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                                     A Practical Guide for Parents of Adolescents



Early adolescence is a time of enormous and often confusing changes for your child, which makes it a challenging time for both your youngster and you. Being tuned in to what it is like to be a teen can help you stay closer to your child and have more influence on the choices he or she makes—including 
decisions about alcohol and drug use.

For young people, alcohol is the number one drug of choice. In fact, teens use alcohol more frequently and heavily than all other illicit drugs combined. Although most children under age 14 have not yet begun to drink, early adolescence is a time of special risk for beginning to experiment with alcohol and other drugs. 

In 2003, a survey of students in Ontario schools from Grade 7 to 12 found that 66% had used alcohol, 30% had smoked 
marijuana, and 13% had reported using four or more different drugs!  Even more alarming was the high rate of students (32%) who reported exposure to drug selling in their neighbourhood in the past year. In addition, 32% of students reported being in a car driven by someone who had been drinking alcohol, and 19% had reported actually driving within one hour of smoking marijuana. 

The message is clear: Alcohol and drug use is very risky business for young people. The longer teens can delay from alcohol and substance use, the less likely they are to develop problems associated with it.   

What Is Your Child Learning in School About Substance Use and Abuse?

In Grade 9, your child is taught the following important 
lessons in their Physical Health and Education class:

•
the facts and myths related to the use and abuse of 
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs

•
to understand the effects of the use and abuse of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs

•
to be aware of school and community resources involved in education, prevention and treatment of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs.

•
the major factors, such as peer pressure and the media that contribute to substance use

•
decision-making, assertion, and coping skills with respect to media influence and peer pressure related to substance use 
Potential Warning Signs

Some of the signs you may see in your teen if substance abuse is occurring:

•
More obvious alcohol-related cues such as beer or alcohol bottles

•
Fatigue, repeated health complaints, nose bleeds, red and glazed eyes, a lasting cough

•
Personality changes, sudden mood changes, irresponsible behaviour, irritability, low self-esteem, poor judgment, 
depression, and a general lack of interest

•
Change in eating and sleeping habits

•
Increased confrontation, breaking rules, or withdrawing from the family

•
Decreased interest, negative attitude, drop in grades, many absences from school, and discipline problems

•
New friends who are less interested in standard home and school activities

•
Loss of interest in appearance or drastic change in 
appearance

•
Increased borrowing (or stealing) of money from family and friends

Talking With Your Teen About Drugs and Alcohol 

For many parents, bringing up the topic of alcohol or drugs is no easy matter.  Your teen may try and avoid the discussion, and you may feel uncertain of what exactly is the ‘right’ information to discuss. To increase your chances of a productive conversation with your teen, take some time to think through the issues before you talk with your child. Think about how your child might react and ways you might respond to his or her questions or feelings.  

Keep in mind that you don’t need to cover everything at once, and remember, make it a conversation and not a lecture!  Your active and enthusiastic listening to your child, whatever the topic may be, will pave the way for conversations about topics that concern you.

How Can Parents Help?
While parent-child communication about drugs and alcohol is essential, talking isn’t enough– it is important for parents to take action to help your teen resist the pressures of drug and alcohol use before they get out of control. Research has strongly shown that active, supportive involvement by parents and guardians can help teens avoid underage drinking and  prevent later alcohol and drug abuse. Here are some easy  strategies you can follow: 

•
Keep Track of Your Child’s Activities. Be aware of your teen’s plans and whereabouts.  Generally, your child will be more open to your supervision if he or she feels you are ‘keeping tabs’ because you care, and not because you don’t trust him or her.

•
Help Your Child Build Healthy Friendships. If your child’s friends use alcohol or drugs, your child is more likely to drink and use drugs too.  Try to encourage your young teen to develop friendships with other teens who do not drink or do drugs and who can be healthy influences on your child. Get to know your teen’s friends  better. Talk to your teen about the qualities that really count in friendships and relationships.

•
Monitor Alcohol Use in Your Home. If you keep 
alcohol in your home, track the amount and the supply. Encourage your teen to invite his or her friends over when you are at home. The more entertaining your teen does in your home, the more chances you will have to know their friends and their activities.

