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Most parents have instinctively 

been building their children’s 

strengths since infancy but some-

times the positive messages can 

become buried in adolescence. 

Vermont Department of Health
108 Cherry Street

Burlington, VT 05401

If you would like more
information on adolescent

parenting issues, please
call the Vermont Parents

Assistance Line at:

1-800-PARENTS

FOR LIFE:

Building
Adolescent

Strengths

Are you worried about early
and risky sexual behavior, drugs, 

drinking and school failure? 



Being the parent of an adolescent is a challenging and 

rewarding time. You watch your child develop talents 

and strengths for a successful adult life while at the 

same time learning to avoid some of the risks of youth.

Always, parents ask, “What can I do to help my child 

through all the ups and downs of adolescence?” Today’s 

parents worry about drugs, drinking and smoking, early 

and risky sexual behavior, school failure, and any 

number of social and relationship problems.

There seems to be a lot of negative news for parents to 

hear. However there is good news for parents based on 

our most recent years of research. Researchers have been 

finding that parents can help prevent problem 

adolescent behaviors and promote healthy development 

by helping their teens build on their strengths.

The Vermont Child Health Improvement Program has 

developed an approach called READY, based on that 

research. The READY plan outlines areas of strength 

that will help adolescents grow successfully through 

their teen years. It offers parents a way to focus on those 

areas of strength and help their teens in a positive way.

stands for relationships with friends, other 

students, coworkers and family. Does your child 

build strong relationships with the other important 

people in his or her life? A teenager who feels strong 

bonds with family members and friends has a major 

strength. A primary goal of parents is to love and 

connect with their children. Children are much more 

likely than parents may think to adopt their parents’ 

values, especially when they feel loved and connected.

stands for energy. It’s the energy to give to the 

things they enjoy. Many parents of strong, 

resilient teenagers have spent considerable effort 

helping their youngsters find activities that they enjoy 

and that give them a way to happily participate.

stands for awareness. It’s awareness of the world 

around them, their place in the world and their 

contribution. A healthy adolescent is growing into that 

awareness. That awareness is leading to a sense of 

direction and belonging, of learning how to make his 

or her own contribution. One way to develop this 

strength is through volunteer activities. Parents can 

help their teens learn to be contributors, enjoying a 

positive relationship with their community.

stands for decision maker. Adolescents who 

know how to get things done and can control 

their behavior will have an important strength in 

avoiding adolescent risk behaviors. This is a major 

strength that leads to success in school and in 

extra-curricular activities. Parents can have an 

important role in providing opportunities for their 

youth to become successful decision makers.

stands for “Yes”. A strong teenager will say yes 

to healthy behavior; he or she will eat well, play 

hard, work hard. Parents can help by modeling that 

healthy behavior and affirming it when they see it in 

their own children.

With a renewed effort to approach the challenges of 

adolescence in a positive, strength-building way, 

families, pediatricians, teachers, and others working 

with our youth can give young people the tools they 

need to be successful.



TeenParent

Doctor

● Want more responsibility
● Want more independence 
● Need more privacy 
● Think about personal concerns
● May feel no one understands
● Explore new behaviors and activities

● Support their teen
● Listen without judgement
● Guide them
● Set limits
● Express love
● Acknowledge strengths
● Give them their time

● Ask about strengths
● Build trust
● Act as health adviser
● Advocate for healthy choices
● Help with risky behaviors
● Listen to concerns
● Provide confidential health services

Teens experience many changes, from physical and emotional changes to social roles and relationship 
changes. Creating healthy behaviors early on will play an important role into adulthood. Teens need involved 
parents and doctors. However, they also need privacy.

Additional Resources:
Healthy Families Line: 800-369-2229 
TEEN Line: 800-443-8336
www.idph.iow.gov/Adolescent-Health

Understanding the Roles

Healthy Teen
Healthy Lifestyle
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FOR PARENTS and ADULT CAREGIVERS

The 5 Basics of Parenting Adolescents
Adapted from “Raising Teens: A Synthesis of Research and a Foundation for Action”

Key Message for
Parents:

Their world is
changing. Make sure
your love doesn’t.

