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Preface

This is a guide to adolescents – how to understand 
them, cope with them, and, to the extent that we can, 
direct their turbulent lives.

Teenagers of today have grown up in an era of far 
more lenient parenting practices compared with any 
previous generation. Their world may be complicated 
and scary; nonetheless, they feel more empowered than 
teenagers did in the past. They are more assertive and 
less directly obedient, especially at home. This change 
in teenage behaviour is real. it requires a similar change 
in teenage parenting.

This book differs from other parenting books in at 
least one crucial way. it does not offer a set of teenage 
parenting rules, though it does provide concrete sug-
gestions on how to deal with a wide range of teenage 
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issues. it explains why teenagers do what they do; it 
gives you the ability to translate teenage behaviour into 
its true, often less complicated meaning. Armed with 
this new way of seeing, parents will not need to be told 
what to do. They can make their own decisions, based 
on their general good sense and individual child-rearing 
beliefs.

An example:

‘Louise, please could you lay the table?’ 
‘Why are you always picking on me?’

if you understand the development issues embodied in 
this typical response, you can translate louise’s words:

No, I’d rather not lay the table. I would prefer to have 
an argument with you.

knowing the teenager’s underlying message, parents 
can then respond as they wish. one option would be:

Don’t you dare talk to me like that.

However, despite the intended lesson of the parent’s 
words, namely that they really do not want to  tolerate 
this kind of disrespect (which is a perfectly reasonable 
message) – their teenagers unfortunately will always 
interpret their response differently. They will hear:
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Yes, I will fight with you.

And that leads them to respond:

I’ll talk to you any way I want.

Which, translated, means:

Good, now let’s keep this fight going, and with any 
luck you’ll forget about laying the table altogether.

Parents with a clearer understanding of their teen-
agers’ behaviour may choose alternatives to such a  
self- defeating response.

Throughout this book you will hear the re-created 
voices of teenagers and their parents. The quotes and 
conversations in the text are not from real people but 
a distillation of what really goes on. This will give you 
access to the real but never recorded discussions that 
take place in people’s kitchens, in their heads, mumbled 
as they leave rooms, or screamed out in shopping 
centres. Their accuracy will be for you to judge. But 
many of you will recognise, as recorded nowhere else, 
those scenes that are a part of your life with a teenager. 
if you do, you will, we hope, be reassured. You are not 
doing anything wrong: everyone confronts the same 
kinds of problems with teenagers.

living under the same roof as a teenager is frequently 

Get Out of My Life 4th edn.indd   9 10/12/2019   18:01



G e T  o U T  o F  M Y  l i F e

x

exasperating and painful. But at times they can also be 
entertaining and original as well as keeping us on our 
toes – providing us with an insight into everything from 
computers and mobile phones to contemporary culture. 
Much of what goes on between teenagers and their 
parents is often rather funny, if we can only step back 
far enough from our lives to view our daily travails for 
what they are, instead of as deadly serious issues.

Finally, if this book achieves its goal, you may notice 
a strange transformation in those scenes that used to drag 
you down. With a new understanding of your teen-
ager’s psychological development and state of mind, 
you may find that those scenes are never quite the same 
again. They look different, less desperate, more like the 
inevitable interaction between a normally developing 
teenager and a caring parent. You may also discover 
that, seeing things differently, you act differently as well.
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Note to New Edition

This book was first published in the Uk eighteen 
years ago. since then, changes in the world of adoles-
cence have been tumultuous. New editions came out 
in 2008 and again in 2014 in order to keep pace with 
these changes, but even in the past six years teenagers’ 
interactions with each other and the world beyond have 
developed in new, unforeseen ways. These changes, 
reflected in this latest edition, have brought significant 
challenges for parents and families.

However, despite such dramatic shifts, many of the 
issues arising between teenagers and their parents remain 
the same. And this fundamental relationship, outlined 
especially in the earlier sections of the book, remains 
at its core. For a parent, confronting the transformation 
when your biddable and delightful child becomes almost 
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overnight a grumpy, argumentative or sullen presence 
is a daunting prospect. Trying to understand what is 
going on in the mind of a newly formed teen remains 
much the same task for parents nearly two decades later, 
despite surroundings that are increasingly different from 
a technological, social or economic perspective. 

