thankfully, authenticity in relationships with 
authority figures seems to lead to higher- quality friendships in the peer group (Theran, 
2010). In other words, we may have more influence than we think.

It has been hypothesized that classroom teachers who act authentically are likely to be 
passionate about teaching (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004). Judging by what teens have told 
us, passion is an important piece in their developing respect for their teachers. Teachers 
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who are authentic demonstrate deep care for their subject matter and deep care for their 
students, leading to increased enthusiasm for the subject on the part of the students 
(Palmer, 1998).

Consider the life of an adolescent— constantly monitoring the social environment for 
cues about acceptable and unacceptable behavior; wrestling with internal experiences 
that may be overwhelming, confusing, impulse- driven, or unsettling; and receiving real- 
time feedback from others about behavior that is difficult to ignore. Add that teenagers 
are notorious for being raw and unfiltered when they do speak their minds, and that as a 
result they are often silenced by authority figures in the interest of decorum or classroom 
management, at the expense of teaching them how to express their valid beliefs in a more 
effective manner. Is it any wonder that teens tend to withhold their true selves from the 
world and erect challenging defenses and facades? Adolescence is not for the faint of 
heart, and being authentic as a teenager is not an easy task. It requires self- awareness, 
confidence, and a willingness to tolerate and work through conflict. At the same time, 
authentic behavior and resolution of conflict lead to confidence. Our mandate as adults is 
to demonstrate, support, and reinforce this principle whenever possible. Youth need role 
modeling for authenticity, and we are in the best position to provide it to them.

As helping adults, we are all teachers and guides, and we will be effective only to the 
degree that young people allow us to lead. Authentic leaders build trust (Bhindi & 
Duignan, 1997), a critical relationship variable. By acting authentically in our own leader-
ship styles, we have the ability to help adolescents reach their own goals and become 
leaders in their own right.

Being Real— Not an Easy Task
It is really hard to know how far to go with authenticity when working with adolescents. 
Consider the following dilemmas:

• Imagine that a young person in your care shares a history similar to your own. 
Perhaps you are both adopted, you both were in foster care, or you both experi-
enced a divorce in your childhood. Do you reveal this shared history?

• What about an adolescent who expresses political or religious views similar to or 
very different from your own? What if you find those views to be upsetting?

• Suppose you are having a tough time due to medical, psychological, or personal 
problems. Is it appropriate to reveal this to the teens you work with?

• What about your own aggravation with the administration in your setting? Is it 
okay to share that?

We as adults don’t often stop to think how authenticity and inauthenticity shape our 
experiences. Think about workplace conflicts that left you with a pit in your stomach 
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preventing you from acting in ways consistent with your beliefs. Think about a time when 
you supported a colleague even though you believed he was not acting in an adolescent’s 
best interest. Think about being in a group of adults, one of whom makes an off- color 
joke, and smiling uncomfortably rather than speaking your true feelings. It never feels 
good to be inauthentic, and it shouldn’t. Without authenticity, relationships can only go 
so far. We owe it to the youth we serve to create an environment that is authentic, and we 
do this through our own authentic interactions.

Transparency: What You See Is What You Get
Being transparent means that our motives and methods are obvious, clear, and not hidden. 
Transparency is implied in authenticity by authenticity’s very nature. In order to convey 
authenticity, we must be true to ourselves and then convey this genuineness in our inter-
actions. When working with young people, it is helpful to take it a step further and make 
a conscious effort to explain the process, our roles, and the reasons we do what we do. 
Let’s look at each of these areas in turn.

Explaining the Process
Relationships and cooperation are enhanced when we are clear and open about what 

the “method behind the madness” really is. Teens are known for questioning authority, 
and this is a critical thinking skill that we want to cultivate and help young people learn 
to express effectively. Getting out ahead of this natural and developmentally appropriate 
skepticism is a significant benefit of being transparent about the process in which you are 
involved.

Consider the teacher who has decided to incorporate mandatory homework into the 
grading rubric for the class. The average student has no awareness of the amount of time 
and effort teachers put into planning the material for the class, much less the level of 
thought that goes into developing the curriculum. To the student, assignments may appear 
arbitrary and homework may appear to be unnecessary busywork. By utilizing a transpar-
ent approach, the teacher might explain to the class that the research on learning indi-
cates that repeated exposure to material in time- limited doses is most effective for retaining 
and integrating information, and then explain the homework in the context of this para-
digm. The very effective teacher would even empathize with the hassle that is inherent in 
homework while arguing for its use and rewarding its completion. And in the spirit of 
respect and flexibility, the teacher may even agree to alter the homework for students who 
do not show a need for it by assigning an alternate task. With the transparent approach, 
the teacher is available for negotiating changes in the expectations if they further the goal 
of learning the material.
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A counselor may use a similar approach by letting the adolescent know why she is 
asking the questions she is asking. Remembering that an adolescent may find personal 
questions intrusive and off- putting, a sensitive and transparent counselor will patiently 
explain the reason for the questions and will offer the adolescent the option of not answer-
ing any questions he is uncomfortable with (which, paradoxically, tends to result in more 
cooperation, not less).

A pediatrician might apply this principle by taking the time to explain the reason for 
various procedures during a physical exam. We have found that the best- liked pediatri-
cians are those who speak directly and clearly to their patients, do not “talk down” to 
them, explain why they are doing what they are doing, and ask permission in a collabora-
tive and genuine manner before performing an exam or procedure.

The benefits of this level of transparency about the process are increased cooperation 
and willingness to participate, and a stronger relationship. At the same time, you’ll boost 
your reputation as an adult who youth can count on and who takes the time necessary to 
treat each individual as a unique person deserving of direct and clear communication.

Clarifying Roles
Fifteen- year- old Edwin, a tenth grader, has been seeing a counselor for six months to 
help him manage the impact of his ADHD and learning issues on his social 
interactions. They have a good relationship and Edwin looks forward to their meetings. 
He talks with her about his friendships, family issues, and feelings. Edwin experiences 
his counselor as warm, gentle, and accepting. The school has been resisting the idea 
that Edwin needs special services, and the counselor has suggested that Edwin’s parents 
ask for a meeting at the school and invite her to attend. When the meeting occurs, 
Edwin is present, as are his teachers, parents, and counselor. During the meeting, his 
counselor forcefully states the need for an Individualized Education Plan for Edwin’s 
“disabilities,” and after a contentious discussion, the school agrees. At the next meeting 
with his counselor, Edwin is distant and quiet. His counselor is annoyed and feels that 
Edwin is being ungrateful. After all, she attended the meeting at no cost, and was 
instrumental in getting him more services.

Teenagers are frequently confused about our roles as helping adults. And at times our 
roles get blurred, adding to the uncertainty. A counselor may also be a school administra-
tor, a teacher may also function as an athletic coach, and an athletic coach may also be 
the parent of a friend. These crossovers can get complicated for young people. Imagine 
that a teen has a very close, long- term relationship with his neighbor, and the neighbor’s 
dad is also the scoutmaster of their Boy Scout troop. The expectations for the boy’s behav-
ior will likely be different at Boy Scout meetings than when sitting around the dinner 
table at his friend’s house. We sometimes run into this kind of role confusion as adults as 
well. Imagine running into your doctor or therapist at a dinner party. It can be awkward, 
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and we may be unsure how to interact in these settings in which the context changes. We 
may wonder if it’s okay to talk about certain subjects, or if it’s okay to even comment on 
our relationship in the other setting. Even as adults we can feel unsettled in these 
situations.

Not all role confusion scenarios can be planned for in advance. But it is helpful to 
plan ahead for such occurrences whenever possible. Imagine the substance abuse coun-
selor working in a small town in a rural state. It is very likely that she will see her clients 
from time to time in the course of normal events; she may have incidental contact at a 
restaurant, the post office, a health center, her doctor’s office, or a twelve- step meeting. 
Whenever these types of interactions are likely to occur, it is important to orient the 
young person to the possibility and explain the different roles clearly, so she knows exactly 
what to expect. We have heard many young people offhandedly comment on how “weird” 
it is when they see their teacher in the grocery store. “I can hardly imagine that she has a 
life outside of our classroom” is a common comment. While running into the teacher in 
the store is unlikely to bring with it any problems for the relationship, running into your 
teacher at an Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meeting where he is exposing vulnerability 
may present an entirely different set of concerns.

Prepare for this kind of scenario by addressing possible role confusion directly. This 
can be done as a matter of routine for certain professions. For example, a counselor may 
say, “There is a chance that I might run into you at a sporting event, because I have a 
child close in age to you and she plays the same sport. How would you like me to handle 
that? Would you like me to say hi, or act as if I don’t know you?” Or a teacher may orient 
a student to an interaction outside the classroom in the following way: “I am going to be 
a judge in the school talent show and I know you are performing there. I want you to know 
I have very high regard for you and will judge you fairly, but there is a chance that you will 
not win. Will that hurt your feelings? Would it be better if I ask another teacher to replace 
me?” Aim to be alert to as many of these potential situations as possible and address them 
in advance.

Going back to Edwin, how could his counselor have handled the situation more effec-
tively? Ideally, the counselor would spend time orienting Edwin to the purpose of the 
meeting at the school— in this case to assess the need for special education services. This 
will lead to a discussion on whether or not Edwin is willing to participate effectively in 
such services. She will also explain her role at the meeting, which is to fight for his rights 
and needs to be met by the school, leading into another discussion about what his rights 
are, how his needs might be met, and his feelings about the planned meeting. Finally, she 
will want to orient Edwin to the approach she will use in the meeting. Edwin is used to 
experiencing her nurturing and warm personality, and will need to be told that she has a 
fighting spirit as well, and that this aspect of her personality will be on display in the 
meeting. She can frame it as her “mother bear” instinct, and ask for his permission and 
support for using it. This entire discussion allows the counselor to address the kinds of 
language that will be used: “Edwin, I will be using a lot of technical jargon in this meeting, 
and I want you to know that if there’s anything I say that you disagree with or don’t 
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understand, you can just point it out to me in the meeting. For example, I will use the 
term ‘learning disability,’ which means…” With this type of interaction, Edwin is likely to 
voice any concerns he has, and the entire experience can actually strengthen the relation-
ship. It provides the parallel experience of teaching Edwin how to plan ahead in general, 
and prepare for a meeting or other potentially stressful event by considering possible 
stumbling blocks.

Kids are still learning (as we all are) about the way the world works, so it is no surprise 
that relationships can be confusing. Things get blurry sometimes. Remember the movie 
Stand and Deliver, about Jaime Escalante, a teacher who was highly regarded for his skill 
and ability to inspire disadvantaged students to excel at remarkable levels by any stan-
dard? He not only taught the students calculus, but also went to their homes, provided 
tutoring, intervened in family issues, and functioned as a friend and surrogate parent. 
Many of us who are effective with youth are familiar with doing what works, extending 
ourselves when necessary, and trying to balance all of this with our personal lives and 
commitments. Notwithstanding whatever professional boundary rules exist within the 
job, we frequently find ourselves juggling the relationship demands of a professional, a 
friend, and a family member. If we are sometimes challenged by this balancing act, imagine 
how difficult it must be for adolescents to know what is appropriate. How must they feel 
when they are in our office sobbing one day, and the next day we interact with them in 
an official capacity and businesslike manner? Relationships are of utmost importance to 
most adolescents, and providing them with clear expectations and guidance on navigat-
ing this confusion will allow you to preserve their relationship with you even when you 
must set limits or do something that will disappoint them.

Setting Boundaries
Kendra is a young, single, popular teacher who is earning extra money as a tutor for 
students who do not attend her school. As such, she goes to students’ homes for an hour 
at a time. She values building relationships, and when she arrives at the house she 
typically inquires about how things are going in general before jumping into the work at 
hand. She allows the students to chat about issues they are dealing with in their 
personal lives from time to time, but always keeps the overall focus on getting the work 
done. One of the reasons she is so well liked is that she is skilled at maintaining this 
balance. One of the students she tutors tried to “friend” her on Facebook and didn’t 
receive a response. The student was put off and wondered why Kendra wasn’t accepting 
her friend request. Kendra is uncomfortable “friending” a student and has never done 
so, because her Facebook content reflects her lifestyle as a young, single woman, and 
she thinks that some of the material may be too personal to share with her students.

We can easily fall into situations when working with youth that challenge our per-
sonal boundaries. These boundaries may be idiosyncratic, shifting, and unclear even to 
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us. Recognizing, managing, and being authentic with our boundaries are challenging 
aspects of working with adolescents. We may provide an extra warm response one day, 
going outside our normal repertoire, and then feel annoyed another day when a young 
person expects a similar response and we just can’t be available in the same way.

Adolescents sometimes challenge our personal limits when they cross the line by 
asking personal questions that feel off- limits to us. Teachers who like to have an informal 
tone in their classes may find themselves joking and bantering with students, and then 
have difficulty switching into a more serious and authoritative role when necessary. It gets 
complicated when we are not practiced at stating our limits and needs clearly, as missteps 
can lead to resentment and anger toward the youth we work with, even when they are just 
following our lead. It’s developmentally appropriate for young people to make these types 
of social judgment errors, and they rely on us as helping adults to teach them what is and 
what isn’t appropriate for a given situation. If we do not do this consistently or with clarity, 
it only adds to the confusion for the adolescent.

In order to effectively describe our limits and boundaries, we need to clarify for our-
selves where these limits are. We provide the following framework to guide you through 
this process, and we’ve attached a worksheet at the end of the chapter (and online at 
http://www.newharbinger.com/30772) for filling in. When you find yourself in a situation 
in which you are uncomfortable with a boundary issue, consider the following:

1. What is it, specifically, that the young person is doing that is crossing a line for 
me?

Example: My student is asking to friend me on Facebook.

2. Have I allowed the adolescent to cross this or a similar boundary in the past? If 
no, proceed to question 3.

a. If yes, think about why it is triggering you in this circumstance.

Example: I have allowed my students to talk about their personal lives with me in 
limited ways in the past, and I have even shared some small details about my own per-
sonal life as well. It is triggering me now because I feel as though things are getting too 
familiar, and I want to preserve my privacy and stay in my role as a tutor.

3. Have I ever stated a limit around this in the past?

a. If yes, consider restating the limit in a gentle and caring manner, reminding 
the teen that this is a line that you cannot cross.

b. If no, apologize for not having said something sooner, and empathize with 
how it might feel to have a limit set now. Then clearly state your limit.

Example: “I know that we have had some good conversations about our personal 
lives in the past, and I know that I have been inconsistent about this. I want to 

http://www.newharbinger.com/30772
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talk about your friend request on Facebook. I have a lot of personal information 
on Facebook, and there are things that I don’t share with my students. I know our 
relationship has a lot in common with a friendship, but it’s actually a little differ-
ent. I will be here for you during our meetings, and I really enjoy my relationship 
with you. At the same time, I’d prefer to keep my Facebook private. I hope you 
understand, and I welcome any questions you have about this.”

Allow time for the teen to respond. And check in on the impact on your 
relationship— either during the conversation, or later, or both. Ask, for example, 
“Are we good? Are you feeling comfortable with the conversation we just had?”

We know these kinds of conversations are uncomfortable for many people. In fact, 
whenever discomfort emerges at the thought of following through in this way, we see it as 
a sign that it must be done sooner rather than later. Many of us avoid conflict and feel 
uneasy stating our needs directly and assertively. It gets easier with practice! Taking the 
time to clarify your own boundaries, state them directly to the teens you work with, and 
then attend to the relationship will allow you to move past these moments effectively and 
preserve your positive working relationship. As with the other skills we present in this 
book, your use of the skill demonstrates its use for the teen, and provides her with a model 
to follow when she is in a similar situation.

Sticky Situations
All humans are imperfect. Amid the adolescent world of posturing, pressure to fit in, 

and heightened self- consciousness, it is imperative to model fallibility in a sensible and 
straightforward manner. Add to the equation that young people are particularly adept at 
seeing your flaws, and it becomes clear that the only sensible choice is to own your own 
imperfection.

Twenty- seven- year- old Brian recently got a job working at the Youth Center in a large 
city. He interacts with a large number of inner- city youth, and he has developed a great 
bond with his clients. Parents like him as well, and he is being considered for a 
promotion in the organization. Brian has just been assigned to help out with a 
recreation outing to a local swimming pool, and he’s anxious about it. What the others 
don’t know is that Brian has tattoos that he got when he was younger— some of which 
others might find off- putting. He has always kept them hidden under his shirt, but this 
job assignment will require him to change into a swimsuit. If he doesn’t change, he may 
appear disconnected and distant from the kids he typically interacts with in a natural 
and playful manner. He isn’t sure what to do.

Working with youth always keeps you on your toes, because young people aren’t fully 
socialized and aren’t always polite. Their ability to manage conflict, emotions, and moral 
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and ethical challenges is not fully developed. And though their frank and impulsive verbal 
style may be part of their charm, it can present dilemmas for the adults who work with 
them. Do we speak directly and honestly about issues they may not be equipped to under-
stand or keep in perspective? Or do we hide the truth and run the risk that our credibility 
will be undermined if the truth emerges? There are a number of general rules to keep in 
mind when facing these dilemmas. Let’s review them now.

Disagree Openly and Respectfully

Disagreement is a basic part of life. Our entire society is built on the concept that we 
agree to disagree with one another about important topics, and yet we come together as a 
people to stand strong and united. This concept has been diluted with the polarization 
that has developed in recent years between rich and poor, educated and uneducated, left 
and right. Is it any wonder that young people are not sure how to civilly disagree or hold 
an opposing view and still accept another person as a human being, deserving of respect? 
We propose that you can make a change on this front. You can model recognition of 
opposing views and acceptance that both views have validity. We are not suggesting that 
you proselytize or try to convert adolescents to your way of thinking, and we are not 
encouraging you to go looking for controversial issues to discuss with teens. But when 
they come up, the only authentic response is to either gracefully bow out of the discussion 
by explaining that it’s a touchy subject for you and you’d rather not discuss it, or tell the 
truth about your view. For the most part, in our professional roles (outside of those in 
religious youth groups), we are not in the business of imposing our personal beliefs on the 
youth we serve. However, in those situations that call for sharing our personal beliefs, 
gently and carefully expressing the truth is the best option for the sake of the relationships 
you are forging with adolescents. For example, let’s say a young person you work with sees 
you on the opposite side of a pro- life/pro- choice demonstration. There’s no denying your 
presence. Let her know it’s okay to disagree, and then shower her with warmth and accep-
tance so there is no mistaking that the issue will not come between you.

Fix Mistakes

If you screw up, fix it! This is such a fundamental principle but, sadly, it’s often not 
well modeled for adolescents. We’ve heard story after story from the teens we’ve talked 
with about times when an adult made an error and then refused to admit it or reverse its 
impact. Many a student has complained that a teacher graded him unfairly, and some-
times it’s true. Or maybe a counselor mixed up the appointment time and didn’t show for 
a scheduled appointment. Or a doctor made a clinical error that resulted in a needless 
test. We want to teach youth that mistakes are inevitable. The important thing is to 
repair any relationship rupture. A simple mistake, handled well, may in fact lead to 
increased respect and a better working relationship.
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Admit What You Don’t Know

Model that there is no shame in not knowing something. If a young person asks you 
a question that stumps you, do not bluff your way through it. Simply state, “I don’t know 
the answer to that, but I will find out.” When you consider that our jobs are ultimately to 
ready adolescents for adulthood and the demands of the working world, this makes perfect 
sense. Can you imagine purchasing a big- ticket item and having the salesperson bluff her 
way through describing the features? If you are aware that she’s making it up, then her 
credibility is lost. One student told us about his teacher once insisting that a word was 
pronounced a certain way. When the student brought him proof that he was incorrect, 
the teacher dug in his heels even further, and the student reported that it was “game over” 
from that point forward. Another student disagreed with a teacher about an author’s 
intentions in a book in her English class. The teacher insisted the student was wrong. 
This student went so far as to write to the author and ask about his intentions. Surprisingly, 
she received a written response supporting her view. She took this to the teacher and the 
teacher continued to insist she was right! Is it any wonder that adolescents eye us suspi-
ciously? Admit what you don’t know. It shows you are human, builds credibility (paradoxi-
cally), and makes you relatable.

Solve Problems Collaboratively

Executive functioning skills in the adolescent brain are still developing, and as a 
result, teens sometimes go about making decisions and solving problems with poor judg-
ment and inconsistency. For this reason, it’s all the more important for adults to model 
the problem- solving process out loud whenever possible. This way adolescents can 
observe how you do it, over time integrating the process so they can be more effective 
with their own problems. It also provides you with yet another opportunity to authenti-
cally relate. Yes, it takes a little more time to make this process visible, and it won’t always 
be possible. But look for opportunities to demonstrate in a transparent way how you go 
about solving problems.

Let’s go back now to Brian, the youth counselor who is sensitive about his tattoos. 
How might he use authenticity skills to manage this situation? He might consider having 
an open and frank discussion with his supervisor about his concern, to plan for any 
potential issues with the youth he is working with. Then he might sit down with the kids, 
tell them about his tattoos and perhaps some context for why he got them, and let them 
know that they are welcome to ask questions about them. He could then ask if anyone 
will be offended if they are visible on the outing. If anyone expresses discomfort, he might 
engage them in problem solving by asking questions such as “Would it help if I wore a 
swim shirt?” These kinds of conversations can be awkward, but authenticity ultimately 
leads to closer, more genuine relationships, and both you and the adolescents you work 
with will benefit.
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Making Use of Humor
If you have a great sense of humor, and you appreciate the humor of others, you are in 
luck! If you think you don’t have a very good sense of humor, we encourage you to con-
sider that a sense of humor can be cultivated and developed, just like any other skill. 
Humor is a great way to relate to and connect with others, and it’s a wonderfully authentic 
and disarming way to engage adolescents in particular. Difficult moments can be softened 
with the judicious use of humor. One teacher we spoke with said that when he’s approached 
by a student who appears to be blanking on a test question, he lightly and playfully asks 
(with a sly smile on his face), “You’re not panicking are you? Come back and talk with me 
when the panic is gone and we’ll figure out what to do.” This allows the student to recog-
nize that anxiety is interfering, and to take a moment to calm down without being issued 
an order to “calm down!”— which usually only serves to make people more upset.

The effective use of humor can bring you closer to the teens you work with by creating 
a shared experience. Have you ever noticed that you feel closer and more comfortable 
with people you have laughed with? The act of laughing reduces stress, lightens things up, 
and makes us feel good. Adolescents are frequently guilty of taking things too seriously, 
and laughter can provide perspective in a playful, nonthreatening manner. Remember 
Anthony in the last chapter, and his antics in his karate class? He was using humor (offen-
sively) to feel connected to his peers, even though it was ineffective in the long run. 
Laughter can be such a powerful, immediate reinforcer of behavior that we will often keep 
working to get it regardless of any negative long- term consequences.

Most of us are involved in teaching adolescents in one way or another, and humor is 
beneficial on this front as well. When we perceive something as funny, it stimulates our 
attention, and we are more tuned in to what we are experiencing. Using humor in our 
teaching, in a balanced way, increases alertness and engagement in the experience.

Perhaps the greatest social benefit of humor is that it defuses power struggles in a very 
nice way. It really is hard to stay mad at someone when you are laughing together. Young 
people are often engaging in power struggles with adults, whether overtly or covertly. 
Sprinkling humor throughout your interactions keeps you on the same side and out of 
conflict. As useful as it is in helping adolescents feel more connected to us, it is just as 
effective as a tool to keep us connected to them. It is like glue in the relationship, and it 
helps ease the inevitable stresses of working with teenagers. We underscore the social 
benefits of humor, but like all the skills we present, it gives back so much more to us indi-
vidually. Laughter has significant personal, physical, and emotional benefits as well. 
Everyone wins when humor is shared and encouraged.

Humor can be tricky, though. Some teens enjoy teasing or being teased, for example; 
others don’t. Humor needs to spontaneous to be authentic, and at the same time, we 
must use good judgment to maintain professionalism and appropriate boundaries. Most 
importantly, humor must never be at the expense of the teen you’re working with. Be 
particularly careful with sarcasm. Adolescents often enjoy it, but not when it’s mean- 
spirited or distancing.
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How do we maintain a playful attitude and allow for laughter and fun without encour-
aging disruptive or inappropriate behavior? If you already have a playful side, we encour-
age you to experiment with using it with the adolescents in your charge. Bring it in 
gradually, and titrate it up to a level that is useful. If you don’t feel that humor is your 
natural style and you want to build this trait through practice, keep reading for a variety 
of tips to help you get started.

Observe How Kids Play
Adolescents are really just big kids. (Aren’t we all?) So there’s no better way to prac-

tice playfulness than to interact with children. Try spending time with younger kids to 
remind yourself what it feels like to play for play’s sake. If you don’t have younger kids in 
your environment, look for opportunities to watch kids play in other places, such as in line 
at the grocery store or on your run through the park. There is a natural spontaneity in 
children that can be a joy to observe as well as instructive to those of us who work with 
young people. Children are usually open- minded to new experiences, and they tend to 
fully commit to fun. Let this approach to life be a model for you— practice being more 
spontaneous, taking yourself less seriously, and enjoying the playful side of life.

Be Silly
In our roles as helping adults, it is important to own our authority and not try to be 

“one of the kids.” But this general rule does not preclude us from letting loose from time 
to time. Adolescents enjoy seeing their teachers and other adults in their lives acting silly. 
One teen told us that one of the highlights of his middle school experience was seeing his 
tough, macho gym teacher hit in the face with a pie by a not- so- athletic boy who had won 
the opportunity in a school contest. This teacher was willing to look silly, and the whole 
experience actually forged a bond between this boy— who had previously found gym class 
to be an exercise in frustration— and the gym teacher, who high- fived him for the rest of 
the school year whenever they passed in the halls.

When you were a student, did you ever see your teachers participate in a talent show? 
If so, you know what an impact it can have to see authority figures in a different light. 
One counselor we know reported that the staff put on a talent show for the teens every 
year. Some of the counselors and administrators had legitimate talent, and they earned 
respect from the kids. Others participated playfully, showing off unusual abilities or just 
being silly (lip- syncing to a popular song, for example), and they earned just as much 
respect. The humorous quality of the performances, and the adults’ willingness to poke 
fun at themselves, allowed for stronger relationships to develop between the staff and kids, 
and within the staff. An administrator at a public high school won positive regard from 
his students, many of whom he had to routinely discipline, by agreeing to sit in the dunk 
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tank at a school- sponsored fundraising activity. His participation was the highlight of the 
event, and afterward he found himself hugging the very kids who had previously despised 
him. In all these cases, the helping adults were willing to put themselves in vulnerable and 
humorous situations. They took the first step, and laughing with the teens they worked 
with brought them closer.

Laugh at Yourself
Adolescents and young adults are invariably self- conscious and take great care, for the 

most part, not to draw attention to their flaws. The adolescent world is actually a giant 
illusion of “coolness,” with everyone desperately trying to appear confident, capable, and 
self- assured (see the in- the- box exercise in chapter three). The reality is that every teen-
ager is just as flawed as the next, albeit in different ways. And this is true not just of teens. 
Every adult also has her own flaws, insecurities, and fears. It’s absurd when you think 
about it— all of us walking around putting our best foot forward and hiding our vulnera-
bilities, creating an ideal that results in more self- doubt and shame. We can help to reverse 
this in our own way by modeling the opposite and freeing ourselves at the same time. One 
way to do this is to laugh at ourselves. Make a mistake in front of the adolescents? Laugh! 
Drop something or otherwise appear clumsy? Laugh! Spill something all over your clothes? 
Laugh! We are not advocating that you purposely become an incompetent laughing-
stock— we are just suggesting that you take those embarrassing situations that we all 
experience in the course of the day and see the humor in them. How wonderful for the 
youth you serve to see you as a human being who doesn’t take everything so seriously. 
And how wonderful for you to be able to model rolling with the punches, recovering from 
mishaps, and having a good time, all while maintaining your professional boundaries and 
identity. Isn’t that what we want to teach our youth—how to maintain good humor and 
keep things in perspective?

One barrier to the working relationship for many adolescents is the power hierarchy 
inherent in our interactions. We are the teachers, doctors, coaches, counselors, and so on. 
We are the “experts” and they are not. Laughing at our own mistakes, foibles, and flaws 
helps even the playing field and strengthens the relationships at the same time.

Be in the Know
There is a whole world out there that we adults often miss— the media that adoles-

cents consume on a daily basis. Anyone who has ever worked in a middle school has heard 
quotes from South Park, The Simpsons, or Family Guy. But do you know the context? While 
it may be debatable whether or not the youth who repeat these quotes are getting the 
satirical intent, it is very helpful to know where these words come from. If nothing else, 
you will be in on the joke, and you may even find yourself entertained. Make an effort to 
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scan the most- viewed YouTube videos once a week. You can be sure that the young people 
you work with are familiar with what you will see. And at a minimum, know what popular 
movies are on the radar of youth culture. Some adolescent behavior that appears inane is 
based on this media, and knowing its origin can help you connect. There is a way to 
connect around the material without being immature and unprofessional. Sometimes it is 
useful just to make references to these funny moments when you are explaining a concept 
or illustrating a point. Being familiar with this material allows you to relate to young 
people in a way that gives you more credibility and strengthens the relationship.

Because the media that young people consume is rapidly changing, a good way to stay 
on top of it is to ask adolescents in a general way what they are watching, and then just 
keep your eyes and ears open for opportunities to observe this media yourself. You needn’t 
make it a burden; just stay alert. And if you hear teens talking about something or using 
a word related to popular culture that you don’t know, ask what it is and give them an 
opportunity to teach you something. The connections you build with them will make it a 
valuable investment of time.

Another great way to stay connected through the use of humorous media is to clip 
cartoons and copy video clips, and share them with the teens you work with. Consider 
posting humorous things—a “joke of the day,” relevant cartoon, or funny YouTube video—
in your office, on your website, or on the blackboard. This simple act shows you have a 
sense of humor, builds opportunities to laugh together, and strengthens your connections.

Keep It Friendly and Respectful
While young people are frequently attracted to comedians who are insulting and 

shocking, in order to preserve and build relationships we want to only use humor that is 
warm and friendly. There is no place at all for critical humor, distancing sarcasm, or ridi-
cule when working with youth. Model your humor on friendlier comedy. We advocate the 
use of humor to build a relationship, not to create embarrassment or fear. Watch sarcasm 
carefully, and consider using the feedback tool we offer at the end of the chapter to 
monitor the impact of your humor on the relationship. If you inadvertently cross a line, 
apologize. (You’ll find more about apologies later in this chapter.)