LOVE AND CONNECT
Teens need a connection with their parents. Continue to support and accept your teen as she/he gets older and
more mature.

Tips for Parents:

� Say good things about your teen when he or she does something well.

Enjoy the good times you spend with your teen.

Your teen will challenge your point of view. Discuss your ideas with your
teen. It’s OK to have a difference in opinion.

Spend time just listening to what your teen is feeling, thinking, and
experiencing.

Treat each teen as a unique individual.

Encourage your teen to build his or her interests, strengths, and talents.

Provide meaningful roles for your teen in the family.

Spend time together one-on-one and as a family.

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

Tips for Parents:

Keep in touch with the other adults in your teen’s life. They will let you know
how he or she is doing when you are not there. Ask to know the good and the
bad.

Involve yourself in school events.

Stay on top of information about your teen’s classes, grades, job, and interests.

Learn andwatch forwarning signs of physical andmental health problems.

Ask for advice if you notice anywarning signs.

Be aware of the relationships your teen has in and outside of the home.

Encourage your teen to challenge himor herself.

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

Know where your teen is and what he or she is doing. Listen, observe, and
talk with other adults who know your teen.

Key Message for
Parents:

Pay attention to your
teen’s activities. Your
involvement matters.

MONITOR AND OBSERVE
Teens need parents to know what is going on in their lives. Be aware of what they are doing in school and after
school. Let them know you are aware of their activities. Find out what is going on by talking, not by constantly
watching your teen.

Tips for Parents:

Keep two kinds of “house rules.” The rules around safety cannot be argued.
The rules around household tasks and schedules can be discussed.

Have clear expectations that are high and also reasonable.

Stand firm on the important issues such as safety and let go of the smaller
issues.

Help teensmake better choices by teaching them, rather than punishing them.

Enforce ruleswithout hurting your teen’s body or feelings.

Give your teenmore duties andmore choices as they grow into adults.

�

�

�

�

�

�

Key Message for
Parents:

Remember to be both
firm and flexible.

GUIDE AND LIMIT
Teens need parents to set clear limits. These limits should protect your teen from unsafe situations and give
him/her room to grow and mature.

©Adolescent Health Working Group, www.ahwg.net, 2007
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MODEL AND CONSULT
Teens need parents to help them make good choices and guide them while they grow into adults. Talk to your
teen, support him or her, and teach by example!

Tips for Parents:

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

Set a good example by behaving the way you want your teens to behave.

Share your opinions with your teen.

Model the kind of relationships that you would like your teen to have.

Give teens truthful answers when they ask questions. Keep in mind their
level of understanding.

Take pride in your family customs. Share your family’s culture and history
with your teen.

Support your teen’s positive school and work habits and interests.

Help teens plan for their future and talk about their options.

Give teens the chance to solve their own problems and make decisions.

Tips for Parents:

�

�

�

�

�

Meet with people in your neighborhood, schools, and local groups.

Locate the best schools and youth programs for your teen.

Choose the safest neighborhood you can for your teen.

Make sure your teen gets yearly health check-ups and the mental health
care he or she needs.

Find people and local groups that will help you be a better parent.

Key Message for
Parents:

Be a good example for
your teen.

1
Simpson AR. Raising Teens: A Synthesis of Research and a Foundation for Action. Center for Health Communication, Harvard School of Public Health. 2001,
http://hrweb.mit.edu/worklife/rpteens.html. Adapted with permission.

Key Message for
Parents:

Trust your teen while
guiding her or him to
better choices.

PROVIDE AND ADVOCATE
Teens need parents to give them healthy food, clothing, shelter, and health care. They also need a caring home
and loving adults in their lives.

RESOURCES
Positive Parenting. KidsHealth for Parents:

Parenting. About Our Kids:

www.kidshealth.org/parent/positive

Articles in English and Spanish.

www.aboutourkids.org/aboutour/articles_parenting.html
Articles in English and some in Spanish, Chinese & Korean.