The chapter on ‘The electronic Universe’, which 
first appeared in the 2008 edition, covers issues that 
now infuse all aspects of life. The ubiquitous smart-
phone affects romantic relationships (how they start 
and how they end) as well as friendships, school life and 
much else. The constant communication, social media 
chatter, and the availability of information at any point 
in time have all markedly affected the way teenagers 
and parents relate to each other. The worlds of teens 
and their parents have always been different, but never 
has there been such a radical shift in these relationships; 
sharing, sexting, cyberbullying, influencing – all those 
things that take place between teenagers are completely 
new and frequently baffling for anyone from an older 
generation, including parents. Hopefully, the book will 
offer at least a glimpse into this world – as a moody 
teenager is unlikely to provide helpful explanations of 
such dynamics. 

Much of the new material in this edition is based 
on contributions from emma Bowers, who was herself 
a teenager when the book first appeared. she now 
works daily with teenagers and has used much of this 
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experience to inform the updated sections about the 
wider world of adolescent interactions – from mental 
health to porn. 

Contemporary teenagers are growing up against a 
political backdrop of polarising views and rising pop-
ulism. This contributes to a widening sense of uncertainty 
and anxiety, exacerbated by the drum beat of growing 
environmental concerns. The kind of future that this 
emerging generation will confront in their working and 
domestic lives is highly unpredictable and very different 
from that of their parents. Children may seem to grow 
up quicker, and the ‘tween’ is now a whole new stage of 
life. But they also stay in a form of adolescence for much 
longer than before, many of them taking years to ‘find 
themselves’ in terms of employment and long-term 
stable relationships. These are all shifts that parents have 
to navigate. And understanding their teenage offspring, 
and thereby relating to them in a positive way, is funda-
mental to making family life work better for everyone. 

suzanne Franks and emma Bowers 
February 2020
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Introduction

‘Emily, please would you mind taking those dirty 
glasses into the kitchen?’
‘Why? They’re not mine.’
‘I don’t care if they’re not yours, Emily. You live in 
this house and I am asking you to take those glasses 
out into the kitchen.’
‘But they’re not mine. Why should I do it?’
‘Emily, you’re asking for it.’
‘You’re asking for it.’

Fifty years ago the above conversation would rarely have 
taken place, but it’s common enough today. Teenagers 
have changed. This is not an illusion. Teenagers treat the 
adults in their lives in a manner that is less automat ically 
obedient, much more fearless, and definitely more out-
spoken than that of previous generations.
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‘I would never have dared talk to my parents the way 
that Melissa does to me. Never.’
‘What would have happened if you did?’
‘I would have had a slap across the face.’

True enough, but the harsher ways of dealing with 
children, especially physical punishment, are no longer 
viewed as acceptable, or in some cases even legal. Many 
parents still treat their children harshly; many still hit 
them. But such punishment is far less acceptable than it 
once was, even to those who do it.

We live in an era of ‘child-centred’ and ‘permissive’ 
parenting. As a result, the most immediately effective 
weapons have been taken out of a parent’s arsenal. No 
more hard smacks across the face for disrespectful answer-
ing back or when rooms are not tidied on demand. it’s 
inevitable that without these harsher forms of enforce-
ment, children’s behaviour has changed. This is just 
human nature. The new teenager feels freer to answer 
back and to do as he or she pleases, especially at home.

The entitled teenager
Teenagers of today possess a distinct sense of entitle-
ment. They have their rights, which they are only too 
well aware of. ‘My parents are supposed to take care of 
me. And they’re not allowed to hurt me. They’re sup-
posed to protect me. i suppose that i should act better 
towards them than i do. But even if i act like a prat, 
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they’re still supposed to love me. No matter what i do.’ 
This is good. We want them to feel this way. We have 
empowered our children and they feel the power. still, 
we did not think they would be so ungracious about it. 
ours is a generation of uncertain parents. We witness 
our children’s less restrained behaviour, and we do not 
understand and we do not know what to do. We would 
not have behaved that way. in the face of their teen agers’ 
insolence, parents feel frustrated, upset, and, above all, 
inadequate. ‘What can i do? i shout at her. i ground her. 
i take away privileges. But none of it seems to change 
her attitude.’

Nor do the teenagers benefit from their parents’ 
frustration. They become victims of the classic adoles-
cent paradox. While they demand freedom, and fight 
to attain it, they still need to feel their parents’ strength. 
Teenagers battle to dismantle their parents’ authority, 
but they can find themselves adrift if too successful. 
Anxiety, depression, even suicide can arise with the 
added stresses of adolescence. A frequently quoted sta-
tistic is the alarming growth in teenage suicide. The 
rate of suicide – especially amongst young men in the 
Uk – has steadily risen over the past thirty years. There 
are on average around two suicides a day amongst 
young people in the Uk and ireland, and according to 
the samaritans, three teenagers in the Uk attempt to 
self-harm every hour. Unquestionably, the more that 
adolescents feel themselves to be truly on their own 
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and without their parents’ support, the more vulnerable 
they are.