Be Careful with Inside Jokes
It can be great fun to develop inside jokes— jokes that only you and a subgroup are in 

on— with adolescents. They create a sense of connection because they arise out of shared 
experiences and funny natural interactions. The entire adolescent social culture is a big 
inside joke that we adults are deliberately excluded from, so creating our own inside jokes 
taps right into the sense of uniqueness and individuality so important to young people. 
Being “in on” the joke makes you part of an exclusive club, and using this advantage to 
benefit the relationship makes sense.
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When making reference to inside jokes, it is also very important to keep in mind that 
inherent in the concept is that some people are excluded from the joke. Always be careful 
to use inside jokes in such a way that it does not leave others feeling left out. For example, 
a coach should feel free to develop inside jokes with the entire team, but not necessarily 
with just one or two players on the team. Or a classroom teacher may develop different 
inside jokes for different classes, but should probably avoid doing so with individuals or 
small groups within classes. A counselor may develop an inside joke with an individual 
client, or within the whole therapy or support group. The important rule is to maintain 
an unwavering focus on connection rather than exclusion.

Smile
There is much research on the interrelation of facial expression and mood. We prob-

ably are all aware that our moods affect our facial expressions, but did you know that our 
facial expressions also influence our moods? It goes both ways. Smiling improves mood. 
Laughing improves mood. When we are in a particular mood, it is not uncommon to look 
for experiences and information in our environment to support the existing mood. This 
is why depression and anxiety can be so insidious— they are self- reinforcing. One treat-
ment for depression simply builds up behaviors that are incompatible with a depressed 
mood (such as being physically active, socializing, and contributing in some way).

If you are in a good mood, you are likely to convey that good mood to others with 
smiles and other warm expressions. If you get to work and you’re irritated, annoyed, or 
having a bad day, make a conscious effort to actively turn your mood around by smiling 
and showing a warm face to the world. You will be pleased with the warmth you’ll get in 
return. Try it, and you’ll see that the act of smiling is incompatible with being angry. 
When you are smiling, you will notice the funnier things around you, you will be easier to 
be around, and you will allow your humor to emerge and benefit your relationships. 
Making a deliberate effort to smile not only improves your own mood and makes you 
more relatable to young people, it also predisposes you to finding the humor in everyday 
experiences. This subtle change will bring more natural humor into your work and result 
in more authentic and effective relationships with young people.

Share the Fun
Look for opportunities to laugh with the teens you work with. Perhaps devote a few 

minutes each day to sharing a funny story. This can become an ongoing ritual in your 
setting, and if you are clever, you may even be able to take the material from the funny 
story and weave it into the lesson or skill you are trying to teach— integrating humor, 
teaching, and relationship building in one fell swoop.
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Here’s an example: A therapist asks a teen if anything funny happened during the 
week. The teen reports a situation in which she spilled a soda on her pants and it looked 
to everyone else as though she hadn’t made it to the bathroom in time. After validating 
the discomfort that had to exist in the moment, the therapist finds a way to laugh at the 
experience, sharing a similar experience of her own in the past. As they work together, 
the therapist refers back to the “soda on the pants” as an example of something that felt 
insurmountable when it was happening and then became a funny story over time, as a 
way of illustrating that things aren’t always as bad as they seem. This funny experience 
thus becomes an inside joke, a valuable therapeutic lesson, an opportunity for the thera-
pist to be self- deprecating (by telling about her own embarrassing moment), and a bonding 
experience.

Authentic Feedback
We talked in the previous chapter about the importance of soliciting feedback from ado-
lescents as a way to demonstrate respect for their experience and make adjustments to 
better meet their needs. We now look at giving and receiving feedback as a means of 
expressing authenticity. When we provide and receive feedback, we increase self- awareness 
and model self- monitoring. Knowing oneself is essential to the ability to be authentic.

As valuable as feedback is, it can be difficult to communicate, and it does not always 
feel good to give it or to receive it. To solicit it involves taking a risk, tolerating unpredict-
ability, and making oneself vulnerable. Think of how hard it can feel to tell someone that 
what he is doing is not working. It is especially difficult when you are trying to communi-
cate your dissatisfaction to someone in a position of authority. Now think back to a time 
when someone provided feedback to you, indicating some imperfection, or pointing out 
the skills that could use some work. How did it feel to get this feedback? What was your 
response? Did you embrace the critique, defend it, refute it, or maybe turn it around on 
the other person? Both giving and receiving feedback requires a sturdy ego.

Authentic feedback is most effectively given and received in the context of a respect-
ful relationship. With respect, people feel safe. When people feel safe, they can more 
comfortably take risks, make themselves vulnerable, and be honest. Honest feedback, 
openness, and the emotional reciprocity it takes to give and receive feedback ultimately 
contribute to building respect and authenticity in relationships. When the teens we work 
with feel they can let us know when something does not feel helpful or right for them, and 
we receive that feedback with openness and thoughtful consideration, we have allowed 
them to speak their truth without judgment or negative consequence. Whether we agree 
with their feedback or not, it is true for them and we must at least consider a validating 
response. What must ultimately be reinforced is the courage it takes for teens to allow us 
to see a real part of them. This is a privilege that is earned by adults. Let’s look at the dif-
ferent aspects of an adolescent’s functioning that we can help shape through feedback, 
and some of the ways we can do so effectively.
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Giving Helpful Feedback
Youth workers often find it necessary to give feedback to an adolescent about a prob-

lematic situation or behavior. This can be awkward and uncomfortable. But when deliv-
ered effectively, feedback is a relationship enhancer. There are a number of effective 
strategies for communicating feedback while maintaining a focus on the relationship.

One approach is to focus your feedback on a personal trait or characteristic. The 
advantage to this strategy is that it is not situation dependent. When we address a trait 
such as determination, sensitivity, or sense of humor, we express our interest in the person 
in a deeper way. We can use this approach to reinforce something that’s working well or 
to redirect something that is interfering with the attainment of the adolescent’s goals. We 
like to describe traits and characteristics as a two- sided coin. There is an upside and a 
downside. When we help teens to understand how their actions serve them in different 
situations and show that we value the characteristics fueling their behavior, we authenti-
cally communicate admiration and respect, and the relationship grows. We need to make 
it clear to teens that we are interested in knowing them as individuals, that we’re emotion-
ally invested in them, and that we’re committed to helping them reach their goals.

You can then focus on the characteristic you want to address with the young person. 
You might start by explaining that this trait has enormous use and can serve her well 
(giving examples of how), but that in this situation it may be getting in her way. If you give 
this teen feedback with brutal honesty (“Stop being such a pain in the neck and get with 
the program”), you are likely to get even greater pushback. If you tell the teen, on the 
other hand, that you can really appreciate how strongly she feels about things and that 
you admire her determination in taking a stand, you will likely get her to listen.

We can also communicate feedback by describing particular behaviors and helping 
teens to see which behaviors advance them toward their goals and which ones are barriers 
to success. It is worth repeating that tone and intent matter. Consider starting with a 
statement or question acknowledging what is important to her before helping her explore 
whether her approach has moved her closer to what is important or further away. Feedback 
does not have to be one- sided. It can be a dialogue that elicits self- exploration on the part 
of the adolescent so she can come to conclusions on her own. It may take more time, but 
it will be time well spent.

Flip the Coin

Sixteen- year- old Fiona is working with you in therapy on issues related to interpersonal 
relationships. She often gets into conflicts with friends and family members and blames 
others, abruptly ending relationships. She tells you about a situation with her friend 
Courtney, who is dating someone Fiona hates. Fiona feels Courtney is choosing her 
boyfriend over her, and Fiona is fed up with it. She tells you that she texted Courtney 
to say she won’t be friends with her until she breaks up with her boyfriend.
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“Flipping the coin” is framing a strength and a problem behavior as two sides of the 
same characteristic— a technique that promotes willingness to accept feedback. Let’s see 
how we can flip the coin effectively with Fiona to help her better understand her ways of 
dealing with conflict. You’ve learned that Fiona often alienates people with her all- or- 
nothing conditions and reactivity. When she feels wronged, she is inclined to sacrifice the 
entire relationship. She has been doing this since she was young and has lost many friends 
as a result. People perceive her as insensitive and callous. In this current situation, you 
fear she will alienate her friend Courtney and continue the same destructive pattern. So 
how can you give Fiona feedback about her approach without her feeling that you are not 
on her side, or that you are being critical of her?

One of the best ways to give feedback to a teen is by guiding her to the feedback on 
her own. With honed skill, we can ask questions that lead her to her own conclusions. 
Here is how the conversation might go with Fiona:

Therapist:  I know how close you and Courtney have been over the past year. You 
guys have spent so much time together. What is it about her 
relationship with her boyfriend that really bothers you?

Fiona:  Well, besides the fact that I never see her anymore because she is 
always with Henry, I despise Henry!

Therapist:  It sounds like you’re feeling that Courtney isn’t as available to you now 
that she is with Henry, but let’s come back to that. What it is about 
Henry that makes you feel so strongly about him? You clearly do not 
like this guy.

Fiona:  Do you remember that guy I told you about who used to make fun of 
me in elementary school? The guy who called me “Fiona the big, fat, 
green ogre”? The guy who tormented me until he finally moved away 
in fourth grade?

Therapist:  That’s Henry? (Mouth open in astonishment.) No wonder you hate him. 
That’s why this is so hard for you.

Fiona:  It’s bad enough I have to share my best friend with any guy, but this 
guy is such a major asshole. I hate him and I hate her with him! Every 
time she mentions him or I see him I remember how crappy I felt all 
through elementary school. I just want to tell him off so bad. He 
doesn’t even recognize me because I used to be fat when I was little. I 
bet he doesn’t even remember what a jerk he was. I just can’t stand 
him. So I told Courtney I can’t be friends with her if she is going to be 
with him.

Therapist:  Fiona, do you think Courtney knows why you hate Henry so much?
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Fiona:  She should. She totally knows that a kid named Henry tortured me in 
elementary school. We talked about how we both got bullied when we 
were younger. So she should know. But she hasn’t said anything to me. 
She just keeps bragging about having a boyfriend.

Therapist:  Is it possible that Courtney is not making the connection that this is 
the Henry who bullied you?

Fiona:  (Thinks for a moment.) I guess.

Therapist:  I’m not saying that Courtney would break up with Henry, but I do 
think she would be more understanding of your feelings and try not to 
talk so much about him to you, if she were clear how you feel about 
Henry and why. Also, this is a total long shot, but do you think it 
might also be possible that both you and Henry have changed enough 
since you were nine to be able to get along at least civilly? What do you 
think about talking to Courtney?

Fiona:  I’ll just get so mad I’ll end up yelling and telling her off. I don’t know 
what to say.

Therapist:  First of all, it is amazing that you know that about yourself. That is 
insight, and it is an incredibly important skill, so that’s awesome. You 
know, Fiona, one of the things we know makes it so hard for you to 
control your reactions is that you’re intensely sensitive about getting 
hurt by others. Your sensitivity makes it really hard to keep your 
emotions in check enough to communicate calmly and without 
attacking the other person. Your urge to attack is also an evolutionary 
response to protect yourself. Both of these qualities, your sensitivity 
and your instinct to protect yourself, are important qualities. Each of 
them is like a two- sided coin. There is an upside and a downside. We 
know the downside is what makes you feel so reactive. So what is the 
upside?

Fiona:  I have no idea. I just keep getting so mad and pushing people away.

Therapist:  Fiona, your sensitivity is an amazing gift. It is what allows you to also 
think about how other people feel and relate to them when they are 
upset. Think of all the times you have been such a support to your 
friends. And your need to protect yourself is important, too. It is a 
signal that you feel your boundaries are being violated, which is so 
important to recognize. Now let’s talk about how you can use that 
signal and your sensitivity more effectively with Courtney.
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It is Fiona’s intense sensitivity that leaves her feeling so hurt and rejected by her 
friend’s relationship with her boyfriend, someone Fiona does not like. Once we establish 
her sensitivity and self-protective instinct as strengths, we can begin to discuss how those 
qualities may also get in her way. When she can take ownership of her behavior with 
greater understanding, she can begin to identify her goal (to maintain her friendship) and 
find ways to authentically respect her own limits while more effectively expressing herself 
in her friendship.

To Say or Not to Say

For the past three weeks, Jackson, age thirteen, has arrived to your tutoring sessions 
smelling of horrible body odor. The weather has recently become warmer. You think 
Jackson is not aware of his personal hygiene needs. You are finding it very difficult to 
work side by side with Jackson without becoming repulsed. You are committed to 
meeting his tutoring needs, but this is making it very difficult to focus on your work 
with him.

This is an uncomfortable situation for any adult to be in with an adolescent. It is also 
a common situation, particularly with younger adolescents, whose bodies are changing 
faster than their awareness of the consequences. There are many different subjects that 
can be embarrassing to address with teens, such as personal hygiene or appearance (pro-
vocative dress, for example). And there are times when it is really none of our business. 
But when the issue is affecting our work with that person or when, in the context of our 
role, we see the issue might be hurting him (by alienating friends or teammates, for 
example), it is our responsibility to say something. It is in these situations that you may feel 
uncomfortable saying something, but it’s important to address such issues sooner rather 
than later.

How can you, as Jackson’s tutor, let him know that he needs to be more attentive to 
his hygiene, without insulting or alienating him? With honesty, clarity, brevity, and sensi-
tivity. It is important to frame the comments in terms of the natural growth and matura-
tion that occurs with adolescents. If you can communicate your caring intent, the 
conversation is likely to result in more connection, rather than disconnection. You could 
say something like this:

• Jackson, we’ve been working together for a while, right? (Yeah.) I’ve always been 
honest with you, right? (Yeah.) Bud, now that the weather is warm and you are 
sweating more, you need to use deodorant. (Okay.) Now let’s figure out this essay.

Or:

• Jackson, you are really growing and maturing, which means your body is starting 
to smell when you sweat. Are you using deodorant? (Yeah, but it wears off and I 
have PE last period.) Can you keep some in your gym locker? (I guess so.) Great. 
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Otherwise I need to get some scented candles for our tutoring sessions. (You 
wink; he smiles.) Okay, let’s move on.

Or:

• Jackson, I’m noticing that your body is starting to smell like a teenager. Do you 
use deodorant? (I have some; I just never use it.) How come? (I forget.) I know. My 
kids had the same trouble remembering. My son kept it on his nightstand so he 
would see it and remember when he woke up. I also got him an extra one to keep 
in his backpack in case he forgot or needed more later. Do you think you could do 
that? (Yeah.) Cool. Okay, what are we working on today?

This is a straight- to- the- point, nonjudgmental, problem- solving approach. In each of 
the examples, the tutor states the observation, normalizes it, and proposes a solution, then 
moves on. In our experience, adolescents appreciate when adults are open and direct, and 
not apologetic or sappy, when giving sensitive feedback. Consider the alternative. When 
we are uncomfortable about something and don’t address it, teens will pick up on it and 
know there is something wrong, but they may not know what, and they’ll start imagining 
all kinds of reasons why you don’t like them. Honest, open, and thoughtful feedback is the 
way to go.

Name That Behavior

Ms. Myers counts on Shandra as the design editor for the school yearbook. Her role 
includes input on layout, design, and the vision for how all the components of the 
yearbook would fit together. However, Shandra has frequently been absent from 
yearbook meetings and has recently had many conflicts with the other yearbook editors.

As an outside observer, you may think the solution to this is simple. Shandra is not 
fulfilling her duties, so she should be removed from her position and replaced. But a her 
history teacher and yearbook staff advisor, Ms. Myers knows how creative Shandra is and 
how committed she feels to her position on the yearbook committee. And Ms. Myers has 
been understanding because she knows Shandra is struggling academically and dealing 
with challenges outside of school. Ms. Myers has spoken to Shandra on several occasions 
about her absences and lack of communication with the other editors without any positive 
results. But despite these continuing behaviors, Ms. Myers knows that Shandra’s partici-
pation makes her feel important, and she does not want her to lose this opportunity to 
contribute.

So here’s how Ms. Myers decides to approach the situation: She names the behavior 
by directly pointing out what needs to change, and she develops a contract with Shandra’s 
input, including conditions that Shandra notify Ms. Myers of any absence, follow up with 
her after the meeting, and regularly communicate with the other editors by email or 
phone. The contract also includes feedback and direction about what is expected with 
regard to respectful communication with colleagues and compliance with deadlines. 
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Shandra agrees to these expectations and conditions in order to keep her post on the 
yearbook staff. In this case, describing the behaviors that are causing problems and stating 
the expectations clearly allows Shandra to move forward successfully.

Put Behaviors in Context

Adolescents may also benefit from feedback on how their behaviors are impacting 
others. This understanding helps mitigate the egocentrism that is developmentally inher-
ent in teens. It also helps create motivation for change. Let’s use the example of Shandra 
and Ms. Myers to see how we can help young people understand how their behaviors 
affect others.

Ms. Myers could simply have presented the contract she wrote to Shandra and told 
her to read and sign it, and from there expected things to change. Instead, Ms. Myers 
understood that if she really wanted to support Shandra in making those changes, she had 
to talk with Shandra, go over the contract item by item, answer questions, negotiate 
points of contention, and, most importantly, give Shandra feedback on the importance of 
her role and participation in the yearbook process. Here is what Ms. Myers said to Shandra:

Shandra, I know you are having a hard time with things at home and you have missed 
a bunch of school. I also know that you are behind in your classes and need to make up 
a lot of work. Your role on the yearbook committee and your creativity is really 
important, and I don’t want to lose you as our design editor. If we are going to help you 
maintain your position, some things really need to change. Your position and all the 
editor positions are a huge responsibility. You are a leader and as such you need to be 
able to be relied upon not only to make deadlines at the last minute, but to 
communicate with your editor colleagues throughout the editorial process. Many of 
your colleagues are feeling it is really hard to communicate with you because either you 
are not there or you are barking orders at them. I know you are stressed and that it has 
been hard to be at the meetings consistently, but we need you to be more involved, at 
least through regular, respectful communication. I am hoping this contract will help you 
do that. If you need any support or guidance along the way to meet these expectations, 
I am available to assist. Now let’s go over the contract.

By taking the time to explain to Shandra the importance of her role and her collabo-
ration with others, Ms. Myers helped Shandra see that the need for her to make changes 
in her behaviors was tied to a larger goal. Without her participation and communication 
with the other editors, the team would be unable to do their jobs, and the finished product 
would be impacted. Ms. Myers also offered understanding, support, and guidance, while 
being very honest about her expectations. She remained flexible without compromising 
the end result. She was also able to reinforce Shandra’s value to the project, which helped 
Shandra be open to the feedback. There are many instances when conveying honest and 
authentic feedback to adolescents is needed to reach goals. The ultimate value of feedback 
is in its authentic delivery, which also serves to strengthen the relationship.



Authenticity

103

As difficult as it can be for adults to give feedback, it is infinitely more difficult for us 
to receive it, especially since adolescents are not always gentle in their delivery, if they 
offer it at all. So let’s now turn to strategies that will help us receive and implement feed-
back from teens.

It’s Easier to Give Than to Receive
Before we speak to receiving feedback, it is critical to highlight how powerful the need 

for approval is for teens. It may seem hard to believe, but when the relationship feels 
meaningful, teens care very much what we think. So it makes sense that they would be 
reluctant to speak up, especially when they have something negative to say. The fact that 
they care so much and seek our approval gives us power that must never be abused. It is a 
privilege to be privy to a teenager’s genuine thoughts, feelings, and vulnerabilities, so 
honest feedback must be honored and respected. When we let them know we value what 
they think, feel, and say, it opens the door for them to more freely share their feedback.

It is our responsibility to communicate our openness to receiving feedback from the 
adolescents we serve. They need to know we welcome their thoughts and ideas and even 
criticisms. So at the beginning of a therapy relationship, new semester, new program, or 
new season, we should clearly say that if there is ever anything that they have a problem 
with or a concern about, or if there is anything we are doing that does not feel helpful, we 
want to hear about it so we can work with them to resolve the issue. This statement 
should be a routine part of any orientation process for a new working relationship with 
teenagers.

How can we make sure teens know we are truly open to their feedback? We must be 
able to hear it and accept it in whatever form it is communicated. Even the harshest or 
most indirect expression of feedback presents an opportunity to help teens learn about 
effective communication, reciprocity, and relationship building. It is also an opportunity 
for us to evaluate and improve our approach and interventions with those adolescents we 
serve.

Not a Two- Way Street

Alex storms into his therapist’s office for his scheduled appointment, sits down, and 
crosses his arms. His therapist says hello and asks if something is wrong. Alex replies, 
“Ya think, smart one?”

Once we have communicated our desire and openness to feedback, we need to show 
adolescents our receptivity when they do speak up and give it to us. Keep in mind that the 
teens who are skeptical, don’t yet trust us, or don’t trust adults in general will test us by 
undiplomatically giving us what we ask for. The key is to respond by letting them know 
we are willing to hear their concern, even when their tone is off- putting.
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Alex was clearly angry in the above example. When his therapist asked him what he 
was upset about, Alex retorted with sarcasm, “Well, you’re so smart— why don’t you tell 
me?” The therapist tried to coax Alex to share what he was angry about, to no avail. He 
tried asking Alex yes- or- no questions, all of which Alex answered with “no” until the 
therapist asked, “Is it something I said or did?” This question was met with silence. The 
therapist assured Alex that whatever it was, he was open to hearing it and working with 
him on resolving Alex’s concern. Alex finally shared that he was upset about his therapist 
talking to his parents about his drug use. Alex stated that his parents had taken away his 
driving privileges and were all over him, keeping track of his every move. He blamed his 
therapist.

Alex felt there was a betrayal of confidentiality by his therapist. Without getting into 
the ethical specifics and grey areas this scenario poses, it requires a discussion between 
Alex and his therapist. The therapist needs to explain to Alex what prompted the con-
versation with his parents, hear Alex’s concerns, reassess the decision about talking with 
Alex’s parents, clarify when he may or may not talk with Alex’s parents in the future, and 
assure Alex that from here on he will make every effort to talk with him in advance of 
any communications with his parents. There may be some reparative work to do with 
Alex, perhaps including an apology— depending on the circumstances and the therapist’s 
conclusion about the necessity of disclosure.

Now let’s talk about tone. Remember that emotion regulation skills are still a work in 
progress for adolescents. (The overactive amygdala is competing with an immature pre- 
frontal cortex.) When their tone is disrespectful, it is best to address this delicately with a 
gentle request for a respectful tone and words, not a demand. And be very careful with 
interpreting tone in the first place. Many teens sound disrespectful when they are angry, 
and they may not intend to communicate disrespect. Give them the benefit of the doubt 
and focus on the words rather than the tone whenever possible. When it comes to tone, 
it is not always a two- way street between teens and adults. Adults must always maintain a 
respectful tone, while teens are still perfecting this skill. Once you have validated their 
concern (we will get to the art of validation in chapter eight), remain flexible and open- 
minded in your response. This may be especially difficult in a school setting, where we 
tend to believe that one set of expectations applies to all and that it’s not fair to make any 
allowance for a different approach. But nothing is written in stone, and one approach 
never does fit all. There is always leeway to make adjustments based on legitimate needs.

Encouraging Feedback

When it comes to the adolescents with whom we have solid connections and a mean-
ingful working relationship, we need to remember their need and desire to please us. This 
is especially true for girls, who often don’t want to say anything they think may hurt 
people’s feelings (at least not to their faces). Boys are not exempt from wanting to please 
adults, though more often they may feel pressure to act like they don’t care (like they are 
too “cool” to be bothered). Continue to encourage honest and open feedback and teach 
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that speaking up will be positively received as a mature self- advocacy skill. This is also a 
great opportunity to model how to receive feedback openly without taking it personally. 
Receptivity to feedback further solidifies genuine reciprocity, helps you get to know each 
other and yourselves better, and further establishes the experience of authenticity within 
the relationship.

If we want there to be reciprocity and collaboration toward a goal, we as adults must 
be open to things not going the way we want— and perhaps instead in a way we may not 
have imagined but that nonetheless feels satisfactory to all parties. Ask yourself how open- 
minded you are when teens come to you with ideas for change. If you want the benefits 
that feedback brings to the relationship, you have to genuinely take it in. If you sense a 
teen has something to say but is hesitant, help her out. Elicit her feedback by encouraging 
her to tell you what is on her mind, and reassure her that you will give every consideration 
to her message without reproach. Sometimes this means we also have to apologize— 
something we have found many adults do not do as well as they should.

The Art of the Apology

In working relationships with teens, an apology goes a long way— and does not come 
easily. It requires humility, the courage to admit when we are wrong or could have done 
better, and temporary deference to the adolescent— not in our role but in our humanity. 
This is where many adults get stuck. There is an erroneous belief that as the adults, if we 
admit that we are wrong and the adolescent is right, or give credence to the adolescent’s 
perceptions, we give our power away and the adolescent will no longer see us as an author-
ity. This notion focuses on the use of power in relationships for power’s sake rather than 
an authentic exchange that includes modeling management of human fallibility. In reality, 
teens will have greater respect for you as an authority figure if you consider their feelings 
and offer an apology when appropriate.

Most of us have never been taught how to extend an effective apology. The goals of 
an authentic apology are to:

• Express genuine remorse for what we have done that the other person experi-
enced, or may have experienced, negatively. (We may get cues rather than direct 
feedback from adolescents that let us know we may have done something wrong.)

• Apologize without making an excuse, minimizing feelings, or blaming the teen 
for eliciting our behavior. (“If you would follow directions, I would not have to 
embarrass you in front of the group” or “I’m sorry if you are overreacting to what 
I said.”)

• Address the needs and feelings of the other person, not make ourselves feel 
better— though that may occur secondarily.

• Seek feedback that will help prevent similar missteps in the future.
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• Extend the apology without expecting an acceptance of our apology or an apology 
in return.

• Communicate respect and mend the relationship.

We gain strength in authenticity, and this means at times acknowledging when we 
have made a mistake, intentionally or unintentionally hurt someone’s feelings, or contrib-
uted to a conflict. This is when an artful apology is in order. Not only will adolescents 
appreciate the consideration an apology communicates, but they will have a skillful model 
of how they can apologize to others.

Self- Awareness Provides Feedback Too
When we are being inauthentic in our interactions with teens, we usually know it. 

The following list of cues, however, can help us to recognize when we are off track and 
need to refocus our efforts on being authentic:

• Feeling bored, sleepy, or uninterested.

This may be a signal that reciprocity is missing in the interaction, and you are not 
responding naturally. Consider looking at what could be getting in the way: Are 
you experiencing an emotion that would be worth sharing with the young person? 
Is there something he is doing that you find difficult or uncomfortable? Consider 
gently letting him know.

• Not being honest about your opinions or feelings, or not feeling true to yourself.

The social world of adolescence is very powerful, and sometimes our work with 
youth will trigger our own memories of wanting to fit in, feeling excluded, and so 
on. When this happens, you may find yourself responding inauthentically (as 
many adolescents do in the service of being accepted). When this happens, it’s 
important to cultivate your self- awareness and try to catch yourself in the moment. 
This can be accomplished by taking an honest look at your reactions at the end 
of the day, and pinpointing those times when you responded less than genuinely— 
including times when you refrained from expressing an opinion. Vow to do it 
better tomorrow, and practice. We cannot stress this enough. The results will lead 
to better relationships with youth, better outcomes, and a stronger sense of self.

• Finding teens’ ideas offensive or distasteful.

Adolescent behavior is often off- putting and is at times designed to offend. If the 
teens you work with do this routinely, it may be due to you not recognizing and 
stating your own limits. Think about the behaviors that you find offensive. Pull 
each teen aside and tell her that for the sake of your relationship, you would like 
her to stop (or change, or limit) this behavior in your presence. Be willing to meet 
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her halfway. For instance, maybe there is something that you are willing to change 
as well. Until these issues are addressed, the relationship will likely suffer.

• Disconnect between what you say about a teen to others and what you say to the 
teen directly.

Remember, we communicate authenticity not only in our direct communications 
with adolescents but also in our conversations with team members, colleagues, 
and parents, and in any written documents we produce regarding adolescents’ 
behavior or progress. Ask yourself if your notes or reports are authentic in terms 
of your concerns. Also ask yourself how you would feel if those teens or their 
parents read your notes or reports, or overheard you talking about them to a col-
league or in a meeting. All documentation and discussion should reflect honest 
feedback and be shared in a way that communicates respect and care for the teens 
you work with, at all times and in all forms.

Relating Authentically with Parents and Caregivers
A challenging aspect of working with young people is the necessity of maintaining rela-
tionships with the adults in their lives as well. Adolescents will frequently complain about 
normal (or not so normal) stresses with family members. It is very important to provide 
support and at the same time be careful not to judge the parents or caregivers who are 
providing for them. There are always two sides to a story, and while we want to convey 
acceptance and help the teens we work with, we do not want to alienate the people they 
live with.

A very talented coach we interviewed for this book shared an experience he had with 
a parent that radically changed the course of a teen’s life. We would like to share it with 
you.

Blanca was an amazing basketball player. As a freshman, she tried out for her high 
school basketball team and made varsity. After seeing her agility, speed, and shooting 
accuracy, the coaches knew that she would be the star of the girls’ basketball team for 
the next four years. They had their eye on the state championship, which they felt was 
in their grasp. As long as Blanca was on the team, they knew they could have a 
winning season.

After tryouts, the coaches posted the list of girls who made the junior varsity and 
varsity teams. The next day they held their first varsity practice and were surprised to 
see that Blanca was not there. They were confused. The following day they asked to 
meet with her and inquired about her missing the initial practice. Blanca’s eyes began to 
well up with tears. She explained to the coaches how much she loved basketball and 
wanted to play but that her father would not let her. She expressed her dream to play 
basketball in college and later professionally. She had been able to convince him to let 
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her play as a little girl, but as she got older her father resisted more and more. This year 
he put his foot down, Blanca said, so she had to let go of her dream. She said she 
couldn’t talk more about it and said her father would never change his mind. After the 
coaches shared their opinion of her immense talent, Blanca managed a “Thank you; 
I’m so sorry,” as she left the office sobbing.

The coaches could not figure this out. They thought of some possible reasons this 
father would not allow his talented daughter to play a sport she clearly loved. Maybe 
she has to take care of younger siblings at home after school? Maybe her father is 
worried she will neglect her studies? Maybe there is something else going on in the 
family that is troubling? After talking it through, they both agreed that Blanca was too 
good a player to give up on helping her reach her dreams. They decided they needed to 
talk to her father.