�

�

©Adolescent Health Working Group, www.ahwg.net, 2007

Do you have any comments or questions about this handout? Please contact Adolescent Health Working Group by emailing
feedback@ahwg.net or calling (415) 554-8429. Thank you.

The 5 Basics of Parenting Adolescents (continued)
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PARENTS: YOUR TEEN IS CHANGING!

YOUR TEEN IS CHANGING!

The teen years are a time of growth and change as your teen moves from being a child to an adult.

As your teen changes, your role as a parent changes.  You will relate to your 12 year old differently than

your 18 year old.  It is important to know what to expect, so that you can give your teen more

responsibility and the best possible advice. 

REMEMBER:

All of these changes are perfectly normal! Your teen still needs you, but may not always 

know how to communicate that.  You are still the best person to guide your teen, and it 

is important to keep talking with them. 

Talk to your teen’s doctor or nurse about these changes and any challenges you may have with your teen. 

WEBSITES FOR PARENTS:

YOUR TEEN MIGHT:

• Become more independent 

• Want more responsibility

• Push boundaries and test limits

• Want their relationship with you to change 

• Need more privacy

• Have mood swings

• Think a lot more about their own personal

concerns

• Place more importance on friends

• Feel that no one understands them

• Tryout new behaviors and activities – both

healthy and risky 

• Understand complicated concepts instead 

of just the here and now

YOUR TEEN STILL NEEDS YOU TO:

• Give them your time

• Give them a sense of connection 

or belonging

• Support them

• Provide for their basic needs

• Guide them

• Express your love

• Set limits

• Pay attention to their successes and

behaviors

• Be involved and aware of what is going

on in their lives

RE
SO
UR

CE
S Children Now and Kaiser Family Foundation

http://www.talkingwithkids.org 

Advocates for Youth
http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/

SIECUS– Families are Talking
http://www.familiesaretalking.org

California Family Health Council–Talk  with Your Kids
http://www.talkwithyourkids.org/

US Department of Health & Human Services–
Parents Speak Up

http://www.4parents.gov/

Nickelodeon–Parents Connect
http://www.parentsconnect.com

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
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PARENTS: TALKING TO YOUR TEEN ABOUT TOUGH ISSUES

TALKING TO YOUR TEEN ABOUT TOUGH ISSUES

The natural changes that happen during the teen years can be hard for you and your teen. In many
families, there may be disagreements as teens want more privacy and independence.  Parents might 
feel that their teens are moody and disrespectful.    

Teens make decisions about things like sex, smoking, alcohol and drugs. As an adult, you continue 
to make decisions about these things, too. As the parent of a teen, you have the opportunity and
responsibility to help them learn how to make healthy decisions. Teens want information and a close
relationship with their parents. Even though it can be hard, it is important to talk openly and often with
your teen about these issues.   

Tips for talking with your teen:

Talk: Don’t be afraid to talk about tough subjects like sex and drugs.  Even if your child is
only 10 or 11 years old, you can talk about puberty, peer pressure, and staying healthy.
This will let your teen know that it is ok to talk with you about these issues.  

Listen: It is important to listen and be open to your teen’s opinions.  Try not to interrupt while
they are telling you their point of view.

Be honest: Give truthful answers when your teen asks for information. Don’t worry if you don’t
have all the answers.

Share your ideas Teens want to hear about your values and beliefs.
and opinions:

Respect their opinions: Teens become more mature and independent, and letting them make their own
choices is an important part of growing up.  Ask them for their ideas and opinions.
Make sure to let them know you are always there to help, even if you do not agree with
all of their decisions or behaviors.

Stay calm: Try to stay calm if they come to you with a problem that is upsetting, so they will not
be afraid to talk to you.

Keep talking: Bring up subjects over and over again. Don’t be afraid to bring up important topics that
you have already talked about.  Use movies, TV shows or news stories about teen
health as a way to start discussions. 

Don’t be afraid to ask for help!