Yet for the average as opposed to the seriously trou-
bled teenager, things are not nearly as bad as they may 
seem. The new teenager is not impossible to deal with. 
Parents must learn to adjust and to rely on a different 
kind of strength from that which their own parents used.

The new parent
‘i’ll tell you what the problem is. Teenagers today don’t 
have any respect for their parents.’ This is true. old-style 
respect is gone. We have entered a new era in child-
rearing. Perhaps the old way was both easier and more 
straightforward, but it is gone. Nostalgia is understand-
able, but that style of parenting also had flaws. it was based 
in part on establishing fear. Creating fear as an explicit 
child-raising practice has some bad consequences. it 
can breed anger and resentment. it can intimidate and 
cause the intimidated to lose confidence in themselves. 
Perhaps worst of all, it tells children that in the service of 
getting what one wants, fear and intimidation are neces-
sary and acceptable in everyday life.

Teenagers today are not pliable, and they say what 
is on their mind – almost always. They live in a society 
which has seen an overall decline in deference to all 
kinds of authority, including parents. Yet for all their 
rudeness, especially at home, it is not clear at all that as 
adults these teenagers will be ‘worse’ than their parents, 
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either less caring or less motivated. They may be more 
caring and more motivated. They may, in turn, be 
better parents.

Besides, it is possible to elicit respect from teenagers; 
it’s just of a different kind than the old version. This 
new respect can only be based on the strength and con-
fidence of parents. This kind of strength of character is 
not as easy to come by as a strength based on the cane 
or the belt. More confidence is required to employ this 
strength. With few apparent weapons in their arsenal, 
parents must stand up to all that their teenagers may 
dish out, and still come out with their heads high, their 
confidence intact, their position as the parents and the 
bosses still acknowledged, if grudgingly. it is not easy. 
But it is possible.

The first step is to accept a child’s right to say what 
he or she has to say, no matter how stupid or unrea-
sonable. You don’t have to listen to all of it, you can 
leave whenever you want, but you respect their right 
to say it. Then you say what you have to say, you stand 
your ground and are not blown away by the inevit-
able response. This kind of parenting earns respect. 
it’s the strength not to descend to teenagers’ level of 
 name-calling, when they would lose respect for you. it’s 
the strength to walk away.

‘Don’t you dare talk to me that way, Eleanor. When 
are you going to show some proper respect? I don’t 
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know what’s wrong with you. You are going to have to 
get your act together.’

eleanor rolls her eyes.

‘Don’t you roll your eyes at me. Do you want a smack 
on the face?’
‘Go ahead. Hit me. I dare you.’

eleanor knows that the time for that was over many 
years ago. Perhaps the greatest skill for a parent today is 
learning not to be hurt, truly understanding that what 
teenagers say, and scream, means nothing more than that 
they are teenagers and that this is how teenagers today 
behave, understanding that what they say and what they 
do in no way diminishes who you are and what you do. 
Your teenage children cannot diminish you unless you 
allow them to do so. ‘That all sounds very simple. But in 
the real world how can we as parents have the strength 
to rise above the daily onslaught?’ You need confidence 
– not confidence that you are always making the right 
decision (nobody can do that) or that you are always in 
control of the child (nobody can even come close to 
achieving that), but rather the confidence that you are 
the right person for the job and that your efforts are 
definitely not in vain.

You must understand that what you say does have an 
impact on your teenager, despite much evidence to the 
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contrary. You must know that you need not be perfect, 
that you’re allowed to make mistakes.

You may not like what I am saying. You may disagree 
with my decisions. You may truly think that I am 
wrong. I may in fact be wrong. But I am your parent 
and the decisions that I make are in my judgement 
what I think is best. Whether you like it or not, you 
are stuck with me. That won’t change, at least not for 
the next few years. And that is the way I want it.

There is a pleasant irony to all this. if parents can hang 
on through the teenage years, they may get all that they 
ever wanted at the end of the process: an adult child 
who genuinely likes and respects them and is at ease 
with them; a person genuinely considerate of others 
and, amazingly, considerate of their parent; a grown child 
who now appreciates all that has been done for them.

You were a wonderful parent, even though I know that 
I gave you such a hard time.
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