The coach who offered to go was considerate and respectful of the family’s culture, 
and he felt he could have an honest talk with the father. The next day, he went to the 
house, and the father answered the door. He knew who the coach was and reluctantly 
invited him in. “I know why you are here, and the answer is no,” the father said. The 
coach was understanding and asked the father what his concerns were about his 
daughter playing basketball. The father repeatedly said he would not change his mind. 
The coach shifted gears and decided to express to the father how talented a player his 
daughter was. He told the father how she could dribble the ball skillfully around the 
best senior players, how her shooting accuracy was unsurpassed, and what a 
supportive teammate he had seen her be. The father nodded as if he knew. Then the 
coach said, “You know, I think she is really good enough to get a full college basketball 
scholarship.” He said he could not promise, but she seemed that good. The father 
looked up at the coach. This had gotten his attention. Though he still did not consent, 
he now had tears in his eyes. All he wanted, he said, was for his daughter to get the 
education he never had.

The coach tried one more time. “What is it you are so worried about?” he asked, 
rattling off the list of possible concerns he had come up with. The father just shook his 
head. After a short silence, he looked at the coach and said softly, “I am worried that if 
she plays competitive sports, she will turn lesbian.” The coach understood the cultural 
expectations and preconceptions about gender roles. He acknowledged these beliefs and 
then brought the focus back to the question, “What if playing basketball helps her get a 
college education?” After some more discussion and thought, the father decided to 
allow his daughter to play. Blanca ended up helping her high school team win the state 
championship her junior and senior years and was offered a full ride to college.

This story reminds us that the most effective helping adults are the ones who can 
walk the authenticity tightrope effectively. When you serve an adolescent, you are serving 
her parents or caregivers as well, and great care needs to be taken to be authentic and 
honest with them.
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Here’s the Rundown
Authenticity involves genuineness, honesty, sensitivity, and reciprocity. In this chapter, 
we discussed many ways to be real with adolescents through transparency, humor, and 
feedback. We also discussed receptivity to feedback from adolescents and the importance 
of authentic apology when appropriate. For many, being authentic is something that 
comes easily; for others, it takes more work. It is important to remember that authenticity 
is in fact a skill that needs to be continually practiced in order to become instinctive. 
When adolescents feel the adults in their lives being real with them, they will respond in 
kind. Just remember to be patient— authenticity is a skill they are learning as well.
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Checklist for Increasing Authenticity
When you are finding it challenging to experience or demonstrate authenticity toward 

an adolescent, it may be helpful to review the following:

  Orient the young person to what the process looks like and what is expected of him.

  Explain your role clearly and directly.

  Clarify and state your own boundaries. (See the worksheet later in this section.)

  Be open about your own fallibility and what you don’t know.

  Consider the use of humor to increase natural and spontaneous interactions.

  Spend time playing with children to increase your comfort with humor, play, and 
spontaneity.

  Consider allowing yourself to be seen in a silly or playful light with the adoles-
cents you serve.

  Spend some time every week looking at the things that teens find funny.

  Look for opportunities to laugh at yourself.

  Use humor that is warm and inclusive, not critical or cruel.

  Apologize if you inadvertently offend.

  Smile.

  Look for opportunities to develop inside jokes.

  Seek out funny stories from the teens you work with.

  Give teens feedback about personal characteristics and qualities.

  Help them understand the double- sided nature of personal characteristics.

  Take an open and honest approach to uncomfortable or sensitive feedback (like 
about personal hygiene).

  Identify behaviors in need of change or adjustment.

  Be clear and specific about the behaviors you observe.

  Foster understanding about the effects these behaviors may have on others.
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  Receive feedback openly.

  Look for useful feedback that disrespect may contain.

  Recognize when you may need to elicit feedback.

  Apologize when you have made a mistake or your behavior has caused hurt.

  Be authentic with parents and caregivers.
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Boundary Clarification Worksheet

1. What is it specifically that the young person is doing that is crossing a line?

2. Have I allowed the adolescent to cross this or a similar boundary in the past? If no, 
proceed to question 3.

a. If yes, think about why it is triggering you in this circumstance.

3. Have I ever stated a limit around this in the past?

a. If yes, consider restating the limit in a gentle and caring manner, reminding the 
teen that this is a line that is not to be crossed.

b. If no, apologize for not having said something sooner, and empathize with how it 
might feel to have a limit set. Then clearly state your limit.

4. Check in on the impact on your relationship.
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Rating Scale for Authenticity
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:

My Provider: N
ot
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Explains what is expected of me.

Is “real” with me.

Admits his or her mistakes.

Uses humor appropriately with me.

Is open to giving and receiving feedback.

Is there anything your provider could do to be more authentic, genuine, or honest?





Chapter 6

Kindness

Being kind is a universal antidote to aggression, tension, and hostility. When we are effec-
tively displaying kindness, we are embodying friendliness, generosity, and consideration in 
our interactions with others. The adolescent world can be extremely unkind, and young 
people will often mimic the behavior of their peers, even when it is rude and rejecting. 
This poses a challenge for youth workers; we will frequently be exposed to unkind behav-
ior among adolescents, and we will at times be on the receiving end of this same behavior. 
Endeavor to remain the kind and calm port in the storm to maintain credibility with 
young people and build relationships that matter.

Being kind is wholly consistent with setting limits and boundaries. It is the overlay of 
warmth in the interaction that contributes to an adolescent accepting limits and your 
authority, without requiring you to be heavy handed.
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In Their Own Words

The Impact of Not Being Kind

 ▶ “I hate going to the after- school program at my school. The director just yells at 
everyone.”

 ▶ “My therapist is useless. She doesn’t pay attention to what I am saying and keeps 
asking me the same questions over and over.”

 ▶ “When I was in a psychiatric hospital for an eating disorder, the attendant who 
had to monitor me while I was in the bathroom would say, ‘No puking in there.’ 
It felt so humiliating and judgmental.”

The Impact of Being Kind

 ▶ “I love going in for help from my Spanish teacher during lunch. She always has 
treats for anyone who shows up for help.”

 ▶ “My coach was like a second parent to me. Whenever I didn’t know what to do 
I would go talk to her, and she never steered me wrong.”

 ▶ “I can tell my doctor anything. Once I had to go see him because I thought I 
might have an STD, and he was really kind about asking me questions, giving 
me information, getting the tests done, and making sure I was emotionally 
okay.”

Proof That Kindness Matters
It seems counterintuitive to present proof that kindness matters. Everyone has witnessed 
or experienced the power of kindness. Who could argue that kindness is not an effective 
relationship enhancer? What may not be so obvious is that kindness benefits the giver as 
well as the receiver. When adult volunteers were asked to perform and record acts of kind-
ness daily for just ten days, they reported an increase in life satisfaction (Buchanan & 
Bardi, 2010). Acting in a kindly way leads to greater happiness and better relationships, 
which in turn contribute to ongoing kindness. This phenomenon also holds true for 
youth. Preadolescents asked to record three acts of kindness daily on a log reported greater 
peer acceptance and popularity, which correlated with better academic performance and 
less bullying (Layous, Nelson, Oberle, Schonert- Reichl, & Lyubomirsky, 2012).
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Kindness flows naturally from empathy and compassion, and researchers are discov-
ering that compassion can be cultivated. Compassion- focused meditation practice quickly 
improves the experience and expression of compassion; in other words, this is a skill that 
can grow, much like athletic or academic skills, with deliberate and sustained practice 
(Weng et al., 2013). Human beings are able to personally experience the emotions of 
others, and many of us actively seek emotional experiences by listening to music, watch-
ing movies, or reading. We hope to have piqued your emotions as you read this book.

Research on empathy points to two contributing phenomena: mimicry and emotional 
contagion (Singer & Lamm, 2009). Mimicry is the tendency to imitate and absorb the 
emotions of the person you are interacting with, by mirroring her facial expressions, body 
language, and movements. These physical signals influence our mood and contribute to 
empathic responding. Isn’t that fascinating? Our emotions are partly a result of the bodily 
sensations we experience, which are themselves influenced by the people around us. 
Emotional contagion is the triggering of emotions in us that are congruent with emotions 
expressed by those around us.

Both of these processes contribute to empathic responses, especially when the emotion 
we are observing is one that suggests vulnerability and neediness. As helpers, we are sensi-
tive to these emotions, and then offer the support and guidance that the emotions may be 
requesting. Empathy is harder to experience when the emotion being displayed by an 
adolescent is anger or contempt, as is frequently the case. In these situations, in order to 
provide a kind and compassionate response, we must manually override emotional conta-
gion, mimicry, and the automatic urge to respond in kind. Ongoing practice with develop-
ing compassion and responding kindly makes the effective though counterintuitive 
response easier to access. For such a process to work we must “be” with the adolescent; 
that is, we must stop what we are doing and focus our attention on the young person in 
front of us.

Compassion- focused therapy and compassion- focused cognitive behavioral therapy 
are effective in helping individuals develop a more compassionate approach to self and 
others (Gilbert, 2010). These therapies all have core elements of directing kindness to 
oneself and others to alleviate suffering. Compassion and kindness are trainable skills and 
ones we hope you will to commit to learning. They will lead you to kind responses and 
interactions, resulting in greater contentment, strong connections, and relationships that 
work to bring about change.

Adolescents Remember Kindness
There are many different ways to express kindness and caring. Consider these two very 
different adolescent experiences. The first is about an experience in high school:

My twelfth- grade English teacher and I did not have a good relationship by the end of 
my senior year. Before my second semester, I had quit taking a prescribed medication 
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I’d been taking for a few months. This caused a few negative side effects. I became very 
depressed and frequently dozed off in class, which was unlike me. I also withdrew 
socially. Almost all of my teachers noticed the difference and reached out— which I 
greatly appreciated— but my English teacher did not. He saw me as just another senior 
with “senioritis,” making excuses. Difficult as it was, I sent him an email explaining in 
detail what I was going through. I hadn’t told any of my teachers about quitting my 
medication, even those who had asked about my change in mood and behavior. And 
when I did finally tell someone— my English teacher— he never even replied.

This story is about a very different experience, in college:

My freshman year in college started off really rough. I’ve always had trouble keeping 
track of my work and staying organized. The responsibilities of getting myself up on 
time, hauling myself across campus to get to classes, getting all the needed class materi-
als, and keeping up with the work was exhausting. Truth be told, I was not doing it all 
that well. Then I got sick and missed a couple weeks of classes. After that I had a hard 
time mustering the energy to get to class and do any work. Even the thought of emailing 
my professors was overwhelming. I started feeling discouraged and depressed. I was so 
worried about falling behind I just avoided getting caught up, which— now I know— 
made things worse. Once I reached out, my professors were actually more supportive 
than I expected, and my communications professor was amazing. She spent lots of time 
not only offering the information and materials I needed to get caught up, but getting to 
know me as a person. I still had a hard time getting to many of my classes, but I never 
missed my communications class. One day, sitting toward the back of the large lecture 
hall with at least a hundred students, I sneezed. In the middle of the lecture, my com-
munications professor paused and said, “Alexandra, was that you? Oh my goodness, 
you poor thing. Gesundheit!” Then she went right on with the lecture. I couldn’t believe 
she actually stopped her lecture to recognize my sneeze! I will never forget that as long 
as I live. I just felt so cared for.

Adults Need Kindness Too
We demonstrate kindness through our behavior, tone, and attitudes toward others and 
the systems in which we work. When the climate of a school, a team, a program, or even 
a single office emits kindness, it is a place we want to be. When the culture where we work 
does not reflect kindness, it feels much harder to work toward change. This is Tracy’s 
challenge.

Tracy is a newly minted counselor, eager to apply the skills she has been honing in her 
formal education and in the workplace. She lands a job at a community youth center, 
where she is responsible for after- school programming, and approaches it with enthusiasm 
and energy. She is struck by the lack of perceived warmth among the staff, and 
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experiences the atmosphere as hostile and tense from the very first day. Some of the staff 
members bark at the kids. There are few smiles, and little support from her coworkers for 
her initiatives. In fact, it even appears to her that there may be outright sabotage of her 
success, albeit passive and unspoken.

Tracy begins to feel discouraged as she has trouble getting any of her ideas off the 
ground. She really enjoys her interactions with the kids in the program, and she reminds 
herself that it is the kids that count, while she has increasingly difficult interactions with 
the staff. She meets with the executive director of the agency to discuss her observations 
and is stunned when he reacts with hostility and threats. He tells her to “grow up” and do 
her job, and if she doesn’t think she can manage it, to find employment elsewhere. He tells 
her he can’t “babysit” her and calls her “high maintenance.” Tracy agonizes over how to 
respond. Should she leave this job for the sake of her mental health, or try to change the 
system from within for the sake of the kids who are receiving services?

Sadly, we have heard similar accounts of working conditions many times. Bullying, 
name calling, excluding, whispering, gossip, and cliquey behaviors occur in both the adult 
and adolescent worlds. Your own observations of the way you are treated as a colleague 
and supervisee very likely signal how the adolescents in your setting may feel. They are 
reflective of the culture of the workplace. While we have the choice to stay or go, the 
adolescents in our care typically do not. They are sometimes stuck in environments that 
are unkind and that lead to the development of unkind behaviors in themselves. If we are 
going to affect adolescents through kindness, we must be mindful of how our behavior 
and the behavior of other adults shape the culture in which we work.

Acting Opposite to Emotion
When adolescents are not exhibiting kindness, we need to remember not to mirror their 
expression. Because mimicry and emotional contagion have such a powerful influence 
over our emotions, we will find ourselves at times matching a teenager’s mood with our 
own. This can be disastrous when that teen is angry and verbally threatening. As helpers, 
our role is to remain reasonable in the face of the chaos that is often the adolescent’s 
world. This can be accomplished with the deliberate use of acting opposite to emotion.

Imagine that a young person storms into your office and rants about an experience, 
using threatening words and a loud voice, complaining that adults (including you) can’t 
be trusted, and conveying that she feels like giving up. Most of us get emotionally trig-
gered in these situations. We may want to take control, set limits, or chastise. When we 
are fortunate enough to notice this urge before we act on it, we can implement the skill of 
acting opposite to emotion (Linehan, 1993).

Start by noticing the urges that are arising from your emotional experience, and 
simply act in a way that is inconsistent with that emotion. For example, when the angry 
teen triggers an urge to sternly enforce rules, instead (when the situation allows for it) 
respond with warmth, and with calm in your voice and body language. Amazingly, within 
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a few minutes you will likely notice the teen before you responding to your emotions and 
facial expression. You will be using mimicry and emotional contagion in the service of 
growth! 

Be careful, though. Adolescents are very tuned in to the perception of disingenuous 
responses, so be yourself and make it natural. Some teens will react even more negatively 
to a response that smacks of what they call the “kindergarten teacher” voice, which we 
sometimes inadvertently display when we are trying very hard to maintain control in our 
reactions and avoid showing our annoyance or impatience. The best way to avoid this is 
to not feel those things in the first place, and the second best option is to fake it, and fake 
it well. Once you’ve had some practice, you should find that this intervention is remark-
ably effective. We encourage you to use the feedback forms at the end of the chapter to 
fine-tune your delivery. This is one of those skills that will make you memorable to the 
teens you work with for years to come. It is useful for soothing intense emotions, increas-
ing reasonable and rational behavior, and facilitating change and growth.

Many Ways to Express Kindness
We intuitively know that kindness matters to people of all ages, so why is it particularly 
important to adolescents? Think about one of the most common things teens say to 
describe a negative interaction with a helping adult (or anyone, for that matter): “He’s so 
mean!” or “She’s so mean!” Why is the word “mean” so frequently used? What gets in the 
way of helping adults exhibiting kindness? Many adults who work with adolescents have 
expressed concerns that if they are kind, or “too nice,” teens will not respect them, will 
walk all over them, or will break the rules. Some think that “being nice” means telling 
teens only what they want to hear. These are justifiable concerns. But gaining respect, 
maintaining boundaries and limits, and providing honest feedback to adolescents are 
critical for building positive relationships. And we would argue they can all be more effec-
tively accomplished using kindness.

Kindness has many expressions. We can offer kindness by being thoughtful and com-
passionate, through generosity, and by expressing and teaching gratitude. For those who 
believe in the value of instilling fear in teens, please consider that kind approaches can 
lead to better and longer- lasting results, and provide benefits for the giver as well. And rest 
assured, limits and boundaries are also a necessary part of being kind to young people.

Making Space for Compassion
Every adolescent has a story. We may be privy to that story or not, depending on our 

role in that teen’s life and the trust he feels in us. Some stories are of travels far and wide, 
some are of adventures and achievements, some involve love and kindness at home, and 
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others may be riddled with terrors and injustices we could never imagine. We cannot 
always know each and every story in its entirety, nor is it always appropriate for teens to 
show their raw vulnerability. The important thing is to recognize that each story is viscer-
ally real for each adolescent.

A very talented educator shared an exercise he and his colleagues facilitated to better 
understand the achievement gap between white and minority students in one school 
system. This educator, Mr. Thomas, asked the principal of a high school to select the 
students struggling the most academically to participate in a conversation about how they 
experience school. About fifteen kids volunteered. Mr. Thomas and his colleagues stated 
the purpose of the discussion and asked for the students’ help and insights toward the goal 
of bettering their academic experiences. What transpired was awe- inspiring and coura-
geous. One after another, the students told stories of violence they had experienced in 
their homes and communities. A mother shot and killed by a father. A cousin shot in the 
crossfire of gang violence. A high school girl raped by boys in her neighborhood and too 
scared to report the crime. As the students continued to talk, something amazing hap-
pened. The tough exterior and “I don’t give a shit” demeanor slowly shed to reveal gut- 
wrenching and tender vulnerability. They validated each other and expressed care and 
support. Mr. Thomas was in tears along with these students.

Each of those teens had a story. When someone cared enough to ask about their 
experience, they shared it. Mr. Thomas went back to the principal and asked her if she 
knew any of these students’ stories. She had no idea. She only knew they were trouble-
makers and made the school a tough place to teach. After Mr. Thomas shared what he 
learned, she thanked him and responded that she had a whole new respect for these stu-
dents. She knew many of them had it rough, but the real experiences reported brought 
that reality to life. The light that was shed led to a renewed approach at the school, to a 
kinder and more compassionate education for all of its students.

When They Don’t Make It Easy

Think of an adolescent who triggers or frustrates you in your work, and for whom you 
find it difficult to feel empathy. Practice this next strategy with that adolescent in mind.

Our lives are busy, and when working with adolescents, we can easily be pulled in 
different directions and end up feeling scattered, stressed, and overwhelmed. We have all 
found it hard to experience empathy for an adolescent who is particularly challenging; at 
the same time, it is so important to maintain a commitment to each teen we work with. 
In fact, it may be that the most frustrating and unkind adolescent is the one who is most 
in need of our kind and respectful response. A wonderful technique for increasing empathy 
toward all young people is a variation of loving- kindness meditation. Try this practice 
whenever you are feeling challenged.
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1. Find a comfortable position. Direct your attention to yourself, and reflect on how 
you are worthy of respect, love, and kindness. Direct loving and kind feelings 
toward yourself for a few moments.

2. Now direct your attention to someone close to you— someone you’re very fond of. 
Perhaps this is a family member or a very close friend. Extend the love and kind-
ness that you have directed to yourself toward this person, and allow yourself to 
feel the loving, kind, and respectful sensation wash over you and this person in 
your mind.

3. When you have experienced the love and kindness toward yourself and also 
toward someone very close to you, extend the love and kindness to someone 
neutral, someone who does not evoke emotion in you at all. This could be a 
coworker, for example, or a clerk in a store, or a neighbor. Allow yourself to extend 
the love and kindness to this person, and fully immerse yourself in the warmth 
and openness that the extension of this kindness brings to you.

4. As you extend the warm, loving feelings outwardly, allow them to extend to a 
larger group of people who are somewhat neutral to you, such as your neighbors or 
coworkers. Focus your love and kindness and respect on this larger group, and 
experience the connection you begin to feel for this larger group of people, all of 
whom are fighting their own battles and are deserving of kindness, respect, and 
patience.

5. Finally, direct this love, kindness, and respect to the adolescent who is triggering 
for you. Extend the warmth and understanding you have felt toward yourself, your 
loved ones, and your community to this teen who is perhaps feeling alone, is not 
experiencing this warmth from others, and is just as deserving (and likely more in 
need) of kindness and respect. Direct your attention and love toward this person, 
allowing yourself to feel connected to her struggles and imperfections, just as you 
have extended your love and respect toward yourself in spite of your own flaws. 
Soak in this warmth and allow it to drip into your attitude toward those who are 
challenging to you.

This approach is very helpful when applied specifically to a challenging young 
person, and is even more helpful when practiced regularly and not solely in response to 
negative feelings. Most music download sites offer recordings of loving- kindness medita-
tion, if you prefer having verbal guidance as you practice. There are numerous books and 
websites devoted to the technique as well. Like many of the approaches we advocate, 
loving- kindness meditation and other meditative practices improve relationships and 
outcomes with adolescents. They give us a greater sense of connection to the world 
around us and an overall increased sense of spirituality. They open us up to be more 
thoughtful in our work.
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Honoring Adolescents as Individuals
One way to foster compassion is by thoughtfully honoring adolescents as individuals 

who bring different qualities, characteristics, and experiences to the table, and remember-
ing that each one has a unique story. All teens have something to offer. Let them know 
when they have been missed; engage them by affirming they have something valuable to 
contribute; and notice when they don’t seem themselves. These thoughtful expressions of 
care and concern mean a lot, whether they’re acknowledged or not, and they encourage 
the teens we work with to trust, connect, and bond. It may take longer with some teens 
than others to connect this way, so we need to be thoughtful about their readiness to 
engage as well. Patiently using the strategies already discussed— such as mirroring back 
teens’ strengths, recognizing positive attributes in them and in their intent, and attempt-
ing to understand the function of their behavior— is its own expression of kindness.

Remember too that each adolescent brings her own temperament and personality to 
the relationship. Some are slower to warm up than others; some like more stimulation; 
some are cautious; some are bold. Show kindness toward all, especially those different 
from you. Some temperament traits contribute to a rockier road during adolescence. 
Understanding this, and expressing kindness and compassion, will offset some of these 
challenges and, at the same time, identify you as one of the adults who “gets it.”

Giving Praise
Oftentimes mistakes, missteps, and concerns or “issues” are the focus of our work. A 

student missed a deadline. A patient did not follow through on the treatment plan. 
Conflicts at home become the focus of therapy sessions. The nature of what we do with 
adolescents is to facilitate growth and change, and so focusing on what is not going well 
seems a reasonable place to start, right? Yes and no. It’s important to recognize what needs 
to change. At the same time, focusing on what the teen is doing right and praising even 
small steps toward progress can catapult growth. Noticing and praising accomplishments 
not only allows the teen to feel celebrated and honored, it also serves as a template for 
what to continue doing in the future. Major achievements, such as winning a competition 
or earning an academic honor, are obviously worthy of celebration; but the smaller 
achievements deserve elevation, too. The best way to approach it is to think about any 
achievement as relative to that adolescent. If Charlie has not been to class in a week and 
then shows up on time, that is an accomplishment to be recognized. If Tiffany was able to 
improve her layup technique enough to increase her points compared to her last game, 
that’s also a reason for praise. By praise we mean stopping to take the time to specifically 
verbalize what you’ve observed and make the connection to the improved outcome. So 
many small accomplishments are dismissed, overlooked, or minimized by the teens them-
selves. They need adults to stop them in their tracks and say, “Really, that was incredible, 
and it will make a positive difference.”
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Tone and Body Language
Let’s go back to what leads an adolescent to assess a helping adult as “mean.” Teens 

told us that the way adults communicate with them meant even more than what they 
were communicating. Tone of voice, facial expression, eye contact, and body language 
make the difference in how our message is received. Any nonverbal expression that made 
adolescents feel belittled, misunderstood, underestimated, or intimidated was described as 
“being mean.” If an adult is “being mean” repeatedly (and for some teens all it takes is 
once), then the adult is fated to be seen as a “mean” person. So what does “nice” look and 
sound like? It is a calm tone of voice, a smile, a kind look in your eyes, consistent but not 
glaring eye contact, open posture, and the maintainance of appropriate space. Sounds like 
a complicated tango? It can be, especially because nonverbal communication affects dif-
ferent teens in different ways. Remember to factor temperament into your considerations, 
and to ask for feedback, as each teen is unique and you will need to tailor your responses 
for the best fit.

Physical Boundaries
There are times when touching an adolescent in the context of our work can be not 

only appropriate but a powerful expression of kindness. Momentary touches can commu-
nicate a range of specific emotions (anger, fear, disgust, love, gratitude, sympathy, happi-
ness, and sadness) that our brains can detect with impressive accuracy (Hertenstein, 
Holmes, McCullough, & Keltner, 2009). We know a teacher who personally greets every 
student with a handshake upon entering the classroom each morning. A high five to rec-
ognize an accomplishment in the classroom, on the field, or at camp can foster bonding 
and camaraderie. Hugging an adolescent when your relationship comes to an end may be 
an appropriate expression of warmth and kindness. Of course, doctors, nurses, trainers, 
and physical therapists, among others, engage in physical contact as a part of their prac-
tice. Touch is a significant emotional signal, and it functions to increase production of 
oxytocin— a neuropeptide signaling feelings of connection, bonding, and trust— and 
decrease production of cortisol, a stress hormone (Carey, 2010).

It’s important that we take certain considerations into account and never be presump-
tuous in initiating any physical contact. Adolescents who may have experienced trauma, 
have sensory sensitivities, or have difficulty reading and recognizing appropriate boundar-
ies may have negative reactions to any initiation of touch, even the most seemingly innoc-
uous. Any decision to use physical contact of any kind must include consideration of the 
following:

• Your profession’s ethical standards

• Your organization’s policies and expectations
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• How well you know the teen and his history

• Whether contact is indicated for the purpose of evaluation or treatment, and 
whether it requires informed consent by the parent or teen

• The necessity of transparency (not keeping it a secret)

• The general rule that touch in your work with teens must never be sexual in 
nature, or have undertones of such intent

We include physical contact as a part of the discussion on kindness because there are 
contexts in which touch can enhance the expression of warmth in the working relation-
ship. We also recognize that it is critical to maintain the boundaries of the specified 
working relationship with an adolescent and not engage in any behavior that leads to 
discomfort. This can be tricky because teens can be hesitant to express discomfort given 
the power differential in the relationship. Thus, using any physical expressions of kindness 
should involve careful consideration, including consultation with colleagues or supervi-
sors, and adhere to the ethics and regulations of your job or profession.

Gratitude
Experiencing and expressing gratitude are formidable acts of kindness. When we are 

thankful for the opportunity to work with and learn from teens, this attitude resonates 
through our interactions. Expressing gratitude in any number of ways has huge positive 
effects. It cultivates empathy, fosters a present mindset rather than focusing on what you 
are missing, and leads to a greater sense of happiness and well- being for both the giver and 
the receiver. Gratitude can be cultivated through deliberate practice, and expressing it is 
an important way to model desired behavior for teens. Here are some of the basic things 
to remember:

• Express appreciation for small changes and contributions.

• Embrace struggles as gifts.

• See challenges as opportunities.

• Remember that crisis brings about opportunities for change.

• Find the gift in each and every person.

• Remind yourself that if both you and the adolescent show up, something is 
working.

• Take time each day to reflect on the things that you are grateful for.
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With reflection on gratitude, any negative can be transformed into a positive. Our 
jobs are hard enough without belaboring all that opposes us. Take time to be grateful and 
adolescents will be grateful for you in their lives.

Give a Little, Get a Lot
Think of how it feels when someone extends herself to you in a way you may not have 

expected. A customer service representative takes the time to patiently walk you through 
a question or concern about an insurance claim. Your barber runs after you with the 
glasses you inadvertently left in his barbershop. A server at a restaurant makes sure your 
water glass is full before you even realize you need more. And all with a smile, friendly 
banter, and a warm spirit. These are all examples of people taking extra time and care to 
anticipate and meet our needs. These may all be things we generally expect of any good 
service provider, but what happens when we do not receive such care— or worse, get a 
rude, inconsiderate, “all business,” or condescending response from the person designated 
to meet our needs? Would you feel like doing business with that person or establishment? 
What if you had to keep going back to that same person?

Adolescents are tough customers. They rail against adults who are “mean” to them, 
and they work hard for those who are “nice” to them. We may not be able to connect in 
a deep way with every adolescent, but kindness goes a long way toward building the kind 
of relationship that fosters positive outcomes.

Generosity with Time

Teens have told us many stories of adults in their lives who took extra time with them 
on the field, in the classroom, or in the community. Every single one of these teens recog-
nized that these adults were extending themselves beyond what was expected and took 
their own time to do so. This meant so much to them. Being given this extra time made 
them feel important. As a result, they felt more motivated to perform in those domains. 
That is pretty compelling evidence for kindness.

We asked providers for examples of ways they extend kindness in their practice with 
adolescents and got some great ideas:

• Mention it to a teen if you saw something that made you think of him.

• Watch a TV show, movie, or online video, or listen to a song, that a teen recom-
mended or that you know means something to him.

• Let him know you really thought about something he said to you or feedback he 
gave you and how it resulted in some kind of change on your part.

• Plan original and engaging sessions, lessons, or time with him.
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When adolescents feel you are being generous with your time, they will reciprocate by 
putting their time into the work they do with you.

Generosity with Resources

Though it is not always possible to dip into our own pockets to enhance our work with 
adolescents, when we do, it goes a long way. Consider how many teachers go out and pur-
chase items for their classrooms that are not covered by the school’s budget. We have 
found in our own work and in the accounts of other youth providers that small acts of 
giving are so appreciated by teens that the minimal cost or planning is well worth it. Here 
are some ideas:

• Give cards or small gifts to honor birthdays or other important milestones. (Small 
surprises yield big appreciation.)

• Offer a structured, concrete reward (a treat, or access to a special activity, for 
example) for reaching identified goals.

• Keep snacks and drinks in your office or waiting area.

• Take the teens you work with out for a celebratory treat after a win, or a consola-
tion treat after a loss.