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
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PARENTS: HELPING YOUR TEEN TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THEIR HEALTH

HELPING YOUR TEEN TAKE RESPONSIBILITY 
FOR THEIR HEALTH 

Raising teens can be tough. Sometimes they want you around and sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they

are responsible and sometimes they are not. Teens need involved parents, but they also need some privacy

when it comes to their health. With privacy, they can talk openly to their doctor about their concerns.

Without privacy they may avoid going for certain services. These may be called “confidential” or

“sensitive” services. 

For most types of medical care, parents need to give consent and they can get information about their

teen’s doctor’s visits. But under California law teens can get private care without parent consent for some

“confidential” or “sensitive” visits, such as those for: 

• Birth control

• Pregnancy

• Sexually transmitted diseases (for ages 12 and older)

• Sexual assault services

• Mental health counseling (for ages 12 and older)

• Alcohol and drug counseling (for ages 12 and older)

Don’t I have a right to know what medical care my teen is getting? 

Why can my teen go to the doctor for these serious issues without me knowing about it?

Every state has laws for children under 18 to get certain kinds of health care without their parents’

consent.   Fortunately, MOST teens DO talk to their parents, and they want their parents’ advice.

You play an important role in helping them stay healthy! But even if the relationship between you

and your teen is strong, there are some issues that your teen may want to get care for on his or her

own. Teens may be embarrassed, ashamed, or scared to talk to parents about some issues. They may

not go to the doctor unless they know the information would be kept private. 

What will happen if my child is in danger? 

There are some limits to confidentiality. If a doctor or nurse learns that a teen under 18 years is

being abused, or is thinking about hurting him/her self or others, the proper authorities must be

contacted for help.

Will my teen keep secrets from me since they can get confidential services?

Wanting privacy is a healthy and normal part of growing up. Even though teens are able to get some

medical care without parent permission, doctors and nurses encourage them to talk to their parents

or another trusted adult.   

How can I let my teen know I want to talk to them about these kinds of issues?

As the parent of a teen, part of your job is helping them learn how to make healthy

decisions. They are becoming more independent, and making their own choices is 

an important part of growing up.  Make sure you let them know you are always 

there to help, even if you do not agree with all their decisions. Listen, and when 

possible, stay calm if they come to you with a problem that is upsetting, so they 

will continue to talk to you.  

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
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PARENTS: KNOW MYSELF, KNOW MY TEEN

KNOW MYSELF, KNOW MY TEEN

Sometimes your opinions can stand in the way of listening to your teen with an open mind. If teens feel

judged by their parents or guardians, they are less likely to share information that may be sensitive,

embarrassing, or hard to talk about.  Ask yourself these questions before you talk about sensitive issues

with your teen.

How do I feel? 

What is your mood? What are the memories that may shape your opinions? Keep in mind that what

you went through as a teen may be different from what your teen is going through now.

What was I doing when I was 16? 

Have you thought about what you want to share with your teen? Hold off on sharing sensitive

information with your teen until he/she is in the middle teen years.

Are we finding some time together to enjoy each other?

It may be hard to believe, but most teens say they wish they

had more time with their parents.  Difficult topics may be

easier to talk about when you spend enjoyable times

together like going for walks, watching movies, doing

projects, or sharing meals.  

Am I listening to my teen? 

Spend as much time listening as you do talking. Avoid making

quick judgments.  If you do not understand what your teen is

trying to say, repeat what they have said back to them.

Do I judge too quickly? 

Always ask your teen what she or he is doing rather than thinking the worst.  Trust that he or she can

make good decisions.

What are my rules about safety? 

Tell your teen which rules must be followed for his or her safety. Follow through with consequences

if your teen behaves in unsafe ways.  Talk about the importance of safety on a regular basis, not only

once.  Get help immediately if your teen is in an unsafe situation.

Am I willing to get help for any problems I may have?

It is important to be an example for your teen. Seeing family members get help will encourage your

teen to get help for his or her own problems. 