•
Set A Good Example. Parents and guardians are important role models for their children. Studies indicate that if parents abuse alcohol, their children will be more likely to use or experiment with alcohol as well. Coming home after a long day at work and saying, “I’ve had a bad day, I need a drink,” may communicate to your child that an effective way to handle problems is by using alcohol. 

•
Encourage Conversation. Encourage your child to talk about whatever interests him or her. Listen without interruptions and if you hear something you don’t like, try not to respond with anger.  Instead, attempt to acknowledge your feelings in a constructive way for both you and your teen.




What Protects My Teen From Substance and Drug Abuse?

•
Open Communication

•
Good Role Modeling

•
Early Recognition of Trouble
General Communication Tips for Parents
The Facts Please. It is very important to be honest and  accurate with your teen. Teens who don’t have open communication with their parents are more likely to turn to their friends for  information. Information that your teen hears from friends is not  always accurate. Be honest if you don’t know the  answer. Use this opportunity to teach your teen how to seek out accurate information.

Email. Sometimes it’s easier to communicate when  you are not face to face. Use your teens’ strengths when  communicating. 

Privacy. Go somewhere away from others and where you won’t run into anyone you know so your teen will be more comfortable in discussing these types of topics with you.


What Can I Do To Make 
Communication Easier?

Most teens get along with their parents, but it is not unusual for communication between teens and their parents to become more challenging during adolescence. Here are some helpful things you can say to your teen to invite them to share with you their experience, in an honest and safe way.  

Door Openers:
•
That’s a good question…

•
What do you think? 

•
Do you know what that means?

•
Say that again. I want to make sure I understand you.

•
I don’t know the answer, but let me find out…

•
This is not the best time to discuss it, but let’s talk about it at a more appropriate time.

•
How does that make you feel?

•
What does that mean to you?

Of course, there will be times when we say things as a parent that may not be very helpful in developing an open and honest relationship with our teen.  Some of these things are: 

Door Shutters:
•
You are much too young!

•
When I was your age…

•
If you say that one more time I will….!!

•
How many times have I told you…

•
I don’t care what your friends can do….

•
We will talk about it when you really need to know.

•
Why are you asking me this question?

Final Thoughts…

The reality for today’s youth is in many ways different from the reality of their parents. Increased and earlier access to drugs, school yard bullying, and sexual relationships are just some of the things that teens today live with everyday. It is important that parents respect the ways that their adolescents’ world is different than the one they remember living in as a teen. Judgements tend to be made from experience and are always shaped by the perspective of the person offering them. 

When talking to teens try to remember this: Listen to what they say about their world, relate it to what you remember, and try to offer information rather than opinions. This open and supportive approach to communication will go a long way in building a strong and supportive life-time relationship with your teen. 
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Resources: Clinics in London and Surrounding Area 


	Elgin-St. Thomas Health Unit�99 Edward Street�St. Thomas, Ontario N5P I Y8�Tel: (519) 631-9900�Fax: (519) 633-0468


Substance Use and Abuse Resources 


Focus Adolescent Services


www.focusas.com/SubstanceAbuse.html


information on teens and substance abuse. Info on specific types of drugs (alcohol, cocaine, ecstasy, 


Online Resources for �Parents and Teens


http://parentingteens.about.com


New articles every day on some of the most common concerns that occur around parenting teens


Books, resources, information, tips, feedback from other parents and from professionals


http://www.parent-teen.com/index.html


Online magazine with articles for parents or teens on current issues and concerns


http://www.dadsanddaughters.org 


Dads and Daughters: Inspire, understand and support your daughter











Strategies for Healthy Youth Relationships


If you have any questions about the Fourth R Curriculum or this newsletter, please contact:





CAMH Centre for Prevention Science�100 Collip Circle, Suite 100�London Ontario, N6G 4X8�Phone: (519) 858-5144








FACT FILE


Teens who use alcohol are more likely to be victims of violent crime, to be involved in �alcohol-related traffic crashes, and to have serious school-related problems


Teens who use alcohol are more likely to become sexually active at earlier ages, to have sexual intercourse more often, and to have unprotected sex than teens who do not drink


Parents can have a major impact on their children’s decisions about drinking during the preteen and early teen  years