Again, it is important to keep boundaries in mind when rewarding or celebrating with 
adolescents. What you do for one, do for all. No reward or gift should be given outside of 
the working relationship or hidden from others. Also, within the working relationship, 
any rewards or gifts should reflect the work at hand and goals achieved and be develop-
mentally appropriate for the teen. Make no mistake; teens appreciate little gifts as much 
as younger kids— maybe even more. A word of caution, though: In and of itself, and 
without the other elements of a positive relationship in place, giving gifts or rewards can 
be seen by teens as exploitive or manipulative. This type of kindness works best in the 
context of a relationship that includes all the other elements discussed throughout this 
book— respect, authenticity, predictability, and acceptance.

Generosity of Spirit

Generosity of spirit is not a single or particular act. It is a state of mind, a way of sharing 
yourself with others freely and without expectation of anything in return. Extending your-
self to others from a solid moral and emotional core, with authenticity and belief in the 
greater good, is generosity of spirit. Though it may be hard for teens to describe this quality 
in words, they can smell it a mile away. When we send signals that we are open, available, 
curious, and hopeful, we offer generosity of spirit. This way of being is not conditional and 
not meant to yield any particular outcome. But however adolescents respond, the outcome 
can only be enriched by an atmosphere where they feel wholly embraced.
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Achieving generosity of spirit takes self- awareness, self- compassion, and the courage 
to make and own mistakes. This is where our own self- care is critical. If we are to extend 
ourselves without reservation in the bounds of our work with teens, we must recognize 
when we feel depleted and in need of recharging. Embracing healthful lifestyles and taking 
time for ourselves no matter how stretched we may feel are choices we must make. This is 
also a powerful opportunity to model self- care to adolescents. And those adolescents will 
feel safer in your care when they witness your attention to your own needs.

Humility
Working with young people is humbling. If we try to assert our authority or domi-

nance, we are likely to be aggressively challenged. Paradoxically, teens respond to humil-
ity with increased deference. Expressing to them that you don’t know it all, that you are 
always learning, and that you strive to respond in ways that work is a surprisingly effective 
way to demonstrate kindness. Proceed with caution, though; this only works if you truly 
believe that you don’t know it all, and if you are truly open to learning from the teens you 
work with. An internal mindset that we are not any better than those we serve, that we’re 
all struggling in our own ways, helps us to maintain a humble approach to our work and 
kindly ally with young people.

The Kindness of Limits
Rhonda, age seventeen, was quieter than usual in therapy group. She seemed 
disconnected and more distracted by her phone than usual. Though she was relatively 
new to the group, she had been connecting nicely with the other girls. Efforts to 
reengage her were minimally successful. When it was her turn to share what was going 
on for her that week, she revealed that she had skipped school that day and had been 
smoking marijuana, and was “still a little high.”

Kindness should not take place in the absence of limits, and limits are most effectively 
reinforced using kindness. It is not usually kind or nice to allow teens to step over the line, 
ignore rules, or compromise expectations or boundaries. Teens are famous for negotiating, 
pushing back against limits, and convincing adults to give in. But don’t fall for this trick. 
They also express the greatest respect and connection with those adults who stay consis-
tent and have high expectations for them— including the expectation that they will exer-
cise self- control and follow the rules.

There are times when exhibiting flexibility and negotiating expectations can be 
useful. This is usually the case when an adolescent realistically lacks skills to meet stan-
dards and needs accommodations or smaller steps to achieve. However, most times, 
holding the line works toward, rather than against, building the relationship. So how can 
limit setting be achieved using kindness? It’s all in the frame. The beauty or lack thereof 
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in such a picture has so much to do with the frame around it. We as helping adults must 
become master spin artists. We must make the argument for limits in such a way that 
teens see what is in it for them.

So what would it look like to set limits in the scenario described? When adolescents 
show up for our services under the influence of substances, whether in our office, in the 
classroom, or on the field, it poses a dilemma. We use this example because if you work 
with teenagers long enough, you are likely to be faced with similar circumstances. Some 
may say there is no dilemma here— you call them out on their use and remove them from 
the setting. But it’s important to remember that teens are sensitive to accusations and may 
react defensively or aggressively to being blamed. We may not know for sure they are 
under the influence unless they specifically say so, as in Rhonda’s case. In situations where 
it’s not so clearly reported, sometimes the substance can be smelled or behavior becomes 
disruptive, in which case the best course is to sensitively address the behavior at that time. 
Removal from the setting may be necessary to preserve the larger group or community. 
Depending on the setting, there may also be disciplinary or legal consequences, which 
may damage your relationship with that teen, at least in the short term. Even when acting 
promptly, and especially when teens are under the influence and lacking in judgment and 
self- control, we must proceed carefully and with sensitivity. The frame in this case is to 
pull the teen aside and let her know that she doesn’t seem to be herself (and share what-
ever you see, hear, or smell). Accusations are not usually effective at this point; most teens 
will vehemently deny the use and become defensive. The next step is to communicate 
that regardless of the specifics, the teen doesn’t seem able to participate fully in the service, 
activity, or lesson at that time. And finally, the key is to have a follow-up conversation 
with her when she’s in a clearer frame of mind. Again depending on the setting, it may be 
appropriate to contact parents or other supervising adults. During follow up, it is impor-
tant to be honest with adolescents about the steps you took and why. The frame here is 
kindness and concern. We want them to get as much out of what we have to offer as pos-
sible, and be able to contribute their knowledge, thoughts, and insights to others. Those 
things cannot be achieved if they are under the influence and therefore not fully present 
for the task at hand.

In Rhonda’s case, the therapist asked the teens in the group if they had any feedback 
for Rhonda after she revealed that she was high in session. The other group members were 
open in telling Rhonda that they really like her and missed her input. They encouraged 
her to stay clean in general and also emphasized that they wanted to be with her— and 
not an impaired version of her— in group. The therapist also followed up individually with 
Rhonda, expressing that she wanted to help her get the most out of the group. The thera-
pist reviewed the group guidelines, shared expectations, and gave Rhonda additional feed-
back about her value to the group without substance use. She also explored what factors 
may have contributed to her decision to come to group high. Finally, she secured a com-
mitment from Rhonda to come to group clean, and left the door open for further conver-
sation if for any reason Rhonda was having a hard time keeping that commitment. Rules 
and limits are there for a reason. The reasons can always be framed as beneficial to the 
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teen in some way. Communicating limits in this way allows us to maintain accountability 
and demonstrate caring and kindness at the same time.

What’s Wrong with Fear?
We have yet to find any empirical evidence of fear as an accelerator for learning and 

achieving. Fear is a motivator for avoidance. The avoidance of anticipated or perceived 
negative consequences is quite powerful. Fear also initiates our fight- or- flight response. 
That is the evolutionary mechanism of survival, which keeps us alive, but in many set-
tings it does not elevate us to the level of thriving, growing, or evolving.

Think of how our flight- or- fight response works. When fear kicks in we are flooded 
with signals from our amygdala. Our heart rate increases, we are on high emotional alert, 
and blood flows to our extremities (so we can readily run or strike), limiting flow to other 
important organs, like our brains— thus limiting our thinking and processing, and the 
time needed for creativity. Fear also increases our sense of vulnerability, and therefore 
discourages the kind of risk taking that’s necessary for exploring and learning.

So why do so many youth educators and providers buy into the philosophy of fear? 
Fear creates control. Fear yields short- term compliance. Fear reinforces power. Providers 
who use this approach may be convinced it works because adolescents under these cir-
cumstances seem more eager to please (when, in reality, they’re trying to stay under the 
radar to avoid being hurt, embarrassed, or rejected). While compliance through fear can 
look like a successful outcome, teens tell us that they do not value these experiences, and 
they’re often left feeling uninspired and motivated to quit or get out of the situation with 
a feared adult. Some are even left with serious anxiety or other debilitating conditions.

In many ways, it is easier for helping adults to be in total control than to factor in the 
ongoing needs and responses of the teens they are working with. If we are to be open to a 
more reciprocal process we must be prepared to problem solve and readjust our approach 
as needed. That requires a lot of effort. The rewards, however, are great. Consider the 
evidence presented throughout this chapter for the benefits of kindness. We hope this will 
compel you to practice via a relational philosophy rather than a fear philosophy.

Kindness with Parents and Caregivers
Jon’s parents have always found their son’s behaviors to be challenging and are no 
strangers to conferences and meetings with teachers and other adults who have worked 
with him. They have received unsolicited and conflicting advice from his pediatrician, 
teachers, school nurses, scout leaders, coaches, and neighbors. They have consulted 
mental health professionals and have been left feeling that they are the problem. They 
don’t know what to do or what direction to go. They feel blamed and defeated, and 
have come to believe that Jon just doesn’t have the kind of parents that he needs.
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Raising children is a community project. All of us contribute to the outcome, positive 
or negative, in our own ways. And our influence is mediated by the adolescent’s biology, 
which establishes underlying temperament and the possible scope of change. While kind-
ness may help minimize the impact of the problems of life, it will not eliminate ADHD, 
learning disabilities, or other biologically based challenges. But human beings do have an 
instinctive tendency to affiliate with others perceived as sharing similar traits, interests, 
and experiences, especially those who are helpful and kind (Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 
2007). While this affiliation offers us an entry point into the lives of the adolescents we 
serve and allows for the development of empathy, it can also serve to pull us into the ado-
lescents’ views of their parents or caregivers. Young people are developmentally pro-
grammed to push back at the dependency they have on their parents, and this frequently 
occurs through making fun of, criticizing, rejecting, or otherwise marginalizing their 
parents. Because we may only hear the adolescent point of view, we are inclined to accept 
it as accurate.

We run the risk of alienating parents, our greatest allies, if we are not careful to keep 
things in perspective and judge them fairly. We have found it helpful to extend to parents 
and caregivers the same kindness and techniques for cultivating it that we use with teens. 
Those of us who are parents know how challenging the parent- child relationship can be, 
and that often parents and their teens bring out the worst in each other. At the same 
time, parents almost always love their children and want the best for them. We all make 
mistakes and appreciate a forgiving and kind response when we do. Empathy and under-
standing for parents who are likely doing their best given their skill set, strength level, and 
emotional reserve will enhance our openness to receive parents kindly. The metaphorical 
beating that many parents receive when they are criticized or treated unkindly by other 
well- meaning adults in the teen’s life does nothing but foster conflict and resentment. It is 
imperative that we offer understanding, empathy, and compassion to parents, as well as to 
their children.

Aligning with Parents
The best way to extend kindness to parents or caregivers is to approach them, in both 

your thinking and interactions, with the assumption that they are doing the best they can 
with what they have. Think about that for a moment. Do you believe that parents are 
deliberately trying to harm their kids for harm’s sake? Even when we think about the most 
horrific behavior we occasionally hear about, it’s usually because of problems they have 
that distort their thinking (as with parents who harm their children because they are 
experiencing command hallucinations). Other barriers to parental efficacy may be a lack 
of energy and problem- solving skills (as in depression), or lack of other skills? How can we 
expect parents to use skills they have not learned or integrated? In all of these scenarios, 
we may find the behavior toward the children damaging, and, at the same time, we must 
extend kindness so that the parents will respond and possibly change their behavior. Our 
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premise, that the relationship establishes the foundation for the young person to accept 
help and guidance, applies just as much to parents.

The alternative is to communicate blame and contempt. This will likely further alien-
ate the adolescent from their family, marginalize the parents’ influence, and perpetuate a 
cycle of hopelessness. Remember that kindness is contagious, and directing it to the 
parents is a natural and effective way to improve adolescent performance of all types.

Feedback
Feedback is another opportunity to both express and receive kindness. Enlisting the sense 
of curiosity and humility required to seek feedback demonstrates that we care. Wondering 
how a strategy did or did not work, following up on what someone thinks about our 
approach with them, or asking how a particular experience felt are important directional 
cues in our work. These cues communicate that we care about the delivery of our service 
and its impact on the adolescent, and lead to more effective work. Giving feedback to 
adolescents, whether positive or constructively negative, also conveys that we care about 
the adolescents themselves and helping them achieve their goals.

For some teens, it’s difficult to hear positive feedback or compliments. Depending on 
how the teen (or the adult) feels about herself, how she has experienced feedback in other 
relationships, and the meaning she assigns to the feedback, it may feel unnatural or 
uncomfortable to embrace. This may or may not make sense, depending on how you 
understand the adolescent. If your praise is rejected, seek feedback on how it may have 
been heard. Don’t, however, let this stop you from continuing to share what the teen is 
doing well or could be doing to improve. The more specific the feedback, the better. So 
point out the behavior, attribute, approach, or thought pattern you are complimenting 
and give the teen some evidence for your positive evaluation.

You can also model the reception of feedback by seeking it from teens. When we ask 
them how we are doing or what may or may not be working for them, we give permission 
for honest reciprocity. This communicates a “working together” approach to learning, 
problem solving, and the change process. For some adolescents, expressing direct verbal 
feedback to adults may not come easily. They may feel hesitant due to the power differen-
tial in the relationship or because they have had negative reactions to their feedback in 
the past.

There are two important things to remember here. The first is to always appreciate 
adolescents’ feedback. Expressing appreciation for their intent to let us know how they feel 
we are doing, even when the comments may seem disrespectful or nasty, is a place to start. 
We can then guide them in finding respectful words that will help us more specifically 
understand what is or is not working. Shaping this skill will help adolescents feel more 
effective as self- advocates and gain competency in getting their needs met from helping 
adults.
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The second important thing to remember is to pay attention to that which is not 
spoken. Acknowledge the expressions, respectful or not, that come in the form of nonver-
bal cues. Putting words to our observations in an empathic manner can help teens begin 
to identify and express more openly and respectfully the feedback they have to offer. “You 
look like something is really bothering you” is so much more inviting than “Don’t give me 
that disrespectful look!” By identifying that you understand they are communicating dis-
satisfaction, you are opening the door to problem solving, rather than ending the interac-
tion with an implicitly punitive response.

Feedback, whether given or received, promotes kindness and caring in the relation-
ship. It will facilitate the partnership in the work and allow for reciprocity toward growth. 
Feedback can be spontaneous or structured and routine. In order to increase both the 
giver’s and the receiver’s comfort with feedback, we encourage its regular use. A feedback 
tool to assess kindness is provided at the end of this chapter.

Here’s the Rundown
There is compelling evidence that kindness matters in building and maintaining positive 
working relationships with adolescents. In this chapter, we described behaviors, attitudes, 
and expressions of kindness and how adolescents perceive and experience kindness from 
adults. We discussed using kindness through compassion, generosity, and gratitude, and 
the consideration of boundaries as we implement these strategies. We also emphasized the 
importance of extending kindness to parents and caregivers, as well as the effective use of 
empathic feedback with teens.
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Checklist for Increasing Kindness
When you are finding it challenging to experience or demonstrate kindness toward an 
adolescent, it may be helpful to review the following:

  When an adolescent emotionally triggers anger or annoyance, consider using behav-
ior opposite to the emotion to manage your response.

  Act with compassion. Consider that there are factors you may not fully understand 
that influence a teen’s behaviors, and that you might behave similarly given the same 
circumstances.

  Practice loving- kindness meditation to increase your compassion toward others.

  Direct your compassion and kindness specifically to the traits that you admire in that 
teen.

  Make an effort to point out accomplishments.

  Maintain awareness of your body language and tone of voice, and how these might 
be interpreted by adolescents.

  Use touch (such as high fives, pats on the back, or hugs) in a responsible and ethical 
manner to enhance your kind responses.

  Experience and express gratitude for all that you learn through your work with teens.

  Be generous with your time, resources, and spirit.

  Be humble.

  Maintain a focus on limits, and enforce them kindly— without the use of fear.

  Show kindness to the parents of the teens you work with. They are often struggling, 
too, and they need our compassion and support.
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Rating Scale for Kindness
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:
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Cares about me.

Understands me.

Sees my strengths.

Recognizes and appreciates my accomplishments.

Reinforces limits and expectations in a kind manner.

Is there anything your provider could do to be kinder?





Chapter 7

Predictability

Predictability is not rigidity or adherence to the same response with all individuals across 
all situations. Rather, it means that behaviors conform to a reliable and consistent range. 
It promises dependability and allows youth to prepare for what’s to come. It is necessary 
for the development of trust and engaged learning, and rests upon the respectful, authen-
tic, and nurturing interactions previously described.

Everyone is reassured by some measure of predictability. Although adolescents may 
crave excitement, they expect things to unfold in an organized and sensible manner. 
Consider the thrill of riding a roller coaster or visiting a haunted house; these experiences 
promise excitement and, at the same time, guarantee a predictably safe and consistent 
experience. Given the level of change, turmoil, and uncertainty inherent in the adoles-
cent world, teens crave predictability with others. As a result, they seek out and commit 
to relationships with adults that provide a degree of consistency in the way the adult acts 
and responds to them.
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In Their Own Words

The Impact of Unpredictability

 ▶ “My teacher yelled at me for forgetting my book. The next day, someone else 
forgot his book and the teacher calmly told him to share with a neighbor.”

 ▶ “I hate it when you’re in trouble and don’t know why.”

 ▶ “I showed up at my therapist’s office and he made me wait for twenty minutes 
after my appointment time started, but we still ended on time.”

 ▶ “The material on the test is not what was in the study guide.”

The Impact of Predictability

 ▶ “My tutor taught me things I never thought I could do. He never gave up on me, 
even when I gave up trying. He encouraged me to stick with it.”

 ▶ “My chem teacher made the best reviews for his tests. I always left the review 
feeling wiped out but super prepared for it.”

 ▶ “My doctor has started the appointment with the same question since I was 
little, and it always makes me smile: ‘What’s new, blue?’ (I went through a period 
when I was little when I would only wear blue.) She just says it in a way that 
makes me feel she knows me and cares, even if I only see her once or twice a 
year.”

Proof That Predictability Matters
Predictability and consistency are powerful stabilizers. We use them to guide us in assess-
ing our sense of safety and security, in dictating our emotional responses, and in our 
evaluation of particular experiences and interactions. How much do we rely on predict-
ability? We anticipate the delivery of our mail around the same time. We expect to be 
seen by a provider at a scheduled appointment time. We know that when we are seated in 
a restaurant, the server will be by in a short period of time to take our order. We may even 
find ourselves drawn to familiar places when we are in an unfamiliar setting. (Have you 
ever been tempted to go into a national chain restaurant when in an unfamiliar city, 
rather than a local and unknown eatery?) What happens when we do not experience 
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predictability? What if the mail does not arrive, or a doctor makes us wait, or we sit at our 
table in a restaurant and no one shows up to take our order? Responses can range from 
annoyance and frustration to anger or anxiety. Emotions become elevated when we face 
unpredictability. We were wired in early evolution to detect unpredictability as a potential 
threat. In actuality, it may often be inconsequential— or a minor inconvenience, as in the 
examples above— but sometimes unpredictability can have a much greater consequence.

Experiencing a sense of predictability is necessary in order to be able to trust and rely 
on others. If we as adults expect predictability in our most transient interactions, imagine 
its importance in an ongoing working relationship with adolescents.

Predictability Gets Results
Predictability and consistency have been found to foster productivity and innovation, 

function as a protective factor leading to resilience, and serve as an emotion regulator by 
reducing anxiety associated with unpredictability and surprise. The research on the effect 
of developing trust through predictable behaviors and dependability shows important 
links to productivity and innovation. One study found that trust in leadership was the 
number one difference between companies ranked in the top 20 percent for innovation 
and the bottom 20 percent (Kouzes & Posner, 2002). The same study also found that 
working in a climate of trust was a predictor of innovation because predictability, as a 
foundation for the development of trust, allows people to take the risks that are necessary 
for important discoveries.

Consistency, among other traits, has also been found to be critical in effective leader-
ship. Positive leaders who produced successful outcomes were clear about their values and 
acted in accordance with them. The most effective leaders were also found to have trust-
ing relationships with those in service to them. Contributions to a sense of trust include 
integrity, accountability, perceptions of justice or a sense of fairness, and value 
congruence— all of which must be demonstrated consistently in the course of the leader’s 
relationship with his or her subordinates (Burke, Sims, Lazzara, & Salas, 2007). Leaders 
who ran successful companies all shared one attribute: they were skilled in developing 
positive, trusting relationships characterized by collaboration, open and honest communi-
cation, a connection with their employees, and a consistent and fair administration of 
practices and policies (Schaub & Altimier, 2006).

If principles such as these are valued in the business world, where productivity and the 
bottom line count, their application to helping youth achieve positive outcomes is valued 
just as much, if not more. The next time you are tempted to tell a teen to toughen up and 
deal with unfair or unexpected circumstances because “that’s just how it is in the real 
world,” remember that if reaching goals is the desired outcome, then predictability and 
consistency are critical components in the real world! We know life will not always unfold 
as anticipated, but what factors we can keep constant, we should.
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The qualities that are critical to successful leadership matched those listed by teens 
we interviewed about what characteristics are appealing in helping adults. The teens 
described a need for adults to be accountable for their own behavior, hold all kids similarly 
accountable regardless of personal traits, act in ways that match their own values, and 
consistently follow a set of principles that are deemed acceptable by those upon whom 
they are imposed. When asked about why consistency is so important to them, one teen 
replied, “Don’t you think we have enough to deal with, trying to figure out the bajillion 
changes going on in our lives, without being surprised by adults?” Predictability matters.

Predictability Builds Resilience
The mere state of adolescence is characterized by fluctuation and by physical, emo-

tional, social, and cognitive maturation. Given their developmental instability, teens live 
in a state of constant unrest, punctuated by vulnerabilities such as mood disorders; learn-
ing and attention deficits; and other physical, mental, and emotional challenges. On top 
of all this, many teens have had life experiences that have left them with a lack of trust in 
others. Even those adolescents who seem to have it all together don’t often feel that way. 
What helps to foster resilience against adversity in teens is to have a sense of stability, 
predictability, and structure in their relationships with parents, caregivers, and other 
adults in their lives.

Much has been written about resilience. We mention it because consistency and pre-
dictability in relationships have been identified as “protective factors” in developing resil-
ience. These factors, demonstrated through caring relationships across settings (family, 
school, community, and peer), are powerful indicators of whether youth will grow up to 
become successful, well- adjusted adults. In fact, protective factors are more reliable predic-
tors of positive growth than risk factors such as poverty, drug use, and others are of failure 
to achieve (Bernard, Burgoa, Izu, & Hillenburg, 2010). In other words, one caring and 
dedicated adult who develops and maintains a consistent, supportive alliance with an 
adolescent can counter the effects of life stressors and adversities.

Predictability Soothes the Savage Beast
An important function of maintaining predictable and consistent environments and 

relationships with adolescents is modulating mood. Unpredictability increases anxiety. 
Children and adolescents experience elevated levels of anxiety when presented with 
unanticipated or startling stimuli— such as, in one study, an intense blast of air (Schmitz 
et al., 2011). In addition to elevated anxiety, unpredictable negative stimuli (electric shocks 
to adult subjects) were found to activate areas of the brain that impact selective attention, 
limiting the broader attention necessary to process the entirety of a situation. Conversely, 
predictability affected areas of the brain related to enhanced activity in relevant 
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sensory- discriminative processing areas, allowing for a fuller attention to the experience. 
Predictability modulates affective processes in the amygdala, correlating with subjects’ 
reports of decreased anxiety and predictability of the negative stimulus. Predictability also 
mitigated the pain that subjects reported in response to electric shocks (Carlsson et al., 
2006). In addition to helping to manage mood, predictability improves it as well.

The implications here are important. Predictability has been shown to reduce anxiety, 
increase attention to the whole experience, and affect areas of the brain responsible for pain 
modulation. Unpredictability leads to higher anxiety and a selective attention to negative 
sensory and emotional experiences. No matter what kind of work we are doing with young 
people, having them at their emotional and attentional best is predictive of improved out-
comes. That is a powerful argument for predictability and consistency whenever possible.

Keep in mind the temperament and developmental factors described in chapter one. 
Teens who tend to be more rigid by nature will have more difficulty shifting gears or 
changing mindsets. Adolescents in general have overactive emotional centers in the brain 
competing with their still- developing impulse control. In populations identified with 
impulse control disorders, structure and consistency have been found to be even more 
critical. When adolescents do not feel a sense of predictability, we see poorer performance 
outcomes, which perpetuate anxiety and stress, and lead to acting- out behaviors. Those 
behaviors, in turn, can trigger negative and unpredictable reactions from adults. This 
dynamic establishes a feedback loop that can be difficult to interrupt. With structure, 
consistency, and predictability, on the other hand, uncertainty and thus anxiety decrease. 
When adolescents feel supported with predictable measures, anxious responses are 
replaced with assurance, which encourages their own consistent demonstrations of prog-
ress. Remember, as we interact with adolescents, that each one has her own story, her own 
set of experiences, and her own brain chemistry that shapes her attitudes, beliefs, and 
behaviors. Regardless of what horrors or joys she has lived, or what challenges she faces, a 
predictable and consistent approach by the adults in her life is a true asset.

The Impact of Unpredictability
Sometimes, we can lose sight of the impact of unpredictability, given our own busy sched-
ules. Consider how it would feel to be in the following situation:

Jeremy missed almost two weeks of school following a concussion he sustained at a 
basketball game. He followed his doctor’s orders to take it easy and refrain from doing 
schoolwork as well as from using computers, phones, and TVs for two weeks. It was 
not easy for Jeremy but he complied. When he returned to school, he had a lot of work 
to make up in all of his classes. Most of his teachers were understanding, helped him to 
prioritize the essential assignments, and forgave others. His Spanish teacher asked for 
him to come in after school so she could help him get caught up on what was happening 
in class. Jeremy agreed partly because this teacher was known to embarrass students in 
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class. She would randomly ask people if they liked each other, for example, and would 
call students “turtles” when they worked slowly. Her unpredictability made Jeremy 
uneasy, and he was not looking forward to going for help, but he showed up 
nonetheless.

When he arrived at her classroom promptly after the dismissal bell, another 
student was already there, getting help. “Sit down,” the teacher said. “I’ll be with you in 
a moment.” After a few minutes, Jeremy asked his teacher if she would be much longer 
with the other student. She told him to be patient. So he took out his biology 
homework, which he also did not understand. He thought about how he could be 
getting help from his biology teacher as he watched the clock go from 2:30 to 3:15. His 
mom was coming to pick him up at 3:30. He spoke up again and asked his teacher if 
she would be much longer with the other student, explaining that his mom would be 
there to pick him up soon. “I’ll be with you when I’m done!” she replied. At 3:40 he 
finally told her he had to go and got up and left. All he could think about was what 
embarrassment he would likely endure the next day in class.

Jeremy shared several concerns when he relayed his experience. First, Jeremy 
assumed that, in asking him to show up after school, his teacher was committed to 
working with him at that time. She did not follow through on that commitment and he 
was left sitting and waiting. Jeremy expressed further concern that his teacher might say 
something that would make him feel uncomfortable the next day. Jeremy worried the 
night before about what she might say to him based on how he had seen her talk with 
other students in the past. The unpredictability Jeremy experienced with his teacher led 
to greater difficulty completing his work and does not allow for a productive working 
relationship.

Put Yourself in Their Shoes
As adults, let’s reflect on how much we value predictability. Take a moment to imagine 
the following scenarios that might occur in your own life, and think about the impact 
they would have on your sense of safety, your anxiety level, and your irritability:

• As you commute to work in the morning, there is a major delay due to an acci-
dent, and you are at a dead stop. There is no information being broadcast about 
the delay and you have no idea how long it might last. The commuters around you 
are angry and behaving aggressively.

• It is time for your annual review, and your supervisor sits you down and presents 
you with a new evaluation form, with all new criteria, and proceeds to rate your 
performance. You had not been aware that these criteria were going to be used to 
assess your work performance over the past year, and your income is directly tied 
to your annual review.
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• You go out to eat at your favorite restaurant to celebrate a big event. It’s a popular 
restaurant, so you are accustomed to having to wait to get a table. When you are 
seated, you are surprised to discover that the menu has changed and none of the 
new dishes look appetizing.

We all do better with a sense of control over the way our lives unfold. We know that 
much of what happens in our lives is out of our control, and this is exactly why these little 
pockets of predictability are so important. They provide the perception of control in a 
relatively unpredictable world. We tend to love the rituals in our lives— the change of 
seasons, holidays, weekends, and so on—for just this reason. Unpredictable scenarios will 
affect us differently, depending on our own tolerance for frustration, underlying mood, 
and previous experiences. The same event might be more or less upsetting from day to 
day. Maintain empathy for the adolescent experience and how the lack of predictability 
and dependability will understandably lead to less stable mood and interactions.

Your Consistency Will Lead to Theirs
Modeling consistency and predictability with skills and behaviors you want to see in the 
adolescents you work with is critical for underscoring your credibility. A frequent com-
plaint among teens is about adult hypocrisy. Young people delight in pointing out adult 
behaviors that conflict with what they verbalize to kids. Providing routine and structure 
are well known to be helpful in mental health treatment, both from a lifestyle perspective 
(as in consistent sleep schedules and consistent organization of daily routine) and within 
the delivery of services. Structure provides a framework for understanding the expecta-
tions around us. It is typically comforting and soothing, and it allows neurological 
resources to be allocated to learning and goal- oriented behavior rather than emotion 
management. As such, predictability and consistency are important factors for building a 
working relationship that leads to growth. Let’s look at specific ways in which predictabil-
ity can be brought into your work with youth.

Orientation Sets the Expectations
Ellie, an eighteen- year- old high school senior, suffers a sports injury and is referred to a 
physical therapist. The physical therapist provides a variety of exercises for Ellie to 
perform at the center and also performs therapeutic massage. During the massage, the 
PT pushes down the top of Ellie’s underpants and applies pressure to her pelvic region, 
the area of the injury. Ellie says nothing, but refuses to return, frustrating her parents 
and medical team. Ellie eventually confides to her mother that she felt invaded and 
panicky during the procedure, and didn’t know if it was appropriate to say something.
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An important key to cooperation is proper orientation. Remember when you were a 
student transitioning from elementary school to middle school? Chances are the school 
provided an orientation to the new environment. When schools invest considerable 
resources into organizing these large- scale orientations, there must be a cost- effective 
reason! It helps manage any anticipatory anxiety by providing students with a preview of 
what is to come so they can begin to plan, problem solve, and develop a comfort level with 
the new experience. If large institutions can take the time to orient young people to a 
process or change, we can, too.