Adapted with permission from “Are you An Askable Parent?”  Advocates for Youth, Washington, DC.  www.advocatesforyouth.org

? ??

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
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PARENTS: THE FIVE BASIS OF PARENTS ADOLESCENTS

THE 5 BASICS OF HOW TO PARENT TEENS

1. LOVE AND CONNECT

Support and accept your teen as she/he gets older. Their world is changing. Make sure your love doesn’t.

Tips for Parents:

• Say good things about your teen when he or she does something well.

• Support your teen’s interests, strengths, and talents.

• Spend time one-on-one and as a family.

• Get to know your teen’s friends and their parents/caregivers.

2. WATCH AND OBSERVE 

Find out what is going on by talking with your teen. Notice your teen’s activities.Your interest matters to them.

Tips for Parents:

• Talk with the other adults in your teen’s life. 

• Be aware of your teen’s classes, grades, job, and interests.

• Know where your teen is, what he or she is doing, and who your teen is with.

3. TEACH AND LIMIT

Limits protect your teen from unsafe situations and give him/her room to mature. Be firm, but also be willing to

adapt and change your mind.

Tips for parents:

• Help teens make better choices by teaching them instead of punishing them.

• Stand firm on important issues such as safety, and let go of smaller issues.

• Be consistent and follow through with consequences you set up with your teen.

• Be firm about rules without turning to physical punishment.

• Give your teen more responsibility and more freedom to make their own choices as they grow into adults.

4. SHOW AND DISCUSS

Talk to your teen, support him or her, and teach by example!

Tips for Parents:

• Set a good example by behaving the way you want your teen to behave.

• Praise your teen’s positive behaviors and habits.

• Give teens the chance to solve their own problems and make their own choices.

5. PROVIDE AND PROMOTE 

Teens need parents to give them healthy food, clothing, shelter, and health care. 

They also need a caring home and loving adults in their lives.

Tips for Parents:

• Seek out good opportunities and activities for your teen.

• Make sure your teen gets checkups with his/her doctor every year, and any counseling that he or she needs.

• Reach out for support from other parents when you need it! 

Adapted with permission from: Simpson AR. Raising Teens: A Synthesis of Research and a Foundation for Action. Center for Health Communication,
Harvard School of Public Health. 2001, http://hrweb.mit.edu/worklife/rpteens.html

RE
SO
UR

CE
S Children Now and Kaiser Family Foundation

http://www.talkingwithkids.org 

Advocates for Youth
http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/

SIECUS– Families are Talking
http://www.familiesaretalking.org

California Family Health Council–Talk  with Your Kids
http://www.talkwithyourkids.org/

US Department of Health & Human Services–
Parents Speak Up

http://www.4parents.gov/

Nickelodeon–Parents Connect
http://www.parentsconnect.com

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
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PARENTS: MY TEEN IS GOING TO THE DOCTOR AND NOT TELLING ME!

MY TEEN IS GOING TO THE DOCTOR 
AND NOT TELLING ME!

You just found out that your teen is getting medical services without telling you. As a parent you may 

be worried and upset when this happens. This is normal. But try thinking about it this way –

your teen is being responsible for their health. This is something you can be proud of! 

Remember:

• Your teen is becoming more independent. As teens get older they try out more adult behaviors, and may

want to find help on their own. This is an important part of growing up. 

• You are important to your teen and their health! But even when teens and parents have strong

relationships, there are some issues that your teen may want to talk to their doctor about on their own. 

• It is never too late to talk to your teen about tough subjects. Start by talking about your own values and

expectations. It is important that you:

� Stay calm

� Listen

� Respect their ideas

� Share your thoughts and opinions

� Do not lecture

• Doctors and nurses want to help and support you. Ask them for help if you have concerns or questions

about your teen. 

Am I not doing
enough as a parent?

Why wouldn’t my

daughter want me to

know what is going on

with her health?

Why didn’t my
son come to me?

Don’t my children
trust me?

© California Adolescent Health Collaborative, 2010

© Adolescent Health Working Group, 2010
































































































































































