We all feel better when we know what to expect. It gives us a sense of control and 
increases cooperation as a result. Adolescents are particularly sensitive to issues of auton-
omy, and it benefits us to always get their permission, implied or direct, for what’s to come. 
For a coach, this may take the form of telling the athletes the format of the practice (for 
example: “Today we’ll do warm- up, sprints, conditioning, a scrimmage, and a cool down”). 
A teacher may tell the class what the plan is for the day, and a counselor will want to take 
the time to explain the counseling process (“I’d like to talk with you for a while, and then 
I will want to talk with your parents alone at the end. Is that okay with you?”). And 
doesn’t this make sense? Wouldn’t you want to be afforded the same?

How would the scenario above be different if the physical therapist had oriented Ellie 
prior to treatment? At the start of the physical therapy session, the therapist explains to 
Ellie that she will be given some exercises to do, and after that the therapist will do some 
therapeutic massage. When it comes time for the massage, the therapist explains how 
massage works and the reason for it, and explains that in order for it to be effective she 
will need to apply pressure to an area of Ellie’s body typically covered by her underpants. 
She explains that it’s easiest to do the massage by placing her hands under the waistband 
of Ellie’s underwear, although she can work on top of the underwear if Ellie prefers. She 
asks if Ellie is comfortable with the way she usually does it, and tells her that if at any 
point she feels uncomfortable, she can let the therapist know and the therapist will stop. 
At the point in the massage that she intends to place her hand under the waistband of 
Ellie’s underpants, she says out loud, “I’m now going to place my hands underneath the 
waistband of your underwear— is that okay?” Ellie feels a little uneasy, but at the same 
time allows the procedure to continue, and ultimately benefits from the physical therapy. 
This experience also flows into Ellie’s overall compliance with the physical therapy plan, 
as she is more likely to trust that the therapist’s suggestions are valid and therefore make 
it to appointments and complete the suggested exercises.

Consistency with Positive Feedback
Mr. Burton is a scoutmaster and holds the power for promotions in the troop. James is 
eager to advance. After a troop activity in which James showed leadership and skill in 
sailing, he asked if he could have a chance to earn his sailing merit badge the following 
week. Mr. Burton gave him an encouraging nod and thumbs up. The next week, he sat 
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down with Mr. Burton for his badge evaluation. Mr. Burton appeared distracted and 
dismissive. He asked James a series of questions in a dispassionate way. James was 
nervous and confused by Mr. Burton’s demeanor and did not answer all of them 
correctly. Mr. Burton simply said, “Too bad— you failed,” and went back to interacting 
with his co- leader. James felt dejected and told his parents he was thinking of quitting 
the group.

Your positive feedback with youth is extremely powerful! Use it wisely and consis-
tently, and your relationships with adolescents will flourish. We hold tremendous influ-
ence with positive feedback on many levels. When teens learn to expect positive 
reinforcement, they continue those behaviors that earn it. Remember to be authentic in 
its delivery. Notice a teen excelling in something? Point it out! Noticing and commenting 
on even small accomplishments are stepping stones to achieving greater things. For 
instance, if you want a teen to arrive on time for class, practice, or an appointment, let 
him know this, and then give him positive feedback for any forward momentum. He used 
to arrive five minutes late? Give him a high five when he gets down to three! He used to 
miss the backboard entirely when taking shots in basketball? Say “So close!” when he 
bounces the ball off the rim. The general rule of thumb is when you notice a behavior 
internally, make an effort to acknowledge and describe what you see in an enthusiastic, 
rewarding, and detailed manner. This is called “shaping” in behavioral psychology. Mr. 
Burton would be more effective with James by providing encouragement toward the 
expected behaviors, consistent with his response the prior week, praising him when he a 
gets a question right, and rewarding his effort when he doesn’t. Be predictable in your 
willingness to shape behaviors by rewarding small steps toward progress (with high fives, 
fist bumps, a “nice job,” or a genuine smile) consistently from adolescent to adolescent, 
and you will be surprised at the good will you create and the results that ensue.

Consistency with Aversive Consequences
Making the world you construct for adolescents as predictable as possible, given the 

overall unpredictability of life, is your goal. It is critical that this be done with utmost care 
when you must deliver consequences to youth. Aversive or unpleasant consequences are 
significantly less effective than the previously described use of shaping, or rewarding 
behaviors we are trying to increase. Some have suggested that the ideal ratio of positive to 
negative responses when trying to change behavior should be in the neighborhood of four 
or five to one. And yet in a pinch— and especially when we have been emotionally trig-
gered ourselves— it is the punishments and aversive responses that may occur more fre-
quently. Ideally, potential aversive consequences should be explained in advance of 
anticipated negative behaviors. When an adolescent knows what may happen as a result 
of a behavior, it affords her an opportunity to make a choice. Knowing the potential con-
sequence in advance also solidifies the adult’s position in holding that teen accountable. 
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When you do use consequences, be sure that they are consistently applied from person to 
person, and event to event. Thoughtfully applied aversive consequences may be effective 
in changing behaviors, and the relationship can withstand the impact, as long as they are 
used predictably, judiciously, fairly, consistently, and within reason.

Consistency with the Way You Treat Kids Overall
Adolescents tell us that when they observe or experience unfair and inconsistent 

treatment by adults, it infuriates them (and consequently diminishes both the adult’s 
credibility and ability to influence behavior). Treating young people equally does not 
mean treating every adolescent in the exact same way. You may find that you relate to a 
highly active and irreverent teenager much differently than you would a quiet, intellectual 
young person. Aim to tailor your interactions to each adolescent and her unique personal-
ity and needs. At the same time, endeavor to consistently express all the skills we present 
across the board in a predictable manner.

Consistency with Other Behaviors
It can be startling to experience the reactions of adolescents when they are faced with 

behaviors that are inconsistent, sudden, or unpredictable. Consider the teacher who spon-
taneously decides to take her class outside for a hike on a warm spring day. Most of the 
class is thrilled to get out of the classroom, and yet there is one fifteen- year- old girl who 
did not dress appropriately for a hike, and a male “sneakerhead” who doesn’t want to scuff 
up his shoes. What about their reactions? They may or may not express their concerns, 
and if they do, they may not do it effectively. Even when we think the unpredictable event 
will have a positive reception, the lack of consistency may throw some teens off. Taking 
the time to alert young people to changes in advance will pay off with increased coopera-
tion, less emotional reactivity, and more reasonable and logical thinking. Also consider 
the impact of the changes that might occur as a result of reading this book. Consider 
letting your adolescents know that you will be working on increased effectiveness, and 
orient them to the changes to come. Given that increased emotionality is contagious, this 
will benefit you and the adolescent both.

Following Through

Actions speak louder than words. To be dependable, we must rigorously stay true to 
our words. When we say we will check homework, we must check homework. When we 
set out a behavioral expectation, and then the adolescent fails to hit the target altogether, 
or hits it dead on, we must respond. Our credibility is on the line; our consistent and reli-
able responses are reassuring to the adolescents we serve, even when they express displea-
sure with a particular response. When adults demonstrate acceptance, kindness, and 
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authenticity, and thus teach the behaviors they expect, young people are given an oppor-
tunity to learn these skills and begin to reciprocally demonstrate them. There is leverage 
in holding teens accountable for behaviors that we explicitly model. Here are some general 
rules for following through with consistency:

• Circle back with any personal commitment you make, to establish and model 
accountability. For example, if you say you will listen to a particular song, watch 
a TV show, or check out a YouTube video, be sure to bring it up in the next inter-
action and comment on the impact it had on you, if any. One swim coach we 
know consistently got all of his swimmers to arrive on time for 4:45 a.m. practices 
by promising donuts as a reward, and then consistently delivering on the promise.

• Record data accurately and promptly if your job requires it. Students frequently 
complain that the work they do is not recorded in the teacher’s grade book, is 
sometimes lost, or is not graded promptly.

• Stay true to your stated plan, and if you change it, let the teens know why. For 
example, a coach might outline the plan for the practice when the players arrive, 
then may decide to change this plan based on observations during the practice. 
The most effective strategy is to pull the players together for a moment, provide 
context for the change, thank them in advance for their flexibility, then move on. 
Or a probation officer might decide to change the conditions of the supervision 
for an adolescent offender. Patiently explaining why she is making this decision, 
acknowledging that change is hard, and apologizing for the change will likely 
result in a stronger relationship and increased cooperation.

• Keep scheduled appointments. This is important across the board, but even more 
so with adolescents who have experienced significant disruptions in their lives— 
like the loss of a loved one, chronic crisis in the family, abuse, trauma, mandated 
treatment, or foster care placement. Thinking of our appointments with these 
kids as personal commitments to them can go far in reestablishing stability in 
their already unpredictable lives.

Promptness

Being on time is highly valued in our culture. Teachers, coaches, doctors, and coun-
selors almost always expect their charges to arrive on time, and it goes without saying that 
we must lead by example. When you may be late or absent, the more notice you can give, 
the better. And be sure to prepare for tardiness or absence with a plan for whoever may 
be filling in for you. Planning ahead in this way sends a message to the teens you work 
with that they can count on you to maintain a focus on the goals of the activity even 
when life events interfere. Many professionals go through periods where their promptness 
and consistency are compromised. Perhaps they have an ill child or parent at home, or 
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they have their own medical issues, or they are overwhelmed by the stresses of life. In 
these times, orienting adolescents to the possibility of a disruption in consistency and 
coming up with a plan in advance, ideally in a collaborative way, will minimize the impact 
on the working relationship and achievement of mutual goals. When these disruptions 
occur without warning, a brief discussion that conveys that you are aware of the impact, 
and are genuinely sorry, goes a long way toward repairing any damage done to the 
relationship.

Consistency in the Physical Environment

In our own work, we learned the importance of predictability in the setting when we 
rearranged the furniture in one of the group therapy rooms one weekend. While we felt 
that the new arrangement would accommodate the young people more comfortably, and 
it was done with the best of intentions, we were faced with a revolt at the next group 
meeting, with one group member actually leaving the room in distress. This humbling 
experience reminds us that work with young people requires constant awareness of the 
impact of change on their behavior and mood. When considering a physical change in 
your work setting, be sure to alert the teens to the plan, ask for their suggestions, and give 
them repeated reminders of the actual date the change will occur. This may not be neces-
sary for all the adolescents in your purview, but it will significantly stabilize those for 
whom it is an issue.

Consistency with Tone and Delivery
Adolescent brains are exceptionally honed to detect tone. Just as a concert violinist 

hears the slightest deviation from flawless music, adolescents’ emotional centers are reac-
tive to any hint of negativity, dissatisfaction, or judgment. As soon as that emotional 
response—usually characterized by hurt, anxiety, or anger— is set in motion, their ability 
to engage in rational and systematic thought is diminished. Adolescents tell us that they 
can instantly detect it when their coach, counselor, teacher, or doctor is in a bad mood or 
stressed out. Some of them interpret the tone as a sign that the adult is mad at them and 
write that adult off entirely. Done. That’s it. No more chances. But more times than not, 
if we maintain a consistent and positive tone over time, teens will forgive our occasional 
off day, especially if we acknowledge it. After all, we are human. The teens we spoke with 
reported knowing clearly when an adult’s tone was supportive, caring, and nonjudgmen-
tal. Being thoughtful about using a consistent tone creates a climate of predictability, 
allowing the adolescent to be at ease and open to the cognitive processes necessary to 
engage in any change or growth. Delivering consistently nonjudgmental and encouraging 
tones, regardless of your mood or stress level, and matching your tone and your actions 
helps tame adolescent emotional intensity even in tough situations, resulting in much 
more consistent engagement, no matter the task or venue.
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Having a Hard Day?

Seth was late for school again and knew his first period statistics teacher would flip if 
he walked in late on test day. When Seth pulled into the student parking lot, there were 
no available spaces. He tried the teacher’s lot and found one space left, which he pulled 
into just as Mr. Kelner, the assistant principal, was walking out of the building. Seth 
ducked but Mr. Kelner saw him, knocked on his car window, and said, “Get to class, 
son, and make sure to move this car by lunchtime.” Seth was surprised, but happily ran 
into school and made it to class just in time for the test. A week later, he again tried to 
park in the teacher lot, and the security guard threatened to have his car towed if he 
did not move it instantly. Seth was also given a referral to the assistant principal’s 
office. He thought he had nothing to worry about because this administrator had been 
so cool about the parking the week before. When he went to Mr. Kelner’s office, he was 
greeted abruptly and quickly reprimanded: “I don’t have time to deal with parking 
issues, son. You know you are not supposed to park in the teacher’s lot. Your student 
parking pass is being revoked, so now you won’t have any parking issues.” When Seth 
attempted to respond, Mr. Kelner promptly dismissed him from his office.

When adults let kids off the hook, it can seem like a nice gesture in the moment, but 
it is usually a setup for trouble down the road. When adolescents become confused about 
the rules or think there is a reasonable chance of getting away with breaking them, they 
will likely try to avert them. And they are still more likely to take that chance if adults 
have given mixed messages than if adults remain consistent and their expectations remain 
predictable. Inconsistency has a profound impact on the decision- making of an adolescent 
brain. There is room for flexibility in extraordinary or special circumstances, but when 
adults are inconsistent for their own reasons or emotions, especially without providing 
context (such as “I’m sorry, I’m having a rough day”), it can be confusing and unsettling.

We have all experienced hard days when our own moods are low, anxiety is high, or 
stressors in our lives are depleting our emotional reserves. These are especially important 
times to be mindful and present in our work with teens. While most adolescents have a 
deep capacity for compassion, they are not responsible for tiptoeing around the emotion-
ality of the adults charged with their care. And it is often inappropriate to share details of 
your own life with the adolescents you serve, though an occasional off day can be explained 
as just that. Teenagers can surely empathize with states of stress.

What becomes intolerable to adolescents is when the moods and stress levels of adults 
dictate their behavior and their responses become reactive. As one adolescent put it, “I 
hate when the adult is in a pissy mood and then acts like it’s my fault.” One day the coach 
is in a great mood— making jokes, smiling— and takes it easy on practice drills. The next 
day the coach is grumpy, reactive, and yelling, and makes them run ten laps. A therapist 
may be tuned in to the client and supportive during one session and then distracted and 
disengaged during the next. This kind of inconsistency in tone driven by the adult’s inter-
nal emotional state creates a climate of tension at best and fear at worst. If a young person 
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is always having to be on guard and make adjustments without notice because the adult 
is having a hard time, or if the adult forgives rules only when he’s in a good mood or when 
it’s too much trouble to enforce, it disrupts predictability, continuity, and trust in the 
working relationship.

To reinforce predictability, consistency, and dependability, be sure to own your own 
emotional state, clearly differentiate your emotions from that of the adolescent, and 
acknowledge that difference while minding appropriate boundaries in sharing any per-
sonal information. Any work with adolescents takes an incredible amount of energy, cre-
ativity, patience, and perseverance. It is critical that we as caregivers care for ourselves 
first. As the flight attendants say, “Be sure to secure your own oxygen masks before assist-
ing children with theirs.” So eat right, get enough sleep, exercise, and do things you enjoy 
on a regular basis. Not only will you feel better, but you will model self- care for the young 
people in your life.

Match the Action to the Message

Nicki reported to his probation officer as directed by the court. He was not sure what 
to expect but did not like someone else managing his life. He showed up on time for his 
first visit. His PO went over all the conditions of his probation, including weekly 
meetings with him for the next month. His PO told him that if he showed he cared 
about himself by doing positive things like going to school and fulfilling his 
responsibilities, he would recommend to the court that the meetings be less frequent. 
They scheduled the meeting for the following week before Nicki left. The next week, 
Nicki did not show for his appointment. After Nicki “no- showed” for his second 
appointment, his probation officer tried to contact him on all the contact numbers he 
had, and then went to Nicki’s home, but didn’t find him there. He persisted in the 
search and eventually tracked Nicki down in an alleyway near a known drug dealer’s 
apartment, passed out and nearly dead. He called 911 and as a result probably saved 
Nicki’s life. When Nicki woke in the hospital emergency room, he saw his PO sitting by 
his side. Nicki’s mom had not yet been reached and Nicki later found out from his PO 
that he did not want to leave Nicki alone in the hospital. When Nicki asked, “Why do 
you even care?” his PO replied, “If I am asking you to care about your life, it’s only 
right that I care about it, too.”

Creating an overall tone that is predictably consistent requires matching your actions 
to the messages and emotions expressed. Our focus groups and surveys of adolescents 
have revealed a direct link between adults delivering predictable and consistent emotional 
messages and teens having respect for those adults. Teens want to know what to expect 
from adults, through their words, actions, and tone. They want to be able to size us up 
accurately so they can gauge their own demeanor and emotional give and take in their 
interactions with us. When we use a caring tone, leading them to believe our actions will 
reflect sensitivity, and then impose an irrevocable consequence without warning, we send 
a mixed message. When we joke with young people and then get upset because they are 
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not taking the task seriously, we send a mixed message. When we expect adolescents to 
care about their own lives and do not reciprocate with caring acts of our own, we send a 
mixed message.

In our harried work with adolescents, it can be hard to tend to everything in a timely 
and thorough manner. Our jobs can be overwhelming. We are asked to do more than 
time or our pay scale suggests is possible. When we tend to the relationship we have with 
adolescents through consistency, and fulfill their expectations of us by matching our 
words and our actions, we create a caring tone they can count on. Watch and see how 
your consistency produces predictable responses and achievements from them.

Correct Biases Predictably

“My math teacher grades the Asian kids harder on exams than he grades the other 
kids. When non- Asian kids in the class have a question about the test, he answers their 
questions, while he says to the Asian kids, ‘C’mon, you know this.’”

This real quote from a high school junior is thought- provoking. Whether we realize it 
or not, we all have biases. We experience emotions, develop opinions, and react differ-
ently to groups of people based on our own experience with race, religion, gender, or 
culture. When an adolescent observes a helping adult take a favorable tone with some 
over others based on what he interpret as discrimination, it creates a negative, tense, 
defensive tone in that relationship and may impact the adolescent’s view of the credibility 
of all adults. In order for adolescents to experience us as accessible, we need to offer the 
same opportunities, warm and open demeanor, and expectations of success to all young 
people equally. When we are not able to consistently do this, adolescents notice.

It’s important to ask ourselves hard questions about our own beliefs and how those 
beliefs translate to judgments or feelings about different groups of people. Do those judg-
ments lead us to behave inconsistently toward different groups of kids? Do you offer dif-
ferent opportunities, leeway, or limits depending on your beliefs? Do you think girls or 
boys are more or less superior to the other in any skill set or setting? Do you think those 
with physical, emotional, or learning disabilities deserve less, or more, than others? Do 
you think any single racial, ethnic, or religious group possesses a deficit or advantage over 
others? Do you have feelings or beliefs about heterosexual versus lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, or questioning teens? While we’re all entitled to our own beliefs, attitudes, 
and feelings, if we are to be successful with adolescents we cannot allow our biases to 
impact the way we treat them. We should aim to consistently express a supportive and 
accepting attitude toward all teens, regardless of our similarities or differences.

Some communities are more or less homogenous than others. We need to be aware of 
existing biases within our professional cultures and how we contribute to or refute the 
tone of a particular community. When we work in climates that favor certain groups, it is 
important to try and change that tone by showing respect for all. This is an important way 
to model predictability and consistency and set the tone for fairness. Adolescents have a 
terrific sense of fairness, even if it is more heavily focused on fairness toward them, versus 
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fairness for others. Teens we’ve spoken with have expressed that as soon as they feel fair-
ness is lost, they feel justified in not following the rules or complying with expectations. 
In other words, they become inconsistent in their actions. Conversely, when fairness is 
experienced, they express feeling greater loyalty and a tendency to comply with the expec-
tations of that adult.

In the example above, the student’s experience in math class was one of inconsistency 
due to a perceived lack of fairness. It was the adolescent’s belief that the teacher thought 
the Asian students were smarter in math than the other students and therefore should not 
need any help from the teacher. The student felt this was not only insulting to the other 
racial and ethnic groups in the class, but it was unfair to any Asian student who actually 
needed help. Regardless of what this teacher thought or meant, his students felt his actions 
were unfair. Ideally, if students felt a respectful, caring, authentic, and predictable rela-
tionship with this teacher, they might be able to point out their observation and ask the 
teacher about it, giving that teacher an opportunity to correct the misperception or his 
behavior. More likely, the teacher will never know how his students feel unless he seeks 
feedback from them.

Predictability with Parents and Caregivers
We cannot be effective with adolescents without considering our collaborations with 
parents and caretakers. One common challenge all youth workers face is nurturing our 
relationships with the adolescents we serve while maintaining supportive relationships 
with their parents. Even if you generally work with engaged and understanding parents, 
you may also come across some parents who are more difficult to engage and do not 
always support the work you are doing with their children. It is useful to remind yourself 
during moments of frustration that parents and caregivers really are doing the best they 
can under the given circumstances. Each adolescent brings different strengths and chal-
lenges to the mix. There is a subset of young people who are wired to experience emotions 
with extreme intensity, which can be difficult for even the most patient and non- stressed 
parent to manage. Unfortunately, raising children is not the single focus of parents’ time 
and energy. Life involves many other obligations. So whenever possible, we recommend 
giving parents the benefit of the doubt by predictably and consistently using empathy and 
forgiveness in responding to their frustrations. We have found that the same practices we 
use with teens can be helpful in addressing several common dilemmas with their parents.

Helping Parents to Be Consistent
How do we help adolescents consistently comply with treatment plans, assignments, 

or strategies when their parents cannot seem to do what is needed to support those ends? 
Have you heard this question before? This is another common challenge in working with 
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parents. For reasons already discussed, parents are not always consistent in helping us help 
their children. Whether it is encouraging regular attendance, and on- time arrival, supply-
ing their kids with the needed materials or gear, or filling prescriptions in a timely manner, 
there are many things we need from parents to support our work. Remember the value of 
patience and understanding when working with parents. Consider your own tone when 
talking with parents or with colleagues about parents, and even in your own thoughts 
about parents. It is understandable to feel frustrated in the face of parent inconsistency. 
Patiently and respectfully repeat and remind parents to follow through on recommenda-
tions, treatment plans, or appropriate oversight with their teens. It also helps to consis-
tently make a connection between follow- through and achieving goals. Parents may be 
invested in the end result but at the same time have difficulty doing what it takes to play 
the supportive role their adolescent needs to make changes to achieve that result. Remind 
yourself that parents also need our support to encourage their consistency.

Accepting Reality
While there is much we can do to encourage and support parents’ efforts to be pre-

dictable and consistent, there are times when we have to accept that the challenges 
parents face are too great for us to affect. Many families face insurmountable stressors and 
challenges that leave them unable to be physically or emotionally available in ways that 
allow for providing consistency and predictability in their children’s lives. Many families 
live in poverty, with parents working long hours and still not able to make ends meet. 
Some families have means and resources, yet parents are traveling or working long hours 
for business and relying on nannies or babysitters for caretaking. Other families are man-
aging physical or mental illness, addiction, ailing relatives, or unstable housing. Whatever 
the circumstances, whether we understand or agree with the barriers to consistency, there 
are times we have to accept that parent support and consistent response is not realistic.

In these situations, we may have to do a little extra to help adolescents get their needs 
and goals met. A word of caution when assessing how we may do a bit more: beware of 
rescue fantasies. We would not be doing work with young people if we did not care. But 
caretaking professionals are at risk for feeling the need to rescue adolescents from unfair 
or painful living situations. We must keep in mind that while there is much we can do, we 
cannot rescue. Be mindful of maintaining professionally appropriate boundaries in your 
assistance with the adolescents you serve. For younger adolescents, we may need to do 
more. Give them a new binder or backpack; work with them during your free period; 
supply the family with free samples of needed products. As adolescents get older and are 
able to be more independent in getting their own needs met, we need to help them accept 
that their parents are human, that they have limitations, and that there may be more the 
adolescent needs to do to take responsibility for achieving her own goals. She may need 
to take public transportation or drive herself to appointments or practices. She may have 
to schedule her own follow- up doctor appointments. She may have to get a job to make 
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some of her own money and pay for her own supplies, or seek out community resources. 
We play a powerful role in helping teens realistically assess their lives and take charge of 
their success regardless of barriers. Help them increase the predictability of their world 
through developing and accepting a more realistic set of expectations. This is ultimately 
an empowering, not pessimistic, perspective, as it allows the adolescent to take control of 
things that will make a difference. When we believe in young people and lend them our 
confidence and hope, our consistent and predictable attitude is a valuable tool to help 
adolescents compensate for the unpredictability and inconsistency in their lives.

Feedback
How do we find out if we are hitting the target with predictability, dependability, and 
consistency in our relationships with youth? We have to ask. We are faced with a paradox: 
many of us find a comfortable rhythm in our work and at the same time wish to grow and 
improve as service providers. The way to do this efficiently and effectively is to get clarity 
about the areas of our work that need improvement, and the best way to get this clarity is 
to invite regular feedback. The more of this we get, the better we can become. This 
important concept is one that we want to model for young people; it will help them see 
the value of feedback in their own lives and allow them to use it to their advantage as they 
grow. We provide a feedback tool at the end of this chapter to use for evaluating your 
predictability. Consider using this tool to identify behaviors you might focus on improving 
so that you can be a more predictable and consistent adult in the lives of the youth you 
serve.

Responding Predictably to Feedback
For this approach to work, it is necessary to commit to responding to the feedback in 

a consistently open- minded and accepting way. This means recognizing that not all feed-
back will be positive; that getting better means facing your own shortcomings; and that 
honest feedback, even when hard to digest, is a great gift, and one to be appreciated. This 
mindset will increase your willingness to ask for and receive feedback. We want to create 
a climate in which feedback is encouraged. To increase any behavior, it is important to 
reward it in one way or another, and to avoid responding in any way that leaves the young 
person regretting his decision to be honest. Be sure to acknowledge the feedback and to 
give attention to maintaining the areas of strength as well as working on the areas that 
need some fine- tuning. Getting annoyed or angry about certain responses is a sure way to 
shut down honesty and keep you stalled and ineffective. Consistently demonstrate your 
appreciation for honest feedback, and then vow to work on improving.
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Here’s the Rundown
In this chapter, we have discussed the importance of predictability and how it is conveyed 
through dependability and consistency. We discussed the value of modeling predictability 
to improve working relationships with adolescents and their caregivers and to improve the 
environment in which services are being delivered. We have provided specific suggestions 
for improving relationships that may have been impacted by a lack of predictability, and 
methods for assessing this aspect of the relationship. We have described the behaviors 
necessary to make the desire for being a predictable and dependable role model become a 
reality.
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Checklist for Increasing Predictability
When you are finding it challenging to be predictable, dependable, and consistent with 
teens, it may be helpful to review the following:

  Orient adolescents to your expectations.

  Apply positive feedback consistently to each adolescent.

  Apply consequences consistently to each adolescent.

  Be consistent in the overall manner in which you treat adolescents.

  Be prompt.

  Follow through on commitments.

  Make your setting predictable.

  Be aware of your tone and delivery.

  Be consistent in responding to behaviors regardless of your mood or stress level on a 
given day.

  Model in your own behavior the consistency you expect from adolescents.

  Demonstrate consistency even if you don’t agree with or support the adolescent’s 
beliefs, perspective, or lifestyle choices.

  Be consistent with the parents and caregivers of adolescents.

  Consistently seek and respond to feedback from adolescents.
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Rating Scale for Predictability
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:

My Provider: N
ot
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Is predictable in the way he or she responds to me.

Treats people fairly.

Notices my achievements.

Is fair in the way he or she expresses displeasure.

Is someone I can count on.

Is there anything your provider could do to be more authentic, genuine, or honest?





Chapter 8

Acceptance

One fascinating paradox of human behavior is that when we accept things, ourselves, and 
others as they are, we are better able to influence change. It’s puzzling, isn’t it? In order to 
change, you must first accept the reality of the present situation. And if you want to influ-
ence change in another person, not only must you accept that person, but you must com-
municate that acceptance at a very genuine and deep level. If acceptance is the internal 
mental process of acknowledging what is, validation is the effective communication of 
that understanding to another person or to oneself, the “spoonful of sugar” that allows the 
hard work of change to occur. It is a relationship strengthener as well as an essential step 
toward growth and change.
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In Their Own Words

The Impact of Not Feeling Accepted

 ▶ “I always loved art, so I took an advanced drawing class at the community 
center after school. Looking around at everyone else’s work made me feel like I 
was actually not a very good artist. When I asked for feedback from the art 
teacher, she said, ‘Well, art isn’t for everyone, dear.’”

 ▶ “When I walked into my therapist’s office with my new nose piercing and saw 
the look on his face, I knew it wasn’t going to be a good session.”

 ▶ “We have a dunce cap in bio class.”

The Impact of Feeling Accepted

 ▶ “After I worked really hard to bring my grade up, my teacher asked me to help 
some other students in the class.”

 ▶ My youth minister talked to me about flirting with the boys in youth group. He 
said it makes sense to want attention and know you are attractive to others, and 
he also told me how much he saw others value me in leadership situations— that 
my worth was way more than just attention from boys.”

 ▶ My coach used to call me ‘the bull’ because I was so bull- headed and stubborn 
sometimes. As soon as he would say something like, ‘Okay, I can see that’ll 
bring out the bull in you,’ I would just smile. It was like he accepted that I feel 
so strongly about some things and just get stuck there.”

Proof That Acceptance Matters
Acceptance and validation skills have been applied specifically to some of the most dif-
ficult populations with tremendous success. It can be hard to believe, actually, that such 
a fundamental concept has such significant power. Let’s review the data on these highly 
effective concepts and how they are applied to very challenging situations.

Accepting another person’s reality and conveying this acceptance is the essence of 
the humanistic therapies. Acceptance allows us to empathize with another’s experience. 
We may even feel a flash of the same emotions they are encountering. It is thought that 
this mirroring of emotion, as well as the accompanying physiological response, helps us 
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empathize accurately (Levenson & Ruef, 1992). It may even drive our helping instincts, as 
we strive to manage our own emotional experience through helping another person 
manage hers. While accepting another person’s behavior may be tough to master, it actu-
ally flows out of the understanding and acceptance of the emotion. For example, it makes 
sense that someone who has a history of abuse would be very angry and might lash out 
when she feels threatened. It is probably not the effective response, and, at the same time, 
it makes sense that it occurs. Accepting that it does occur and communicating that 
acceptance, while not agreeing with it or judging it as “right,” is surprisingly effective in 
building a relationship and then working toward change.

Acceptance and change— they appear as opposite ends of the spectrum. If we accept 
something, how will it change? Some humanistic therapies are entirely focused on accep-
tance, and some behavioral therapies are entirely focused on change. Some therapeutic 
approaches propose that acceptance is necessary for change, and the data appears to back 
this up. Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) has a significant focus on acceptance of one’s 
life as it is while also working toward change, and gets results with suicidal adolescents 
(Miller, Rathus, & Linehan, 2007). Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) has a 
heavy emphasis on the importance of accepting “problems” in order to ultimately change 
them that has been shown to be effective with treatment- resistant clients (Clarke, 
Kingston, Wilson, Bolderston, & Remington, 2012). Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy 
(MBCT) is correlated with a reduction in symptoms of depression and anxiety, and 
increased self- esteem and quality of sleep in adults. Its focus on awareness and acceptance 
of the signals that a problem is emerging may lead to more effective problem solving (Ree 
& Craigie, 2007). Compassion-focused therapy (CFT) has as its focus the development of 
self- compassion, which is modeled by the therapist, who is empathic, nonjudgmental, 
kind, and accepting of the client’s emotions (Gilbert, 2009). CFT teaches clients to 
become accepting of their emotions instead of rejecting, avoiding, or judging them (Van 
Vliet & Kalnins, 2011). Research indicates that using these techniques is effective for 
decreasing depression, anxiety, and avoidance, and increasing life satisfaction (Neff & 
Germer, 2013). Acceptance matters. We need the youth we work with to accept them-
selves, us, and the world around them in order to alleviate their own suffering by making 
changes. In a parallel fashion, we must accept the youth we work with, warts and all! This 
experiencing and modeling builds the relationship and allows change to happen. It allows 
us to empathize accurately, and then validate by communicating our understanding 
directly to the adolescent.

To further understand the incredible power of validation, let’s consider its application 
to other challenging populations, starting with the other end of the life span. Working 
with individuals who have dementia is extremely taxing. Emotional outbursts, unpredict-
able behavior, and confusion complicate the delivery of care and cause burnout for pro-
viders. Doesn’t this sound reminiscent of our work with adolescents? And yet validation 
therapy— the acceptance and expression of understanding another’s truth, point of view, 
and behavior, and the context in which it occurs and makes sense— is helpful in reducing 
challenging behavior and emotional distress. Although the research on its overall impact 
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is inconclusive (Neal & Wright, 2009), the techniques are associated with decreased neg-
ative mood and fewer behavioral problems (Hitch, 1994). Validation therapy for dementia 
involves accepting what the patient with dementia states, even if it’s inaccurate. Instead 
of correcting factual errors in what the patient is expressing, the caretaker focuses on vali-
dating the emotions that arise as a result of what’s expressed. For example, if an individual 
with dementia insists that he needs to get to an appointment, and feels pressured and 
stressed, the caregiver validates the pressure and stress and then gently redirects the indi-
vidual, rather than insisting that there is no appointment (which would likely result in 
further stress as reality conflicts with his perception of reality).

Seeing validation therapy in action is emotionally moving. The intensity of emotion 
drops quickly, leading to the individual relating and engaging in a less combative manner. 
A similar phenomenon occurs when validation skills are taught to high- conflict couples, 
another clinical population historically challenging for professionals to manage effectively. 
Partners are taught that validation is soothing, reduces reactivity, improves communica-
tion, and leads to greater trust (Fruzzetti, 2006). When one partner validates the other’s 
experience, even though she may have a different perspective, emotional intensity drops, 
problem- solving ability increases, and the opportunity for resolution occurs, bringing 
couples closer together.

Women diagnosed with borderline personality disorder— a psychiatric condition 
marked by intense moods and disrupted relationships— who also were addicted to opiates, 
and were treated using comprehensive validation therapy (plus twelve- step meetings such 
as Narcotics Anonymous) and dialectical behavior therapy together, achieved good out-
comes (Linehan et al., 2002). Both protocols place significant emphasis on validating the 
person’s experience and accepting occasional relapses as expected and normal during the 
course of treatment. The therapist accepts behavior and validates the fact that it makes 
sense within the context in which it occurs, at the same time that he continues to work 
on preventing future relapses.

How do validation and acceptance bring about change in these in these diverse client 
groups? Think about the common thread: suicidal adolescents, individuals with dementia, 
high- conflict couples, and opiate- addicted women who also meet criteria for borderline per-
sonality disorder all struggle to manage their emotions, and often exhibit emotionally driven 
behaviors that in turn lead to problems that contribute to further dysregulated emotion. 
Intense emotions are commonly felt by adolescents, and some struggle with this more than 
others. Such emotions can be hard to ignore, and responding with a matching level of 
emotion or with an invalidating response only makes things worse. In contrast, validating 
responses that convey acceptance of the individual’s perspective and emotions result in less 
emotional reactivity as well as decreased negative mood and lower heart rate (Shenk & 
Fruzzetti, 2011), soothing the limbic system and allowing problem solving to occur. When 
our brains are consumed by an emotional experience, our ability to process using logic, judg-
ment, and good sense is impacted. The limbic system trumps the cerebral cortex, and cogni-
tive ability temporarily suffers. Validation is the calming response that helps settle emotional 
reactions so that effective thinking can get back online. It works!
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What Is Acceptance?
Acceptance is a powerful and fundamental human need. Without it, we are left feeling 
alone, insecure, and disconnected. People spend their lives seeking it. Its contribution to 
the vitality of relationships is critical. A strong and connected relationship relies on accep-
tance to motivate continued interaction. Acceptance can lead to belonging, a sought- 
after goal for adolescents and a function of positive relationships. Think of being in a 
relationship, any relationship (friend, colleague, family), in which you do not feel accepted 
by the other. How deep can that relationship go? When acceptance is expressed through 
validation, we are able to feel fulfilled, gratified, worthy, and appreciated. However, when 
it comes to adolescents, acceptance is a complex conundrum.

What does it actually mean to accept? Accepting can be described in many ways and 
looks different in different contexts. It is a positive, welcoming stance; an act of believing 
in someone or something; a communication of assent; an endorsement; recognition 
without an attempt to change; an act of taking or receiving something offered; or even 
agreement. Agreement? This is where things get tricky with adolescents. How can adults 
agree with young people if they are engaging in behavior or expressing ideas that elicit 
fundamental disagreement on the part of the adult? The answer is that acceptance can be 
expressed in different forms and in different ways, and does not require the adult to 
change her own mind about her own ideas or opinions. It does, however, mean agreeing 
that the adolescent’s perspective is in fact his reality— at least in that moment.

Acceptance from Others Leads to Self- Acceptance
Marcus attends ninth grade at a private parochial school on scholarship. His family 
doesn’t have much money, and they are so grateful for the opportunity to send their son 
to a school where he will be protected from the gang influence in their neighborhood 
and where he will get a high- quality education. What his family, friends, and school do 
not know is that Marcus has been privately struggling to accept his sexuality. He finds 
himself attracted to male classmates, but doesn’t dare tell any of them for fear of being 
rejected.

The school’s religious foundation maintains a culture in which there are clear 
messages against homosexuality. In addition, the “macho” culture and the traditionally 
male sports have a strong presence in the identity of the school community. Marcus 
plays football and takes pride in wearing his jersey on game days and being part of the 
team. He feels ashamed, invalidated, and ostracized, and is quietly angry, both at 
himself for his sexual thoughts and at his school for rejecting him, even though they 
know nothing of his internal experience. His academics begin to suffer, and he becomes 
irritable and less cooperative in the classroom. His advisor asks him what’s going on, 
and Marcus tells him, “Nothing.”
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Self- acceptance is no easy feat. We rely on those around us to convey acceptance 
before we are able to internalize a sense of self- acceptance. Our parents and primary care-
takers provide a major source for this experience of acceptance as we grow up. We can 
know acceptance only if we have experienced it from others. Some adolescents get that in 
heaps; others get much less or none at all, or, worse, rejection from parents and other 
caregivers. As adolescents move into the stage of solidifying an identity and sense of self, 
it is ever important that they experience acceptance from important adults in their lives. 
Let’s see how acceptance from others helped Marcus from the vignette above.

After weeks of observing Marcus withdrawing from friends, and seeming less engaged 
in the classroom and on the field, his advisor reached out again and asked Marcus to see 
him after school. In his classroom, he closed the door, sat down, and offered Marcus a 
seat. He looked Marcus in the eye and said, “I know something is up with you, Marcus. 
You are not your usual energetic self. If something is bothering you, I want you to know I 
am here if you want to talk.” Marcus was hesitant and indicated he was afraid if he opened 
up, others would find out. His advisor assured him that unless he was in danger, the infor-
mation would stay between them. Marcus took a risk. He confided his thoughts and the 
conflict between how he genuinely felt and his experience of rejecting messages from the 
community. His advisor was very understanding, validated Marcus and the honest 
dilemma he faced, and offered his classroom as a safe haven, where Marcus could experi-
ence a sense of acceptance, at least from his advisor. Though Marcus still struggled, 
feeling like he didn’t fit in at school, just knowing that one adult embraced the “real” him 
was enough to feel a greater sense of security. His grades came back up and he felt deter-
mined to be his best on the field for the sake of his own integrity and his drive toward 
personal goals.

Much has been written about the importance of self- esteem— our ability to see value 
in ourselves. Self- acceptance is different. It requires us having a much broader sense of 
ourselves, those qualities and skills we value and those we would rather not acknowledge. 
It is the things we would rather not display to the world, and those we criticize about 
ourselves, that are the hardest to accept. When we embrace self- acceptance, we take the 
things we like with the things we struggle to accept, and don’t judge ourselves. Research 
shows a link between self- acceptance and happiness, or well- being (Seltzer, 2008). Some 
even suggest that happiness and self- acceptance go hand in hand, and that true happiness 
cannot be achieved without self- acceptance (Holden, 2007).

Given the link between experiencing acceptance from others and the development of 
self-acceptance, we as providers have a critical role to play in the lives of adolescents to 
this end. Resilience research shows that caring relationships, high expectations, and 
opportunities for meaningful participation and contribution are important external assets 
toward meeting developmental needs (Bernard & Slade, 2009). A single supportive rela-
tionship with an adult can decrease a teen’s risk factors and serves as a protective force 
against the experience of stressors or negative life experiences. Let’s review some ways to 
convey acceptance in challenging situations.
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Embracing Imperfection

A story from a ninth-grade boy:

“In ninth grade we have to take PE. Most of us dread having to get changed every day 
for class and do the dumb pseudo- sports activities most gym teachers make us do. Our 
PE class was even worse this year because the teacher was such a jerk. He ran the class 
like a military training drill, and whenever any of us goofed off or didn’t do the drill 
right he would call us out by name, say what we did wrong, and make us run five laps 
around the gym. It was so embarrassing and only made me hate PE even more. One 
kid who is not very athletic or strong just could not do the number of pull- ups he made 
us all do one day. That poor guy spent the whole gym class running laps. After that, I 
just stopped going to class. I just couldn’t deal anymore.”

A story from an eighth-grade boy:

“My tutor was the best ever. I had such a hard time reading when I first started 
meeting with her. I was so embarrassed because I was twelve and still didn’t know how 
to read. My tutor took time to get to know me and never said anything to make me feel 
bad. She just kept encouraging me and didn’t give up on me, even when I wanted to 
give up. If something was too hard, she would say, “That’s okay. How about just trying 
this part?” When things she gave me to do were smaller, I could do them and then she 
would just build the next step in after I did the first part. Not once did she ever criticize 
me or try to move me faster than I could go. Now I am a much better reader and feel 
like I can tackle challenges, all because of my tutor.”

Remember that every behavior has a function. Respect the behavior, even if it is not 
effective in reaching the goal that you are pursuing. In many instances, the avoidance or 
negative behaviors are in response to the experience or fear or worry about not being able 
to competently demonstrate a particular skill, or not putting forth a finished product that 
will be acceptable. Aha! The fear of not being accepted (or worse, of being rejected) is 
often a contributing factor to negative or avoidant behaviors. Teens frequently anticipate 
and fear the adult telling them that what they’ve done is not good enough. How do we 
help adolescents take risks and put themselves and their work out there for evaluation so 
they can grow and learn?

As illustrated in the examples above, we have a choice in how we respond to adoles-
cents’ challenging behaviors. The PE teacher in the first story sent a clear message to his 
students that athletic inability was unacceptable and would be not only judged but pun-
ished. In contrast, the tutor in the second story effectively neutralized avoidance and 
encouraged taking a risk in the learning process, an approach that communicated accep-
tance of learning vulnerabilities. In any setting, being able to set a tone and culture in 
which teens feel safe from anticipated rejection or judgment will communicate your 
acceptance of flaws, mistakes, and vulnerabilities, and ultimately allow them to accept 
themselves. This acceptance becomes the springboard for valuable growth and learning.
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Leaving Judgment at the Door

Monica, age sixteen, entered therapy after telling her mother she felt suicidal, not long 
after being raped by an older peer. Monica was initially reluctant to talk to her 
therapist. Week after week, she would cry every time she started to speak. She told her 
therapist she didn’t cry in front of anyone and didn’t trust anyone, and she stopped 
speaking in session.

Adolescents are in the process of understanding social interactions and simultaneously 
defining their own sense of self. This combination of challenges prompts constant com-
parisons between others’ perceptions of them and their perceptions of themselves. This 
process is also critical to their task of differentiating and separating from parents and care-
givers toward an independent self. Judgment is part of evaluation and assessing perceptions. 
Judgments can also be extremely threatening to adolescents (and to many adults as well). 
The adolescent brain is hypervigilant to the detection of threats to self- concept, and thus 
tends to personalize even well- intended communications as judgmental. Youth are notori-
ous for judging themselves harshly and, in efforts to deflect hurt, judging others. After all, 
the best defense is a good offense. To create a nonthreatening space for communication 
with teens, be nonjudgmental with language and tone, and be honest with feedback— and 
here is the hard part— without walking on eggshells. Confidently and empathically express-
ing your feedback, even when it is hard for the adolescent to hear, provides a stable founda-
tion for the working relationship. In addition to a nonjudgmental tone, using validation 
will help to communicate authentically while minimizing defensive responses.

For Monica, after enduring a traumatic violation and other major upsets in her life, 
she had shut down her expression of any emotions that revealed vulnerability— perhaps 
for fear of being judged, or maybe to avoid the unpleasantness inherent in feeling vulner-
able. Her therapist understood how difficult it was for her to express her emotions and 
recount what had occurred. She created a safe space for Monica through a consistently 
nonjudgmental, reassuring, and patient tone. After several sessions in which Monica sat 
in silence, refusing to talk, her therapist offered her a journal. Each week, Monica wrote 
a response to a question for the first five to ten minutes of the session. Some weeks, she 
wrote for thirty- five minutes straight! After weeks of journaling in sessions, Monica 
began to talk. She eventually expressed her anger and a range of other emotions. Once 
she was able to open up and talk, she no longer used the journal, but her therapist kept 
it in the room so she always knew it was there. Several months into her therapy, Monica 
lost a family member to gang violence. She asked her mother for an extra therapy session 
and spent the hour just crying with her therapist. Remember, this was the young woman 
who wasn’t able to shed a tear in front of others months before. Monica’s therapist used 
a consistently nonjudgmental and caring tone by creatively using a journal as an alterna-
tive to talking, sending a message that she did not judge Monica for her silence. This 
consistently nonthreatening and patient response led to Monica feeling safe and accepted 
by her therapist.
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Mastering the Spin

As anyone involved in politics knows, the language you use can make all the differ-
ence in interpretation and perception. One politician will describe universal healthcare as 
an act of caring, while another will describe it as careless spending, or an evil act of social-
ism. Each description creates a different tone and thus elicits a different emotional and 
behavioral response. With adolescents, it is all in the spin as well. Sometimes just one 
word can make all the difference. Consider the following examples:

• “How does that make you feel?” versus “What’s that like for you?”

• “That is the answer of our future valedictorian!” versus “Great answer! Very 
thoughtful!”

• “Open your mouth and say ‘aaahh,’” versus “I understand your throat is sore. May I 
take a look?”

• “If you are not going to participate, you will have to hear me talk the whole class,” 
versus “The best way to have an interesting class is when as many people as possible 
participate. I would love to hear from those who have not yet contributed.”

• “You have to complete these credits in order to graduate,” versus “Let’s look over your 
options to see how you can meet the requirements for graduation.”

• “I don’t want to see any throwing like a girl on this field!” versus “Great arm! Now give 
it even more!”

The way to effectively engage teens is with a message that expresses confidence in 
their ability to achieve, deference to their power of choice, and knowledge of the benefits 
they stand to gain by making changes. Your belief in them will provide a foundation for 
their belief in themselves. Tone can also be useful in situations in which you are helping 
a teen assume responsibility for decision making. Any hint of a punitive, condescending, 
patronizing, or imposing tone is a sure deal- breaker for adolescents. They need to be able 
to examine their own decision making and mistakes without fear of humiliation or judg-
ment. Looking at oneself honestly and owning up to mistakes is humbling and trying, 
even for adults. Allowing room for error and acknowledging the strength it takes to reflect 
on choices will contribute to successful change. In Monica’s case, her therapist’s tone reas-
sured her that she was accepted and that the rape was not her fault, and it empowered her 
to move forward, cope safely, and minimize circumstances that could lead to revictimiza-
tion. In other settings and circumstances, the right tone will similarly engender confi-
dence and empower teens to grow.

Adolescent radar can generally tell if an adult is accepting or not. Teens will tell you, 
as they have told us repeatedly, that the adults they choose to go to for support or help are 
the ones they believe are accepting of them and their concerns. For young people to see 
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us as accepting, we cannot wait for concerns and difficulties to arise. We must communi-
cate an accepting stance from the outset of our work. When a teen feels accepted as a 
whole person, it validates the strength of the relationship.

In addition to language choice (spin) and tone, nonverbal cues are loud expressions to 
adolescents. Their brains are assessing facial expressions and other nonverbal cues, like 
tone of voice and body language, through pathways that are different from those that 
adults use. Adolescents assess these cues by way of their amygdala (emotional center) 
rather than through cortical (thought) pathways. So they are more likely to interpret 
emotion in nonverbal expressions. For this reason, we need to be tuned in to how we may 
be coming across to adolescents. When adults sound curt or course in tone, don’t smile or 
use good eye contact, or are tuning in to something else while adolescents are talking, it 
may communicate a lack of acceptance, intended or not. If our voice is friendly and we 
keep an open and welcoming stance with our body language, we communicate acceptance— 
acceptance of them and their relationship with us— and thus an openness to helping them 
problem solve with a “bring it on; I’m here for you” message.

We may also reinforce our acceptance of teens by communicating verbally our 
approval and acceptance of them as people and the value we place on our relationship 
with them. Expressing confidence in their ability to face difficulties or right a wrong com-
municates acceptance, even if what they did really was wrong. Separating the person from 
the behavior allows for honesty and authenticity in your feedback while communicating 
your belief in their worth as people. Expressing honest emotions, even of disappointment 
or anger about choices, does not have to convey disapproval of the person if it focuses on 
the context of the situation or behavior and is framed by the strength of the bond you feel 
with the adolescent.

Damon showed up for his psychiatrist appointment late, after not showing for his last 
appointment. The doctor asked him how he was doing and he replied, “Shitty. How 
’bout you?” When the doctor explored what Damon felt was going wrong, he 
discovered that Damon had not been taking his medications on a regular basis.

How can Damon’s doctor spin the message to hold Damon accountable, encourage 
compliance with the treatment, and validate his struggle? This doctor could say, “I am so 
disappointed in you for not taking your medications since our last visit. You need the 
medications or you will not feel any better.” This sounds very different from, “So you 
didn’t take the medications as prescribed. Is there any reason you had a hard time sticking 
with them? Maybe we can problem solve to make it easier to stay with the treatment plan. 
You know I want you to take the medications because I want you to be able to get back to 
feeling well and more yourself.” The language and delivery we choose makes all the differ-
ence in how accepted the adolescent feels and thus how connected he feels within the 
relationship. The strategies we have discussed in this section will translate to acceptance 
and thus help young people accept themselves. This is especially important in the face of 
a developmental stage in which social acceptance becomes such a powerful force.
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The Role of Adults in Social Acceptance
We all know how important social relationships are during adolescence; the intense 

need for social acceptance is an additional factor in self- acceptance. Adolescents look to 
their peers for acknowledgment and approval. They use these relationships and the feed-
back they get from peers to learn which parts of themselves have value to others and 
which parts do not. This is a particularly painful process to observe during early adoles-
cence. Young teens judge each other harshly in the throes of their own uncertainty. It’s a 
firestorm of mixed messages flung about randomly and received by the adolescent target 
as fact. Fortunately, as adolescents become firmer in their identity, they are better able to 
accept each other and themselves for the whole package, and are even gifted at finding 
value in qualities unappealing to some adults.

During this time of social turbulence, helping adults are buoys in the stormy social 
sea. Adolescents need to have something stable to hang on to while being thrown about 
in the tempest. As helping adults, we are able to counter the uneven experience of exclu-
sion in their social world by offering unwavering acceptance and a haven from the social 
storm. Exclusion has been associated with poor mental health. An analysis of fifteen 
school shooters found that all but two had been socially rejected (DeWall & Bushman, 
2011). Adolescents, especially those who may not find acceptance in a peer group, need 
adults to validate their worth and the reality of their inner experience. This can be diffi-
cult because those teens who have the most difficulty with social acceptance are also 
those who lack strong social and communication skills. This is where we must be able to 
see all the parts of the whole child and find at least one quality, if not more, of which to 
express our acceptance. We may even be in a position where we can offer constructive 
social feedback in the context of an accepting and safe working relationship.

Consider the adult contribution to the tide of social acceptance. We may not think 
that adolescents value our opinions of their pack, but they watch us closely. If they see us 
short- tempered with a teen who is struggling socially and engaging in any number of 
annoying or off- putting behaviors, they will likely interpret our response as implied per-
mission to disrespect and be dismissive of that peer. If they see us treat certain kids with 
greater compassion or privilege than others, they use that information as well to guide 
their assessment of who may or may not be worthy of social acceptance. We must be 
careful to treat all adolescents with whom we interact with similar levels of acceptance.

Radical Acceptance
There will be times in our work with adolescents when we feel we have just hit a wall. 

We may have tried lots of strategies and approaches to be accepting and understanding, 
and have finally become so frustrated, angry, or upset that we cannot, at least in this 
moment, be effective. This is a job for radical acceptance. Radical acceptance (Linehan, 
1993) is the notion that what has occurred, in its purest descriptive observational form, 
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cannot be changed. It just is, and we must accept what is, wholeheartedly and without 
reservation— a total embrace. It means not dwelling on what should be, what could be, 
what we want to be, or what’s fair. We are not required to like the reality, agree with the 
reality, or approve of the reality, but we must accept it. We must accept, for instance, that 
we are stuck in traffic as far as the eye can see and we will likely be late for our very impor-
tant meeting, or that we have planned a lovely day to picnic out in the country and just 
as we head out with our picnic lunch, the sky opens up and it starts to pour. Are we able 
to change any one of these things? No. We have two choices: we can get stuck on how 
unfair the circumstances are and add to our suffering, or we can accept reality and assess 
how to make adjustments to get our needs met. Sounds easy enough, right? Wrong.

There are many obstacles to achieving radical acceptance. As in all of the skills we 
have described throughout the book, it takes deliberate practice. Understanding what 
factors may get in our way can help. We seem to have an easier time radically accepting 
the forces we are conditioned to believe are out of our control. We may be frustrated, 
upset, or disappointed that there is heavy traffic, or that the weather does not cooperate 
with our plans, but those are things that we understand are, and have always been, out of 
our control. It becomes harder when we hold a belief that what someone else is doing or 
expressing is, or should be, in her control. We might express to her that she should just 
stop it, or change it, or get over it.

Take, for example, the teen who becomes reactive and explosive in response to being 
told he cannot attend the end- of- the- year youth group event. Never mind that he is 
restricted from the event because he vandalized the property at the previous retreat. To 
the adult, this consequence seems perfectly reasonable; to the teen, it seems extreme and 
totally unfair. If we are going to help this teen move to his own experience of “radical 
acceptance” of the consequence, then the helping adult needs to radically accept that the 
teen is very upset, and work from there to help him de- escalate. Telling him that he is 
being unreasonable will only serve to inflame the situation further. The imposition of our 
own difficult emotions, judgments of ourselves and others, and inability to stay in the 
moment all contribute to difficulty with radical acceptance.

Managing Our Own Emotional Reactions

Adriana came to therapy, sat down, and smiled, though her eyes reflected a look of 
compunction. Her therapist looked at her with a tilted head and said, “What? What is 
that look?” Adriana started, “Well… I kinda did something last night.” Her therapist 
gently coaxed out of Adriana an account of a sexual encounter she had with a “sort of” 
acquaintance. The sex, she confessed, was unprotected.

When we are honest about our own emotions, we are much better equipped to respond 
to the intense emotions of adolescents. Certain things adolescents say or do may be off- 
putting, upsetting, anxiety-inducing, or even infuriating. What happens when an adoles-
cent we work with says something (talks back, criticizes us or the work, or raises her voice) 
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or does something (withdraws, does not follow through on a task, or does something 
harmful or self- destructive) that evokes strong emotion in us? We have three choices:

1. React with emotion or judgment.

2. Avoid the issue.

3. Accept what the adolescent is expressing or feeling.

We have to reconcile our own emotions before we can respond effectively to a teen’s 
emotions. If our emotions are in the forefront, the teen will focus on us and how our 
reactions make her feel, and lose sight of reflecting on her own behaviors. There is a 
place for honest expression of the adult’s concerns through a caring lens, but not as an 
initial reaction. We like to remind ourselves in our work with adolescents that, barring a 
life- or- death crisis, time is always on our side. This is crucial because it means we can 
allow ourselves time to catch our breath, think, and respond with consideration. If you 
are Adriana’s therapist, what are you feeling in response to the above scenario? When a 
teen we treat in therapy tells us she had unprotected sex with a random person she met 
the night before, it raises our anxiety. These kinds of scenarios trigger worry, fear, upset, 
and maybe even anger about the recklessness of the teen, who knows very well the 
dangers of such an action. How many times have we talked about safe and healthy 
choices? We just explored the pros and cons of sexual activity in our last session, and the 
dangers seemed to register. What on Earth happened? Do her parents need to know, or 
does this still fall under the parameters of confidentiality? We may be thinking, “If this 
were my child, I would be so worried, and I’d want to know so I could keep her safe (and 
locked up in her room until she is twenty- five)!” Okay, there. We have acknowledged, 
and hopefully radically accepted, our emotion. Now what? Well, Adriana’s therapist 
needs to be considerate in her approach, as well as thoughtful about what steps she ethi-
cally should take to secure her safety in the future. Remember the nonjudgmental stance? 
Here is where it is quite useful.

Nonjudgmental Stance

Let’s use the example of Adriana to explore how her therapist can use a nonjudgmen-
tal stance to first respond to Adriana in session. She can then consider what other steps 
may be appropriate clinically. But first, if you were this therapist, what judgments might 
you make about Adriana? It would not be difficult to jump to thoughts like stupid, easy, no 
self- respect, crazy, reckless, does not care about herself, selfish for making others worry about 
her, and so on.

If we are to truly reach Adriana in a genuine, caring, and meaningful manner, none 
of those judgments are helpful or effective. The fact is we have to radically accept that 
Adriana made this choice, which allows us to find what part or parts of her decision filled 
honest, valid, and deep needs for her. We need to understand her decision- making process 
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and what events and corresponding thoughts and feelings preceded the sexual encounter. 
It is also important to help Adriana explore her own thoughts and feelings before, during, 
and after the encounter so she can reflect on whether any benefits are worth the risks. 
The only way to allow her to self- reflect authentically is if we maintain a nonjudgmental 
stance. This means actually managing— not just refraining from verbalizing— our judg-
ments. If Adriana is reacting to the judgments she perceives her therapist is making about 
her (spoken or unspoken), she is focused on her therapist and therefore not able to evalu-
ate her own experience. How can we manage our judgments?

How can we manage our judgments? By using a nonjudgmental stance. Judgments are 
terms that imply opinion (good or bad, nice or mean, should or shouldn’t). These terms 
often color the messages being delivered with emotion, lessening their effects. There are 
three ways to communicate that are more effective that using judgments: (1) speak to the 
facts, and use observable behaviors and data to describe a situation; (2) express preferences, 
saying what you like or do not like, what appeals to you, and how you feel, or your own 
inner experience of a given situation or behavior; (3) speak about consequence—describe 
how the given situation or behavior affects the outcome (helpful or not, effective or inef-
fective, gets you closer or further from your stated goal). 

Being nonjudgmental in our approach with adolescents is a powerful emotion regula-
tor that allows us to focus on what is happening in the present moment. In the session 
with Adriana, the therapist’s nonjudgmental stance will allow Adriana to process her 
actions in an honest and open manner and reflect on her own feelings and thoughts 
without emotional reproach from her therapist. Once Adriana can be honest in her own 
self-evaluation, we are in a position to extend validation and then move to intervention. 

Here are the steps for a nonjudgmental conversation with Adriana:

1. Start by saying, “Adriana, before you tell me what happened, let’s back up. What 
had been going on yesterday prior to last night?”

2. Walk Adriana through her day (or perhaps go further back to information about 
how she met this boy, and so on, to get background context). Use language to 
assist her in relaying the facts concretely (“And then what happened?”).

3. Ask questions along the way to clarify details and help Adriana identify triggers, 
vulnerabilities, and her rationale for her decisions (not your interpretations).

4. Validate the needs she attempted to meet, even if the actions she took were inef-
fective for doing so.

5. Reinforce her desire to achieve long- term goals. (Go back to previously stated treat-
ment goals— in this case, to make safer choices and sustain healthy relation ships.)

6. Ask Adriana to explore whether her behavior was consistent or inconsistent with 
those goals.
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7. Explore how she feels about what happened in the present moment and what she 
might do, knowing what she knows now, if she had the benefit of a “rewind life” 
button.

8. There may be room at this juncture for the therapist to openly express her own 
feelings and concerns in the context of caring about Adriana’s well- being and 
wanting to help her reach her goals. (You might say, “Do you want to know what 
came to mind for me when I was listening to you share your experience?” 
Remember that Adriana may say no, which is okay, too.)

Using the tools of mindfulness to help Adriana evaluate her own experience without 
the interference of therapist judgment or opinion is an effective expression of radical 
acceptance. The therapist in this case radically accepts that Adriana’s choices are hers, 
and accepts all the feelings and needs that go along with those choices. The therapist may 
have her own feelings about them, but her role is to guide Adriana toward self- discovery 
in ways that are consistent with agreed- upon goals to make safer choices and sustain 
healthy relationships.

This approach can be utilized in a variety of settings and situations: Your star player 
misses yet another practice. Your patient continues to engage in poor sleep hygiene. Your 
client fails a court- mandated drug screening. In each of these scenarios, we need to get to 
a place of radical acceptance of the present moment circumstances as they are, reconcile 
our emotional responses, let go of judgments, and be mindful in our approach to assisting 
the adolescent.

Validation
Validation is the communication to another person that what he is thinking, feeling, or 
doing makes sense given the circumstances and the context in which it occurs— even if 
it is not the most effective thought, feeling, or behavior for the situation. It flows out of 
acceptance and lets the other person know that you understand him. It does not mean 
that you agree with his thoughts, feelings, or behaviors; it merely communicates that you 
understand.

To experience how validation works, think about how you respond to a pet in distress. 
Imagine that your pet gets scared and responds by barking, hissing, or otherwise attempt-
ing to intimidate the “threat.” Most of us instinctively know to do our best to calm the pet 
and reassure the pet that it is okay. We do this by gently stroking the pet in a soothing 
manner, speaking softly, and providing a calm environment that counteracts the internal 
experience of the pet. And most of the time, this works. Contrast this with the way most 
adults instinctively respond to adolescents who are “barking” or “hissing” in response to 
a threat. We often order them to stop, tell them they are being inappropriate or unreason-
able, or otherwise invalidate the reaction. Validation is the gentle and deliberate effort to 
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soothe the adolescent so that her emotions and rational thoughts are again in balance and 
she is able to make effective and strategic decisions.

Validation is a powerful soother, and it takes practice and effort to deliver effectively. 
It is a fundamental skill for working with young people, and will help build a working 
relationship that allows for growth and change. Not surprisingly, significant focus on the 
importance of validation has occurred in the treatment of some of the most challenging 
and high- risk individuals, where its impact is most critical.

What Can We Validate?
When looking for opportunities to validate, remember that thoughts, feelings, behav-

iors, and bodily reactions are all fair game. The important thing is to validate only what 
is valid, not what is invalid. For example, a coach may validate that it is upsetting to lose 
a game, while not validating the threat of quitting by saying that quitting makes sense. Or 
a doctor might validate the fear associated with getting an injection, while not validating 
avoidance of the experience. It can be tricky in the heat of the moment to pull apart the 
valid from the invalid and respond effectively. We have found that the most useful strat-
egy when emotions are very high is to mindfully focus your own attention on what is in 
front of you, without judgment, and take your time to find the validity in what you see, 
hear, and experience. You may have to work hard and look carefully for something in the 
situation to validate. It will pay off in increased cooperation, an improved relationship, 
and better emotional control— in the adolescent and in yourself.

Levels of Validation
There are six increasingly powerful levels of validation (Linehan, 1997) that provide 

guidance on responding to teens in our care. All the levels are useful, and they become 
progressively more powerful and necessary for all interactions as emotional intensity 
increases. Consider the following anecdote as we walk through the levels of validation.

Alexi shows up at his counselor’s office fuming. He just had a major blow up with his 
father in the car on the way to the session. He stomps into the room and announces, 
“I’m through with that dickhead— nothing I ever do is good enough for him!” He 
proceeds to yell, threaten, slam his fist into the chair, and rant and rave for the next ten 
minutes. Every comment the therapist makes in her attempts to calm Alexi down seems 
to just rev him up more. She begins to wonder whether there’s anything she can do to 
manage the situation and improve the relationship between him and his father.

Level 1: Look, Listen, and Show Interest

At the most basic level, this involves paying attention and being interested in the 
experience of the teen before you. It means noticing what the teen says and does, without 
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judging. This is where the skills of mindful awareness come in. Just look and listen, 
describing to yourself what you are noticing, without judgment. With Alexi, the therapist 
might notice that his face is red, the veins in his neck are prominent, his teeth are showing, 
his fists are clenched, his voice is loud, and his leg is shaking. She might show interest by 
leaning forward in her chair, nodding her head, and having an attentive look on her face. 
She will make every effort to avoid judging, as this may leak through in her facial expres-
sion, and might in turn ramp up his emotions and the behaviors driven by them. This can 
be very hard to do and takes practice. One helpful strategy to keep your own reactivity in 
check is to consciously focus on observing and describing what you see silently to yourself 
(for example, “furrowed brow, lines between eyes, cheeks are red, mouth is pursed, arm is 
shaking”). This has the effect of anchoring you in a nonemotional and nonjudgmental 
place, so that you can rationally and logically call on the subsequent validation skills in 
the most effective way.

Level 2: Listen Reflectively

Simply repeat back the words you are hearing and the emotion you are witnessing, 
without adding any interpretations. Acknowledge the grains of truth in what the adoles-
cent is presenting, without validating what is not necessarily true. As the counselor sits 
with Alexi, she might say, “You are furious with your dad— you think he never cuts you 
any slack.” Notice that the counselor does not validate that his father is a dickhead, or 
even that his father never cuts him any slack. She simply acknowledges what is true— that 
Alexi thinks his dad is too harsh on him.

Levels one and two are especially useful in work with young people who are emotion-
ally dysregulated and not thinking or acting in a calm and rational manner. Sometimes 
we are triggered when teens approach us in this state of mind, and we attempt to calm 
them down with firm limits, harsh words, or an attempt to dismiss or diminish their emo-
tions. While this may work in the short term, beware of the impact on your relationship 
and whether it is in the service of teaching problem solving. Many teens have emerged 
even angrier from a meeting with an authority figure in which they were strong- armed 
into submission. Forcing teens to ignore their emotions is both impossible and invalidat-
ing. At best it does nothing in the service of teaching effective emotion management 
skills, and at worst it teaches that emotions are to be avoided. Nothing good comes from 
any of this. Taking time to validate assists the teen in settling down and is an investment 
in long- term growth. The five to ten minutes it may take for these first two levels of vali-
dation to bring the intensity down may feel like an eternity, but is a fair trade- off for the 
hours of fallout when teens are not afforded this time and support to settle down.

Level 3: Say What Is Not Being Said

At this level the adult uses all that she knows about the teen before her and puts into 
words what the teen may not be directly saying. This has the effect of conveying under-
standing, and it strengthens your connection with the teen. It communicates to the young 
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person that he is not crazy— that how he is responding is understandable (and, at the 
same time, not necessarily useful). You will be most effective when you know the adoles-
cent and his history. With Alexi, the counselor might say, “You have been trying so hard 
to please your dad, and he doesn’t even seem to notice.” This statement would flow from 
previous discussions between Alexi and his therapist and convey that the counselor “gets 
it.” Her comment might even help him “get it” a little better, because she points it out 
before he does, resulting in him feeling understood. The act of having another person do 
this helps teens feel that their emotions make sense, because if the therapist (or other 
helping adult) can make this connection, it must be universally experienced, and thus 
must make sense and be valid. Warning: if you get a negative response when you say what 
you think is not being said, it might indicate that you are not validating accurately. You 
might even be wrong! No worries— simply go back to observing and reflecting until 
things begin to make sense to you, and try again. Insisting you are right is ineffective and 
can further aggravate a teen who is emotionally dysregulated. Teens will be responsive to 
your efforts, even if off the mark, as long as you are willing to acknowledge your error and 
try again.

Level 4: Communicate That Behavior Makes Sense 
Given the Past

All behavior makes sense contextually, even when it is misguided and ineffective. 
Validating at this level is letting the teen know that you understand the context, and that 
given the cause, the effect is understandable. You are not validating the effectiveness of the 
thought, feeling, or behavior. (The therapist is not saying to Alexi that it’s a good idea to 
yell at his dad.) Rather, you are validating the mere existence of the thought, feeling, or 
behavior, given the context in which it occurs. Alexi’s counselor might say, “Of course 
you are upset with your dad right now. You were sent off to a wilderness program last year 
because he felt you weren’t making progress, and after all the work you’ve done since 
you’ve been back, it has to feel as though you are right back where you started— that you 
are going to be sent away again.”

The counselor makes an effort to let Alexi know that she sees the current reaction in 
the context of all that has come before it. This level of validation is very useful for helping 
the teen feel understood and strengthening your bond with him, and it will likely lead to 
a less emotionally laden— and thus more rational— discussion on how to move forward.

Level 5: Communicate That Behavior Makes Sense 
Given the Present

This goes a step beyond the previous level by communicating that the teen’s response 
is not necessarily a problem or a sign of being out of control or different than others. It 
normalizes the thought, feeling, or behavior. Alexi’s therapist could say, “We all want our 
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dads to be proud of us. Who wouldn’t be upset when our efforts go unrecognized?” This 
lets Alexi know that his reaction is understandable on a larger scale than just his own 
history, and that his emotions make sense. After all, if you can articulate their validity, 
others can, too. It’s a way of communicating the inherent normalcy of the feelings. Notice 
that in this example the therapist is validating the emotion, not the behavior. She is not 
saying it makes sense to her that he is slamming his fists and threatening to get revenge 
on his dad. She is validating that which is true— that most kids want to please their 
parents and that it is upsetting when they try and fail.

Level 6: Be Completely Genuine

This is the holy grail of validation. It means that your reaction to the adolescent is real 
and is communicated in a way that casts aside the power hierarchy inherent in adult- 
adolescent interactions. Instead it is one human being communicating to another. Your 
response at this level is totally real and natural, not contrived and tentative. It communi-
cates your shared humanness and underscores the connection between you. It is empathic, 
hopeful, and natural. Alexi’s counselor does this when she says (with tears in her eyes), “It 
breaks my heart to see you so hurt. I know you try so hard. I just know you will find a way 
to work this out.”

Some adults are afraid to step into this level of validation. Many of us have been 
trained to respect boundaries and power differences to such a degree that we are no longer 
real and natural with the teens we serve. The teens detect this and find it off- putting. We 
really must find a way to be genuinely validating at a very deep level while also maintain-
ing boundaries. For example, Alexi’s therapist communicates her heartache, the impact 
on her, and her belief in Alexi, but does not offer to rescue him. She maintains her profes-
sional role while responding in a genuinely human and compassionate manner.

The Validating Environment
Think back to Marcus, from earlier in the chapter. The school he attends is, sadly, an 

invalidating environment for him. The school culture communicates to Marcus that his 
thoughts and feelings around his sexuality are not acceptable and will not be tolerated, 
much less embraced. Adding to the challenge, this same environment might be experi-
enced as very validating to a different young person.

Just as an adult can be validating to an adolescent, so can an environment. There has 
been considerable focus recently on creating a culture of respect and inclusion in schools 
and youth activities. A validating environment conveys to the adolescents who partici-
pate in it that their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors make sense and that their experi-
ence is taken seriously. Validating environments tend to address bullying head-on, model 
collaborative problem solving, and give the time necessary to help young people thought-
fully resolve issues. All of the skills presented thus far in this book contribute to validating 
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environments— those in which adolescents feel accepted and valued, and in which they 
are comfortable enough to speak up, share feelings, and trust the adults to have their best 
interests at heart. This is our mandate.

Validating Parents and Caregivers
As we have discussed in previous sections, the importance of working with parents 

and caregivers cannot be ignored as we aim to help their adolescent children. It is critical 
to accept and validate parents’ struggles and challenges in addition to those of their chil-
dren. Having empathy for parents is a positive step; validation takes that one step further. 
In some cases, validation comes easily, and in other situations it’s more of a challenge. It 
helps to remind ourselves that parents are doing the best they can, even if we feel their 
efforts fall short. Accept present- moment circumstances and experiences of parents by 
reconciling your own emotions, taking a nonjudgmental stance, and interacting mind-
fully. When parents feel accepted and validated by the other adults in their children’s 
lives, it becomes easier to work together toward a common goal. Parents will also more 
readily trust our work with their children if we offer opportunities to communicate in 
ways that balance respect for the confidentiality of the adolescent with inclusion of the 
parents. Let’s explore some of the parent behaviors that can be difficult to validate and 
ways to overcome these obstacles.

Difficult Parent Behaviors:

• Parent is overly critical of, or verbally abusive to, the teen.

• Parent fails to follow through on recommendations, does not provide needed materials, 
or compromises the work through lateness or absences at meetings.

• Parent has physically abused the adolescent.

• Parent has been verbally aggressive or physically threatening to you.

• Parent shows up intoxicated or high.

• Parent is neglectful of providing basic needs or supervision.

• Parent is emotionally reactive or defensive.

Find ways to support your relationship with the adolescent by accepting and validat-
ing the parent or caretaker as a valued member of the adolescent’s “team.” Even if the teen 
expresses judgment or disdain for her parents (feelings that we of course also validate), any 
judgments or lack of acceptance of the parents expressed by the helping adult will likely 
feel hurtful to the teen. It is akin to teasing your sibling. It’s okay for you to do it, but if 
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someone else does it, your protective instincts kick in and you fiercely defend your sibling. 
So let’s look at ways we can validate parents and caregivers, based on the six levels of vali-
dation described earlier.

Strategies for Validating Parents:

• Look, listen, and show interest. Hear parents out. Take in their feedback and concerns 
without interrupting. In person, use nonverbal signals to acknowledge you hear them 
and offer an open stance with your body. By phone, make responsive sounds to indicate 
you are there and listening.

• Listen reflectively. Before responding, reflect back what you understood (“It sounds 
like… ,” “I hear you saying… ,” “Let me make sure I understand your concern…”).

• Say what is not being said. Tone matters. Remember to put into practice mindfulness 
and a nonjudgmental stance. (“It sounds like you really lost your temper with Morgan. 
Seems like that was scary for you both. I know we have talked about getting you some 
support in the past. I worry about your stress level, and I want to make sure you’re 
taken care of so you can care for your kids. Why don’t we try to find someone for you 
to talk with for support? You deserve that.”)

• Communicate that the parent’s feelings, intentions, motivations, and behavior make 
sense given the past. (“I absolutely understand how upsetting this is, given that Ellie’s 
sobriety is so new, and that in the past she would disappear for days at a time.”)

• Communicate that the parent’s feelings, intentions, motivations, and behavior make 
sense given the present. Speak to the underlying emotion rather than the behavior. 
(“Sounds like you really yelled at Ellie when she got home. It must have been so scary 
when she disappeared after school and you didn’t know where she was. I am glad she 
was at her friend’s and she’s okay. It makes sense that you would be upset because she 
didn’t make sure her phone was charged so you could reach her.”)

• Be completely genuine. Really tune in to what the parents are saying and try to see 
things from their point of view. You don’t necessarily have to agree with their behavior; 
you are just extending real and deep understanding of their dilemmas, feelings, and 
perceptions. Parents desperately need this.

Validating parents is not an easy skill to master because emotions on both sides can 
run high. Having a plan of action using the steps outlined in this chapter can help guide 
interactions. It will structure the response, which will also help to manage intense emo-
tions. We must remember that the information we receive from parents during these 
interactions can serve a valuable purpose in better understanding and thoughtfully 
approaching our work with their children.
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Feedback
A unique feature of validation is that feedback occurs in real time. At the end of this 
chapter, we provide a feedback tool to gather data about your overall effectiveness with 
your acceptance skills, and we encourage you to use it. At the same time, you will get the 
most useful feedback by paying very close attention to the adolescent’s reactions to how 
you respond to them. Let’s take a closer look at how this can be done.

Verbal Feedback
In general, you will know that you are conveying acceptance effectively by the contin-

ued cooperation and engagement of the teen in your presence. However, when we’re not 
so effective, we rely on the teen to correct us overtly. Here’s an example of the kind of 
verbal feedback that can help us improve in our efforts to convey acceptance:

Adolescent:  This is all too much— homework, band practice, coming to 
appointments, working. I just can’t take it!

Adult:  You are feeling overwhelmed.

Adolescent:  Not really. It’s just unfair. I mean, why do I have to do so much? I don’t 
even like half of it. I just do it to get into college.

Adult:  It’s the unfairness that bothers you.

Adolescent:  Yes, exactly. I mean, who really cares about all this stuff?

Adult:  I can see how that would bother you.

In this example, the adult attempts to accurately reflect what she is hearing, only to 
be corrected by the adolescent. The adult regroups and tries again, hitting the target the 
second time, and validating the adolescent. She conveys that she accepts the teen’s feel-
ings as expected and appropriate to the situation. She doesn’t argue with the teen or 
otherwise insist that she is right. She allows the feedback in the moment to guide her 
subsequent responses.

This type of interaction occurs countless times in our interpersonal relations every 
day. The power hierarchy inherent in an adult- adolescent interaction can sometimes 
interfere with adults responding effectively. A signal that you are locked into a nonaccept-
ing response that does’t reflect accurately is when the adolescent is excessively argumenta-
tive with you. In these interactions, keep going back to the drawing board and make a 
concerted effort to shift your perspective to see things from the adolescent’s point of view. 
Use the feedback that adolescents provide, even if it is indirect.
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Nonverbal Feedback
Some adolescents will be bold enough to say, “No, you just don’t get it” (which, while 

humbling, is a gift). Others are harder to read. Some young people will simply shut down 
and give up in the face of what they experience as an unaccepting interaction. Some of 
the young people we work with may have long and tragic histories of feeling invalidated 
that have sensitized them to feeling unaccepted, and are thus likely to throw in the towel 
quickly. This passive response is feedback, and it’s just as useful as verbal feedback when 
looking to more accurately convey acceptance. It doesn’t matter whether what we say is 
articulate or not— what matters is that the young person perceives it as accepting. Each 
adolescent brings his own idiosyncratic history, experiences, and reactions to others. We 
will serve them best by treating each one individually and listening to the feedback that 
is not being spoken. Here’s an example of an adult reading nonverbal feedback and arriv-
ing at an accepting response:

Adolescent:  (Sits with arms crossed, not speaking.)

Adult:  Are you mad at me?

Adolescent:  (Silence.)

Adult:  It seems like you are really upset with me.

Adolescent:  (Silence.)

Adult:  I’m wondering what I’ve done to piss you off.

Adolescent:  (Silence.)

Adult:   (Thinks for a moment, and decides to try a different tack.) You are sitting 
here and not saying a word. I wonder why.

Adolescent:  (Silence.)

Adult:  Did something happen on your way here?

Adolescent:  (Silence.)

Adult:  Something must be bothering you.

Adolescent:   (Angrily.) You got that right! That security guard thinks he’s the shit. 
Fuck him. He treats me like I’m a fuck- up every time he sees me. I’m 
not going to take it anymore.

Adult:  No wonder you’re upset. Tell me what happened.
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In this interaction, the adult persevered in his attempt to accurately identify the ado-
lescent’s mood and used the nonverbal feedback to guide his comments. At the end of the 
interaction, the adolescent is left feeling understood, validated, and able to effectively 
problem solve.

Rating Scale Feedback
Sometimes adolescents are uncomfortable giving feedback directly. For them, the 

rating scale provides an indirect approach. We have included a rating scale for this 
purpose. (This scale, and all the others in this book, is available for download at http://
www.newharbinger.com/30722; instructions for access can be found at the very back of 
this book.) Always aim to get the best possible scores, and interpret any score that doesn’t 
hit that mark as an opportunity to learn and improve. This can be accomplished by 
speaking directly to the young person about how you might improve. Or results can be 
shared in aggregate with a group. Focusing on your accuracy in reflecting acceptance will 
surely lead to improvement.

Here’s the Rundown
We have explained the important role acceptance plays in building relationships with 
adolescents. Adolescents respond to feeling accepted and validated by thinking more 
rationally and problem solving more effectively. We have provided guidance on how to 
convey acceptance in your tone, environment, and behavior, and through the use of vali-
dation. We have extended these principals to working with parents as well. With the 
tools, frameworks, and strategies provided in this chapter, you are now equipped to put 
them into practice and refine the important work you are doing with adolescents.

http://www.newharbinger.com/30722
http://www.newharbinger.com/30722
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Checklist for Increasing Acceptance
When you are finding it challenging to experience or demonstrate acceptance toward an 
adolescent, it may be helpful to review the following:

  Model acceptance by demonstrating self- acceptance.

  Convey that mistakes are acceptable.

  Be aware of your judgments.

  Model a nonjudgmental stance.

  Use accepting language.

  Verbally and directly communicate acceptance when possible.

  Radically accept that all adolescent behavior happens for a reason.

  Use mindfulness to help achieve and convey acceptance.

  Validate valid thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

  Look, listen, and show interest.

  Listen reflectively.

  Say what isn’t being said.

  Communicate that behavior makes sense given the past.

  Communicate that behavior makes sense given the present.

  Aim to demonstrate complete genuineness.

  Create a validating environment.

  Validate parents and caregivers.

  Ask for feedback.
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Rating Scale for Acceptance
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:

My Provider: N
ot
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Accepts me as I am.

Understands why I do what I do.

Responds in a way that helps me settle down when I’m 
upset.

“Gets” me.

Asks for and responds to my feedback.

Is there anything your provider could do to be more accepting?



Chapter 9

Change

For some it’s an exciting prospect; for others it’s a dreaded endeavor. We all respond to the 
notion of change differently and approach its process in our own way and for our own 
reasons. While we grow, and become different in one way or another just through the 
passage of time, specific efforts to initiate and implement change require an active 
approach.

In our survey results from providers, the number one challenge they identified in 
working with adolescents was the adolescent’s lack of motivation. It was rated even higher 
than disrespect, dishonesty, or defiance. Webster’s defines motivation as the act or process 
of giving someone a reason for doing something. We assert that respectful, authentic, 
kind, predictable, and accepting relationships compel adolescents to embrace change. 
Within this relational construct, adolescents find their sense of self, experience autonomy, 
discover a larger purpose, and experience mastery. These are powerful intrinsic motiva-
tors, which grease the wheels of change and cement progress. Evaluating where you excel 
relationally in your work and which skills require more practice will set you on a parallel 
path to change along with those teens in your service.

We will address the change process on two levels in this chapter: how to make the 
changes in your own presentation and delivery of services that will lead to change in 
youth, and how to use specific skills to improve the likelihood that you will be able to 
influence behavior change in adolescents. These skills work equally well across settings 
with academic, athletic, psychological, and social issues.
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In Their Own Words
There is nothing more powerful than hearing the voices of adolescents looking back on 
their path to change. Their words of appreciation and insight are a testament to the 
relationships we have cultivated in our work with them toward their goals. Listen for the 
evidence of the relationship in these touching communications from teens.

 ▶ “I am doing really well right now. I haven’t broken down or had an episode since 
the beginning of last year. I have been completely off my medication. My parents 
and I get along. We work out our arguments, laugh, and plan together for my 
future. I have also settled into my new high school and have built the most sup-
portive friend group a guy could ever ask for. I still use the coping skills you 
taught me on a daily basis.”

 ▶ “My basketball coach changed my life. He taught me to grow up and become 
responsible for what I do, both on and off the court. Having someone who you 
can look up to, and being in an environment where that person makes you 
really think about the cause- effect relationship of your actions, is so vital to your 
success. I don’t think I would be so independent— let alone be attending col-
lege— if it weren’t for the time I had with my coach.”

 ▶ “A head counselor at a camp I worked at for children with disabilities gave me 
the freedom and responsibility that enabled me to learn leadership skills, but 
also effectively and helpfully guided me so that I was successful as a mentor in 
the program.”

 ▶ “An extracurricular activity club coach helped me feel welcome in a competitive 
academic environment and encouraged my work. As a result, I increased my 
efforts in that particular activity and am now doing well in it, thanks to him.”

Think back to a sincere thank- you that you’ve received from a teen and ask yourself 
what made the difference for that teen in persevering with you toward growth. Was it the 
respect you showed them, your kindness, the way you authentically offered your service 
and yourself, your predictability, or the fact that you were completely accepting? Maybe it 
was a combination of some or all of these skills. We plant seeds in our work with teens but 
don’t always see the evidence of cultivation and growth. When we are privileged to 
witness, hear about, or hear from those adolescents whose lives we have touched, we can 
see how the relationship we offered paved the path to change. Those adolescents are now 
better equipped to offer themselves to the world.
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Stages of Change
Individuals progress through a series of steps when they are considering a change 
(Norcross, Krebs, & Prochaska, 2010). Sometimes we assume that adolescents are ready 
to invest in the effort involved in change right away, and we rush to give them the skills, 
strategies, and support that will assist them. But unless those teens are at the point where 
they want to change, these supports usually fall flat and result in power struggles and 
frustration for all. They might even lead to less willingness for change, as teens express 
their autonomy by resisting your control— with the unfortunate outcome of no growth at 
all. Effective responses will be based on the stages of change, explained here.

Precontemplation
Sixteen- year- old Adam has been playing an online massive multiplayer game since 
seventh grade. His friends also play, and his life revolves around the game. He has little 
motivation for school or homework. After school, he hangs out and plays on the com-
puter, and sometimes he skips school altogether after being up all night playing. His 
grades are poor and he is not motivated to improve them. He sees no problem with the 
game; he feels he gets his social and emotional needs met through its use. And he resists 
his parents’ efforts to manage his time and activities.

Adolescents in the precontemplation stage are not yet thinking of change. They do 
not respond effectively to advice, teaching about consequences, or cajoling. Adam has no 
desire to change his behavior, and telling him why he should change may result in his 
arguing for the importance of the game and why he doesn’t need to change—thus 
strengthening his perspective.

What Can We Do?

The most effective intervention for helping adolescents at this stage is to carefully 
help them consider the pros and cons of their behavior, and the pros and cons of changing 
their behavior. It is important to do this in a fairly neutral manner. While the wish that 
he will change his behavior can be made explicit, the rest of the discussion is deliberately 
not biased, and is designed to allow the young person to arrive at his own conclusion. 
Teenagers in this stage tend to underrecognize the benefits of changing their behavior 
and exaggerate the negative aspects of changing their behavior. Most of us do not like 
being told what to do and will push back when we feel pressured. When Adam decides he 
is ready to make a change, guidance will be very important. Until that point, it’s best to 
keep the conversation focused on the cost- benefit analysis, rather than the nuts and bolts 
of changing. The interaction between Adam and his youth group leader (abbreviated as 
YGL) shown in these pages illustrates this point.
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YGL:   Hey Adam, your mom mentioned to me that you and she have been 
butting heads over the use of the computer.

Adam:  Yeah, she is really driving me crazy.

YGL:   Would you be willing to talk it over with me a little bit? I’d like to 
understand better what is going on.

Adam:   Sure— there’s not much to say. I play this MMOG on the computer 
and she hassles me. That’s about it.

YGL:   I see… What is it you like about the game?

Adam:   (Brightening up.) Oh, it’s amazing. I have tons of friends all over the 
world and I have this character that is incredible. And the world is so 
complex— there are always new things to explore and discover. I love it!

YGL:   It sounds like fun. What’s your mom’s issue with it?

Adam:   She gets all upset because she thinks I play it too much.

YGL:   Ahhh. How much time do you spend playing it on a typical day?

Adam:   Oh, I guess I get on when I get home from school, and play it for most 
of the afternoon. Sometimes I get so into it I stay up a little late. That’s 
what she doesn’t like— when I miss school because I’m too tired to get 
up in the morning. One time I fell asleep right there on my chair! I lost 
a lot of ground in the game that night.

YGL:   And what about school? Is it causing any problems there?

Adam:   I guess… But I don’t really care that much about school anyway. That 
stuff doesn’t interest me.

YGL:   What do your friends think?

Adam:   My friends at school sometimes give me a hard time, but my online 
friends are always there for me, and they’re the ones that matter the 
most.

YGL:   I think I get it. You really love the game and the friendships, 
excitement, and fun it provides. It’s more interesting than the work you 
get at school, and the friends you’ve made through the game mean a 
lot to you. At the same time, when you play it a lot, you sometimes 
miss school, your friends at school give you a hard time, and your mom 
gets really upset.

Adam:   That sounds right.
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YGL:   Now, let me ask you: what are the advantages of keeping things just 
the way they are— not changing a thing?

Adam:   I’ll get to keep playing my game. I’m at the highest level possible and I 
get a lot of respect for that.

YGL:   And what are the advantages of doing it differently— changing it 
somehow?

Adam:   My mom would definitely be off my back.

YGL:  Anything else?

Adam:  Maybe I wouldn’t miss as much school.

YGL:  What difference would that make?

Adam:   My grades might go up a little bit, and my friends would be glad to see 
me.

YGL:   Okay. If you don’t change anything, you will get to play the game a lot 
and keep your level really high. If you make a change, your mom will 
quiet down, you might get to school more often, your grades may go up, 
and your friends at school will be happy to see you. Did I get that right?

Adam:  That sounds right.

YGL:  So what are you thinking about doing?

Adam:  For now, I’m not going to change a thing.

In this interaction, the youth group leader helps Adam articulate the pros and cons of 
changing his behavior without taking a side, knowing that this gentle guidance and illu-
mination of both sides of the equation will help him think about his behavior more accu-
rately and may lead to change in the future.

Contemplation
Meredith has been smoking marijuana for two years and is beginning to become aware 
that it is causing problems in her life. She tells her counselor that she is considering 
cutting it back to smoking only on the weekends when she starts college in the fall. She 
thinks that will be a good time to make a change, because her smoking is a way of 
coping with the stress of living at home. She thinks she’ll have less stress once she leaves.

Adolescents in the contemplation stage are thinking about making a change in the 
next six months or so. They recognize that something is not working and begin to 



What Works with Teens

190

consider ways to solve it. They both see the pros and cons of their behavior and have some 
ambivalence about changing it. In this stage, they’re able to identify strong reasons to 
continue the behavior as well as strong reasons to change it.

What Can We Do?

At this point, adults can support the concept of change by reinforcing adolescent 
statements that reflect change and planning. It’s important to be careful not to push hard, 
as the ambivalence the adolescent experiences may turn into outright opposition. Our 
aim here is to be patient, to gently reinforce all comments and behaviors that are in the 
service of change, and to continue to display all the skills described in the book as we 
provide ongoing support and encouragement. We can provide teens with information 
they request about how to go about making a change, while recognizing that they may not 
be ready to implement the ideas. Continuing to help them weigh the pros and cons of 
changing and the pros and cons of not changing is also useful.

Meredith:  You know, I don’t think I’ll need to be smoking marijuana so much 
when I go to school in the fall.

Counselor:   Interesting. What will be different in the fall?

Meredith:   Well, I’ll be away from all the family stress, and that’s the reason I 
smoke— because I can’t deal with them.

Counselor:   How do you envision being able to do that?

The therapist will help Meredith explore in advance how she visualizes reaching her 
goal, and will highlight the benefits of committing to this decision.

Preparation

Tony has always been teased about his weight. He is sick of it and wants to do 
something about it. He talks to the school nurse, some friends, and his gym teacher 
about strategies that might help him get in shape.

In the preparation stage, the adolescent is about to take action to make a change. He 
seeks out information and appears seriously interested in change, but has not yet acted on 
the information he receives.

What Can We Do?

We are most useful at this point if we can help the young person develop a plan for 
change that is practical and feasible. It’s usually best to give teens many options and let 
them choose the ones that make the most sense to them. At this point we are advisors, 
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offering information and accepting that they will likely take some of it and reject some of 
it. Be aware that young people will often push back if we come on too strong— so easy 
does it. Keeping the change process manageable by identifying small steps and prioritizing 
one to start with can be a useful approach in helping the adolescent experience the change 
as manageable. The first step can even be framed as “an experiment.”

School nurse:    Tony, it sounds like you’re ready to make some healthy changes.

Tony:    Yeah, but I’m not really sure where to start.

School nurse:   I think it would be a great idea to meet with your pediatrician to 
create a plan that will work for you. Would you like me to touch 
base with your mom to help set that up?

Tony:   That would be great, thanks!

Action
Now we are ready to roll! The adolescent is ready to make a change and is acting on 

it. Now is the time for direct guidance and cheerleading. This is when young people are 
most receptive to our advice (although it’s always a good idea to ask if it’s wanted), and are 
most likely to follow it. It is critical that all the skills described in the book are on full 
display.

What Can We Do?

When we are fortunate enough to work with young people in the action stage, we feel 
as though we are miracle workers! They are moving toward goals and appear to be making 
steady progress. They may start attending twelve- step meetings, or agree to see a tutor, or 
commit to practicing an instrument or a sport more consistently than ever. Reinforce all 
these positive movements and cheerlead them through all the milestones.

Maintenance and Relapse
All of us have known individuals who make great changes in their lives, and at the 

same time have tremendous difficulty maintaining the progress, slipping back into old 
behaviors. While this can be disheartening, it is a normal part of the change process. 
Maybe the young person loses a significant amount of weight, and then gradually gains it 
back, or gets her grades up only to have them sink back down, or gets sober and then 
relapses. Maintaining change is hard work. Some teens become confident that they can 
return to old ways and it will be different, only to find out the hard way that it isn’t. In 
many ways, this is the nature of adolescence— having an omnipotent attitude and 
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learning painful lessons through experience rather than the wisdom of others. It can be 
difficult for adults to watch, and at the same time we may be in a unique position to offer 
meaningful support when this occurs.

What Can We Do?

Our goal during maintenance is to support the adolescent in the changes she is 
making and to return to the interventions that are associated with whatever stage she 
lands in when she relapses. Substance abuse treatment providers recognize that with each 
successive treatment episode the odds of maintaining sobriety increase, so each relapse 
should be seen as a step toward sustained change, and an opportunity to learn from the 
setback. Our tasks are to help teens understand the stages of change and the role of 
relapse in the cycle when it occurs, and to guide them through the experience of learning 
and recommitting to change.

Importance of Shared Goals
Many professionals struggle to implement and support change, only to ultimately realize 
that the adolescent doesn’t want the same changes they do. For change to occur, there 
needs to be motivation toward an agreed-upon end. In mental health treatment, congru-
ence of therapist and client goals is a significant predictor of success. The same is true 
across settings. Imagine you go to an accountant for help with your taxes, and he encour-
ages you to save more money and tells you how to do it. If saving more money is important 
to you, you may welcome the advice and make a change. Or you might agree with the 
concept in principle, but you may not be interested in implementing this suggestion imme-
diately. Or you may not be interested at all. Your attitude toward saving money will influ-
ence what you do with the advice, and to some degree your attitude toward the accountant 
if he continues to press the issue.

Sales professionals know this well. Find out what the customer wants! In work with 
adolescents, this requires leaning on all the skills presented so far— respect, authenticity, 
kindness, predictability, and acceptance. Let’s look at ways to determine what the adoles-
cent wants and how to translate that into goals you can work on collaboratively.

Asking Directly
The most direct and clear way to establish goals is to directly ask the teen what she 

wants help with. Most will be able to respond just as directly, and then you are off and 
running. Consider asking questions like these:

• What would you like to get out of this course?

• What skills do you want to improve in your sport this season?
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• What do you want to accomplish in therapy (or in this medical visit)?

• What do you want to get out of this meeting?

The answers you receive will provide you with a clear picture of what is expected, and 
will allow you to stay close to the needs and motivation of the teen you’re working with.

Asking Indirectly
Some adolescents may not be able to articulate goals clearly, and some may even state 

they don’t care, they have no goals, or they are unmotivated to change at all. In these 
cases, it’s necessary to be more creative to find the prize the adolescent is seeking. There 
are several ways to move forward in these circumstances.

The “miracle question” (DeShazer, 1988) is a clever exercise designed to activate an 
adolescent’s imagination and help him articulate goals for change. The adult says some-
thing like this:

I want to ask you a question, and your answer will help me understand what you 
are looking for. It’s a little offbeat, so please bear with me. Imagine that you go to 
sleep tonight and in the middle of the night, while you are fast asleep, a miracle 
occurs. The miracle is that something inside of you changes, and as a result of this 
change, your problems are solved. (Allow a moment for the idea to sink in.) Now, 
you are fast asleep when this occurs, so you have no idea when you wake up in the 
morning that this has happened. You get up and start going about your routine. 
As you are going through your day, you notice you are doing some things differ-
ently as a result of this miracle. At first it just seems like a fluke, but as the days 
go by, you start to realize that your problems are solved. (Pause, and make sure that 
the teen is still with you, and understands the scenario.) Now, here’s my question: 
what would you notice that you are doing differently that would tell you this 
miracle had happened?

At this point, the teen will typically tell you, in behavioral terms, just what he needs 
to do to make the changes he is looking for. We are consistently amazed by the awareness 
that young people have about their own struggles, and by the knowledge they often possess 
of possible solutions. Our job then becomes helping them implement the ideas they have 
already articulated as important.

While many adolescents possess insights they may not realize they have until the 
right questions are asked, others lack insight into themselves despite having endless 
thoughts about what others need to be doing differently. We may hear, “My teacher is 
unfair”; “It was my coach’s fault I played such a bad game”; “It’s not my fault that no one 
else is doing their job!” Externalizing, the great adolescent pastime, can pose a barrier to 
helping teens figure out what they can be doing differently. This lack of insight is not, 
however, a conversation ender, but rather a conversation starter. Use the respect, 
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authenticity, kindness, predictability, and acceptance skills to start where the teen is com-
fortable and explore from there what his role can be in the change process and which 
goals he has control over. Teens often need to be gently reminded that though they may 
be right about others’ problematic behaviors, realistically they have control only over their 
own behaviors. By focusing on other people, they unwittingly give their power away. To 
feel empowered, they must take charge of themselves.

A related approach is to ask the adolescent to think about some future point in his life 
when his problems are solved, and invite him to describe how his life will look. You might 
ask him to imagine that a camera crew is following him around, and ask him to describe 
what the viewer will see. The focus is on his behavior, as we are looking to identify 
changes that can be observed in one way or another. When a teen gives a response that 
is about an unobservable change (for example, “I will feel more motivated”), we always 
ask, “And what will you be doing differently when you…” This question helps the teen 
identify the behaviors that correlate with change, with the understanding that change is 
often a result of deliberately doing something differently.

Another approach is to look at change reflected in data. We might ask an adolescent 
to use a scaling system to articulate change. For example, if the teen indicates she wants 
to be happier (or a better dribbler, or a better student, or more social, or whatever it is she 
wants to change), we can ask, “How happy (or how good at dribbling, or whatnot) are you 
now on a scale of one to ten?” If she responds, “A four,” we would then ask, “And what will 
you be doing differently when you go from a four to a five?” This allows us to turn abstract 
ideas into observable goals and change targets. Data can also be used to evaluate the 
progress toward goals. The adult will periodically check in and ask where the teen ranks 
herself on the scale, review the data (test results, weight charts, sports statistics, and so 
on), and recalibrate the future targets for change.

Adolescents appreciate the effort and follow- through in this type of approach model, 
and adults appreciate the clarity around the goals, and the way it allows us to observe 
whether our interventions are effective or not.

What If the Teen’s Goals Don’t Match the Adult’s?
Working with adolescents almost always brings challenges along with rewards, and 

establishing shared goals is often tough. Many times the teen’s goals will appear to be in 
direct contradiction to what you may feel is in his best interest. Imagine an adolescent 
who says his goal is “To be able to smoke weed anytime I want,” or “To never see that bully 
again,” or “To not have to come to counseling.” Many adults get flummoxed by these 
apparent roadblocks and resort to lecturing or authoritative responses. Instead, try to view 
these comments as opportunities to gain further clarity.

It helps to see the adolescent’s goals as attempts to solve a problem, even if the ideas 
are misguided or apparently outrageous. For example, the teenager who wants to smoke 
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marijuana might be asked, “What will being able to smoke weed all the time do for you?” 
which may lead to a discussion (if you are willing and open- minded) about a lack of alter-
native coping skills, the stresses or social issues he is facing, and how overwhelmed he may 
be feeling. This conversation may result in a clearer understanding of the middle ground 
between his goals and your job. Without endorsing his goal of being able to smoke mari-
juana all the time, we can join with him on the goal of decreasing stress, maintaining 
social activity, and finding other ways to cope when marijuana is not available or cannot 
be used. With the teen who never wants to see the bully again, we may not be able to help 
her with that particular goal (short of moving her to a different school or neighborhood), 
and yet we can help her plan ahead to avoid the bully when possible and develop ways to 
cope when it’s not possible. And with the young person who wants to get out of counsel-
ing, we say, “Of course! Let’s solve the problems that got you here as quickly as possible.” 
In all of these examples, we first accept that the adolescent is trying to make a change, 
and we then work to find the common ground that allows us to work together 
productively.

Behaviorism
Behavioral psychology has contributed greatly to our understanding of how learning 
occurs, and ultimately what we can do to influence change in ourselves and others. 
Behaviorism teaches us that behaviors that are reinforced will strengthen and behaviors 
that are not reinforced will weaken. For example, when an adolescent tells a joke and 
peers laugh in an accepting and friendly way, joke telling is reinforced. It can be hard to 
figure out what is reinforcing to a particular adolescent. A young person may behave in a 
manner that results in derision and mocking from peers at school, and yet the behavior 
continues. Why? While the answer will depend on the specific circumstances, here are 
some ideas to consider:

• The mocking and derision are actually reinforcing (because the teen may find the 
attention desirable, even though it is negative).

• The behavior may be reinforced elsewhere by a more powerful entity. (Perhaps 
the teen receives reinforcement from a peer group in a different setting, and this 
outweighs the negative reaction at school.)

• The teen is unaware of the mocking, or misinterprets it as support.

It is very helpful to gain understanding of “problem” behaviors if we are to be effective 
in changing them. The actual mechanism of change will vary from profession to profes-
sion, and at the same time, the process of determining where to focus our efforts guides 
the implementation of these interventions.
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Identifying the Function of the Behavior
We have previously presented evidence of the value of understanding the function of 

a particular behavior. This value holds especially true for adults working with teens, who, 
on a good day, routinely say things they don’t mean, put their foot in their mouth, or 
offend. The context in which behavior occurs influences the way we interpret the behav-
ior. Consider the car speeding and weaving on the highway. If we believe the car is carry-
ing a severely injured child to the hospital, we will gladly give way, without a second 
thought about the driver’s judgment. If we believe it is an impatient, self- centered com-
muter on his way to work, we might find ourselves becoming irritated or angry. So how 
can we figure out the function of the behavior? How do we determine whether it repre-
sents a skill or performance deficit, versus a lack of motivation? In some instances, we can 
just ask. Other situations are more complex— so complex at times that even the teen 
doesn’t understand and can’t explain her own behavior. This is when it can be useful to 
use assessment tools and strategies to help us understand a behavior’s function.

To determine the function of a behavior, it is important to consider the behaviors that 
precede it, the behaviors that reinforce it, and the context in which it occurs. The func-
tion of the behavior may not become immediately clear, but with ongoing assessment its 
purpose will become clearer. This process is most effective when many heads are in the 
game. Gathering information from other teachers, parents, and especially the teen will 
assist you in solving the problem. The benefit for the teen when she is actively included is 
her investment in the solution. She is also provided with a model of problem solving, 
which we hope will be internalized over time. You will be teaching the adolescent how to 
develop insight (an understanding of what causes what), self- awareness, and control over 
behavior, and you will be demonstrating respect.

There are profession- specific methods and tools for gathering and assessing informa-
tion related to the function of behaviors (applied behavioral analysis, functional behav-
ioral assessment, behavior chain analysis, and so on). We encourage you to find the 
appropriate tool to master your profession’s techniques. These types of assessment instru-
ments are valuable resources to boost your performance and outcomes.

Shaping Behavior
Change is hard work. You have patiently applied all the ideas presented in this book, 

and you have awareness of the stages of change and the function of behavior. Now you are 
ready to effectively guide the adolescent through change, because the adolescent before 
you feels respected and understood, and your relationship is sound. At this point, you’ll 
want to apply the concept of shaping. Shaping is reinforcing or rewarding small steps in 
the direction of change rather than waiting for the final result to provide reinforcement.

Think for a moment about the experience of students, athletes, or musicians. As they 
begin to learn a new skill, the teacher presents basic skills at just the right level (not too 
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hard, not too easy) and then provides enthusiastic and genuine reinforcement when these 
skills are mastered. This is the way we all learn. If the teacher does not respond positively, 
if the skills are too hard, or if the teacher does not increase the expectations along the 
way, the young person may feel frustrated, unchallenged, or bored and give up. We nurture 
whatever change we are aiming to support by noticing the steps along the way and provid-
ing encouragement and reinforcement at every opportunity.

It’s important to shape your own behavior as well. As you embark on making changes 
that will lead to your own growth and increased success with adolescents, be sure to note 
your own successes along the way, and to reward yourself for them! Ultimately, you will 
receive reinforcement from the environment through improved outcomes, and to the 
extent that you allow the adolescents you serve to know that you are trying to improve, 
you will likely receive positive and encouraging responses from them that will keep you 
going. Young people find it very motivating to see the adults in their lives commit to 
improving their delivery of services, and it models humility, maturity, effort, and a com-
mitment to excellence.

Deliberate Practice: Yours and Theirs
In this section, we are going to focus on your own change as well as the change you hope 
to affect in youth. If the feedback you receive from adolescents indicates that some of your 
behaviors can use some polishing up, then we encourage you to consider the following 
practice activities to increase your skill. Remember that your improvement will likely cor-
relate directly with the amount of time and attention you devote to practice. We suggest 
committing to at least one full month of daily practice to evaluate, self- correct, and habit-
uate your improvement of a particular skill. Changing habits and behaviors takes time 
and focus. You will be rewarded with greater respect from the teens you serve, as well as 
better outcomes, however you measure them.

Identify Your Goal
It is hard for all of us to receive feedback that is not consistent with our view of our-

selves and our behaviors. This is normal. Remember that this is exactly why you are 
asking for feedback— to check for congruence between your perceptions and the percep-
tions of others. So pat yourself on the back for accepting the feedback as an opportunity 
to improve, and move on to doing something about it.

Think about the behavior you want to change. Visualize the result; make a mental 
picture of the outcome you desire. This is the time to think “big picture.” Imagine yourself 
and your behavior in an ideal world, and consider the impact of your behavior on the 
youth you work with and on yourself. Do you have this image in your mind? Let’s tackle 
it now.
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Think very specifically about what you intend to do differently— what behavior you 
will exhibit to make a change. Your goal is to think ahead and develop a detailed plan for 
targeting the acquisition and consistent display of the skill you desire.

What Triggers You?

It may help to give some thought to the chain of events that tend to result in the 
behavior you wish to change. For example, if you are trying to respond to young people 
acting silly in a more consistent manner, think about what variables lead to you ignoring 
the behavior some of the time, and reacting at others. Perhaps you react to being observed 
by a supervisor, or you fear losing control of a situation. Whatever the trigger, develop a 
plan for responding differently precisely when this trigger occurs. If you wish to reduce the 
number of times that you impulsively yell at a teen in frustration, vow to respond with a 
calm and relaxed voice— one that is incompatible with yelling. In general, the idea is to 
replace the behavior you wish to change with its incompatible positive opposite. It helps 
in these situations to practice the mindful awareness we discussed in the introduction to 
part two, as that allows you to notice the series of events that leads to the behavior— and 
get out ahead of it.

Ready, Set, Go!
Now you are ready to make some real change. It is helpful to define exactly what you 

plan to do differently. This is your action plan; write it down and define it very clearly. You 
may decide to practice a particular skill or behavior with just one teen or with many, for 
one period of time per day or week or for the entire day or week. The important thing is 
to jump into the process of change. Commit to doing this for a defined period of time. 
Consider working on one thing at a time, and spending a month or so on each particular 
change before moving on to the next one. Habits take time to develop and become auto-
matic; give yourself time to develop mastery.

Once you have engaged in your own change process, you can effectively apply guid-
ance to adolescents who are working on change by teaching this concept directly to them. 
Help them identify exactly what they want to do differently, and then help them identify 
a period of time or a setting where they can begin to work on it.

Plan Ahead for Challenges
It is very likely that things will not go entirely smoothly. This is normal. Think about 

the possible roadblocks that may pop up, and work on managing them effectively. We 
know one professional who found that her morning experience at home with her own 
children had a significant impact on her patience and focus with the adolescents in her 
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workplace. By working to streamline her own morning routine and making some changes 
in the process for getting the kids out of the house in the morning, she increased her 
energy and her ability to focus in the workplace.

Some challenges may be personal; others may be related to triggering behaviors in the 
adolescents you work with, and others may be related to the workplace. Some may be 
changeable and some may not. Identifying what you can and can’t change, and applying 
the concepts we described in the acceptance chapter to those variables that you do not 
have direct control over, will allow you to put your energies into those things you can do 
something about, reducing your sense of frustration and discouragement.

Track Your Progress
Research in human psychology has shown that simply tracking behaviors increases 

awareness and is correlated with behavior change. Consider the athlete who tracks his 
times or repetitions of an exercise, the weight- conscious eater who tracks the calories in 
meals, or the person with diabetes who tracks her insulin levels. They all use a tracking 
tool to maintain their awareness of and progress toward a goal. We encourage you to 
develop a checklist to monitor yourself for the time period and behavior you have identi-
fied. This creates accountability to yourself, and focuses you on the task. It doesn’t have 
to be onerous or complex— just a simple hash mark for every time you deliberately show 
kindness when irritated with a particular teen, for example, will suffice.

Use the same principle with the adolescents you work with. Encourage them to 
develop a tracking tool of their own for the behaviors they are motivated to change, or 
assist them in putting this together. Teaching young people to do this simple task, and 
then reinforcing it by showing interest in the information they record, may have a lifelong 
impact on their ability to succeed in making changes in their lives. And the commitment 
and willingness you demonstrate by doing this will almost certainly deepen the relation-
ship you have with them.

Make It Public: Give and Ask for Feedback
Asking for and then using feedback is an important part of the process of change. It 

is very helpful to publicly announce the change you are working on, when appropriate, 
and ask the young people you work with for feedback. Adolescents love to feel useful and 
helpful to adults, and asking them for feedback taps into this desire. Letting young people 
know about the change adults are working on usually energizes them and leads to their 
support. Who doesn’t need a cheering section? Remember to be open to the feedback and 
respond without defensiveness in order to keep the feedback coming. We have provided 
many tools and techniques in preceding chapters and encourage you to use those that are 
effective for you.
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Teens have frequently been exposed to the value of feedback in academic settings, 
where they may have experienced testing, teacher comments, and peer review. Often, 
these types of feedback have been applied to a project or assignment that they may not 
have a particular commitment to completing or completing well. Feedback is most useful 
when it is relevant to changes adolescents are motivated to make, and the more immedi-
ate and specific the feedback, the more useful it is. A coach who points out a skillful move 
on the playing field, as it happens, will get more traction from the feedback than one who 
reviews the highlights after the practice. Effective adults have an ability to notice skillful 
performance and provide feedback quickly. Adolescents respond when feedback’s applied 
positively and strategically, and lasting change becomes more likely.

Reward Progress
Be sure to reward any progress in the direction of positive change. Do this for yourself 

by setting “mile markers” with something reinforcing attached to them. This reward will 
be unique to each reader. Some helping adults reward themselves with a particular treat 
or experience (something special at the local coffee shop, an extra TV show or movie, or 
more sleep, for example); others will post their successes to a social media website so they 
get recognition from their friends. What you choose is up to you; just don’t forget to build 
this crucial step into your efforts to change your own behavior.

Adolescents appreciate rewards, too. Don’t underestimate the value of social rewards. 
A well- placed smile, nod, pat on the back, or “nice job” is often effective as a reward for a 
young person’s effort toward change. The change itself is usually self- reinforcing, so once 
change starts to happen, our focus is on supporting the effort until it becomes a habit.

Including Parents in Change
It’s important to involve parents in the change process whenever possible. We may want 
to reinforce parental behavior that is effective; we may at times need to provide guidance 
around specific changes parents can make to support their teens more effectively; and we 
are in a position to mediate conflicts that get in the way of growth. It is also important 
to recognize when teens and their parents are in different stages of the change process. 
It usually takes a team of adults to influence change in an adolescent, so think of the 
teen as the central figure on the team and the parents or other caretakers as crucial team 
members.

Shane’s parents brought him to therapy with concerns about his aggressive behaviors at 
home and toward his younger brother. During the first session, the therapist met with 
Shane (age fourteen) and his parents. He asked Shane what brought him in. Shane 
said he had no reason to be there and the problem was that his parents were too strict. 
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His parents described in detail recent rages Shane had at home when he became upset 
over seemingly insignificant triggers.

Ultimately, the adolescent’s goal must be acknowledged and addressed if he is to 
remain engaged in the change process. Often, a teen will feel that in order for him to 
make a change, his parents must change first. If he doesn’t feel that there is something of 
value in it for him, why would he waste his time? Focusing on his goal is not an appease-
ment. We truly need to attend to the concerns that are important to the adolescent in 
order to move forward. We have learned over the years to listen to teens, especially with 
regard to feedback about their parents. They are truly the experts on their own family 
experiences, even if their presentation is one- sided. This is where demonstrating respect, 
acceptance, and validation of a teen’s experience will move things forward. We need to 
do the same with parents, so that all parties feel equally accountable. When parents 
commit to making changes, their kids are more likely to do so, and vice versa.

The therapist was able to help Shane and his parents recognize several factors that 
contributed to the difficulties at home. Shane and his parents were both right— Shane 
needed help to manage his emotions, and his parents needed help learning to be less 
“strict” and allowing him more room to make independent choices. In this case, both 
parties— Shane and his parents— had to agree on changes they would each make to shift 
the dynamic.

It is fairly expected that the first time an adolescent is brought to any professional who 
promises to help, there will be resistance, deflection, or externalization. Though many 
young people are quite self- aware, it is the rare teen who will admit anything resembling 
a deficit. Adolescents generally do not want to subject themselves to the risk of being 
judged— or worse, agreeing with their parents (or any authority figure, for that matter) 
about any shortcomings or flaws. There are also situations in which teens and their 
parents agree on the need for assistance but to different ends. Even several meetings, ses-
sions, or classes into the intervention there can remain conflicting goals between the 
adolescent and the parents. In many cases, if the teen is to change, it will also require 
change on the part of the parents. It is important to acknowledge and validate all the 
perspectives presented. Whether the change that is sought is academic, athletic, or health- 
related, parents likely have some impact on the process. When each role is taken into 
account, guiding the adolescent and parents toward agreed- upon goals becomes a more 
coordinated and cohesive effort.

Here’s the Rundown
Change is hard work. It is not unusual to go about making changes in fits and starts, or to 
have varying levels of commitment to following through. We can be helpful to adoles-
cents by modeling our own commitment to improvement and change, by demonstrating 
all the concepts presented in this book, and by asking for their help in providing the 
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feedback so necessary for our own growth. Teens value and respond to our efforts toward 
change and our commitment to the relationship. We guide them through the change 
process by helping them clarify goals, working with them on goals that are relevant to 
them, shaping their progress by strategically reinforcing effort and growth, and rewarding 
successes. We are even more effective when we can get them to buy into the need for 
developing a routine for practicing behaviors that result in change, and maintaining a 
commitment to tracking the efforts over time. This work isn’t easy, yet when adolescents 
grow and improve, we are rewarded with the results.
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Checklist for Creating Change
When you are finding it challenging to help an adolescent create change, it may be helpful 
to review the following:

  Generate goals for change that emanate from the teen.

  Maintain an awareness of the stages of change.

  When teens are not ready for change, help them weigh the pros and cons of change 
and gently reinforce talk and behavior that reflect a commitment to change.

  Use evidence- based techniques and strategies specific to your profession to bring 
about change whenever possible.

  Work toward understanding the functional elements of the problematic behavior 
that you wish to change; try to understand what purpose it serves.

  Shape change by reinforcing small steps in the direction of change.

  Establish deliberate practice routines to bring about change in yourself as well as in 
the teens you work with.

  Track practice using a chart or other tracking system.

  Give and ask for feedback routinely.

  Reward and celebrate progress.
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Rating Scale for Change
Please answer the following questions about the person who is giving you this survey:
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Helps me with goals that are important to me.

Helps me think about the steps I need to take to 
change.

Respects my pace for change.

Encourages me.

Gives me positive feedback about my efforts to change.

Is there anything else your provider could do to help you change?



Conclusion

A Call to Action

Working with adolescents is a calling. If we are going to make a difference in the lives of 
youth, we need to roll up our sleeves and be ready to dig in with our whole selves. This 
work is emotional, intense, fulfilling, and often joyful. Though teens are challenging and 
at times exasperating, they are overflowing with youthful exuberance, idealism, and 
passion. Our challenge is to manage the intense power and drive of adolescence and 
harness it in the service of change, all the while keeping their flame alive. This is accom-
plished by fully engaging with youth and by relentless and unwavering commitment to 
treating others with respect, authenticity, kindness, predictability, and acceptance.

Understanding adolescents, the dilemmas and conflicts they face, our own challenges 
in engaging with them, and the power of the relationship equips us in guiding them 
toward change. The research on the value of the relationship across settings as a signifi-
cant factor contributing to successful outcomes is vast and compelling. When we weave 
together the skills required for cultivating respect, authenticity, kindness, predictability, 
and acceptance, the relationship evolves and strengthens, allowing evidence- based inter-
vention strategies to take hold— whether in the classroom, the consulting room, the exam 
room, the community center, or a sports venue. Nurturing, solidifying, and at times 
repairing the relationship takes deliberate practice, thoughtful measures, and lots of feed-
back. It taps all our inner resources. It is hard. So why invest so much?

Adolescents Are Our Future
Adolescence is synonymous with change. The neurobiological and resulting social, emo-
tional, cognitive, and physical transformations occurring between childhood and adult-
hood beckon teens to push the limits and boundaries of society as we know it. It is 
because of this developmental curiosity and defiance against the status quo that we as a 
human race survive, evolve, and grow. Where would we be today without so many 
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discoveries whose seeds were planted by adolescent inquisition and rebellion? Teens need 
helping adults who encourage this brazen curiosity while teaching the skills of civilized 
relational behavior. At the same time, we need adolescents for our very existence. These 
are the individuals who will define the future for all humankind and care for us as we age 
out of the workforce. If we extend ourselves to them with respect, authenticity, kindness, 
predictability, and acceptance, they will shape a culture of caring and connection and be 
primed to do the same for the next generation of adolescents, and so on. The world 
changes, and youth drive that change. This generational passing of the innovation torch 
is carried by relationships.

Relationships Shape the World We Live In
Human beings are a social species; we are hardwired to connect with others. We influ-
ence and are influenced by these connections. Even when people express hatred and 
discrimination, there is an element of strengthening or preserving the connection with 
those perceived as similar. The fact is we are all similar. We all desire the same things, and 
we all deserve to be treated with respect, authenticity, predictability, acceptance, and 
kindness. Adolescents are particularly susceptible to the influence of social connection, 
and we are in the unique position, as educators, role models, and guides, to leverage this 
susceptibility in the service of growth and change.

As teens begin to move away from families of origin as their primary source of rela-
tional support into a social world of peers defined by similar drives and immature skill 
sets, the role of the helping adult is a bridge over adolescent waters. At times these waters 
stream calmly, allowing young people to float across or wade in the experience, and the 
bridge above isn’t needed. Other times the waters are rough, or even treacherous, and the 
bridge is necessary to get across. Adolescents need to develop independence and auton-
omy. This is achieved through negotiating interdependence and using relational perspec-
tives, which sometimes feels more tolerable with a helping adult rather than with parents 
or caregivers. We are their “testing ground” for entrée into the world.

Authentically extending ourselves to youth is the greatest gift we can give. We are 
modeling for them through our own behavior what we want for them. We are demonstrat-
ing warmth and connection that is absorbed by and integrated into youth, and then 
expressed in their own social worlds. You can have an impact! By remembering the expe-
rience of your own adolescence, and thus developing empathy that gets expressed directly 
and deeply, you are influencing change. Your relationship with one teenager sets the tone 
for your interactions, and that tone influences the way in which that teen interacts with 
others. It will have a profound impact on the social climate of that teen’s world and 
beyond. We beg you to try this authentic, empathic connection. You will likely find, as we 
have, that the behaviors we propose are reinforced by the connections and relatedness 
you experience in return. It is a no- lose endeavor. You may gain more from the experience 
than you ever imagined.
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Change the World, One Teen at a Time
When we shared the idea for this book with teens, every one was eager to tell a story. All 
the stories were compelling and touching, and revealed insights into the impact helping 
adults have had in their lives. Adolescents shared with personal details what qualities they 
sought from adults and what qualities pushed them away. So many adolescent voices des-
perately wanted adults to know how much they need us and how to reach them!

For all the adolescents in your world, be respectful, be authentic, be kind, be predict-
able, and be accepting. These principles will guide you in your working relationships with 
young people no matter the circumstances or setting. With the power of the relationship 
we are armed to empower teens, and they will shape our future. The only thing left to say 
is— get to it!
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