Dear ParentLine, Today I discovered that my 13-year-old son has been skipping school, forging our signature on parental approval forms, cheating and breaking into the teachers’ files to change records.  I can’t believe it.  He was always such a good kid, but now, I discover that he’s just been a good liar. I even found out from one of his teachers that he told her that I was literally on my death-bed (DYING!) so that she would excuse him for his tardiness and lack of preparedness.  Why is he doing this?  What can we do to get him back on track?  How can we regain any kind of trust with him?  (Signed,) Whatever happened to Baby Wayne? In Way-Away, NH

The problem and the answer are the same. Your son is thirteen. Is he bad tempered?  Moody?  Is he downright unpleasant?  Congratulations. You’ve got a normal adolescent.  He isn’t being awkward for the sake of it.  Your son is thirteen and he’s creative.  To come up with the effect of these two factors is not rocket science.  It is, though, what makes parents age before their time.  Creative thirteen year olds are so hard!  This is the limbo age where he is caught between being a child and a teenager.  Your son’s body has become a battleground for raging hormones and astounding growth spurts. 

That said, your son’s lack of morality is worrisome.  How did things get to this point without some response from you?  Where is his sense of integrity that requires your careful nurturing?   As his parent, you have the awesome responsibility to balance love, limits and set expectations from your son.  

You are right on.  Yes, you do have to get on top of what is going on.  Yes, you do need a plan to track his progress and his veracity.  Yes, you have to remind him that it is his job to go to school.  Yes, set up an appointment with his teacher.  And, yes, being the parent of an adolescent is where the real test of parenting starts.  Hang on.  Remember, your age and experience counts for something and don’t forget about your sense of humor.

If we look at what he’s doing, it appears that your son is willing to do anything not to get caught.  ParentLine asks you to look for the meaning of his behavior but do not ask your son “Why” he’s doing what he’s doing.  He can’t tell you. Chalk it up to hormone blindness.  Instead, start talking to him about what is going on in his life. 

The fact that he is lying is interesting and says he knows what he is doing is wrong.  So what doesn’t he want you to know?  Does he need your help and not know how to ask for it?  How come he doesn’t want to go to school?  How is it that he’s willing to go to such lengths to avoid school?  Does he have a learning disability?  Is he being bullied?

Your job right now is to step into the path of the locomotive before it gathers any more steam.  Tell your son that forgery is against the law.  Breaking into his teacher’s file is a crime.  These are not points of discussion.  These are points of law.  If he breaks the law, he has to pay the consequences.  You get to keep on teaching him the same lesson you’ve been working on since he took his first steps. And that is that he is responsible for his actions.  

Not to defend our son’s actions in any way, but family therapists remind us that there really is such a thing as the “adolescent brain.”  At this stage of his development, your son can be impulsive and not think about the long term consequences of his short term actions.  He will not have good judgment nor will he develop true empathy unless he is taught these things.   To illustrate what we mean, search your memory of your own adolescence.  Can you remember any action that was particularly irresponsible, thoughtless, dangerous or all three, that causes you to say, “What was I thinking?”

Family therapists also remind us that growing pains are real.  It hurts to grow up. It can hurt to learn the lessons about why some behaviors are unacceptable; especially lying, forgery and breaking into other people’s files.   You have to help your son see that if he stays on the path he’s on, he will not only hurt himself but will hurt others as well.  Help him to know that the real lesson here is that it’s his job to learn about how to present himself to the world in the best light possible.   Help him understand that cheaters do not prosper, that no one wants to play the game of life with someone who cheats, and that this lesson is best learned before he gets one minute older.  

Send the message to your son that he can be different.  Reinforce good behavior.  Catch him doing something right and show him that you’ve noticed and keep on noticing.  If you haven’t before, starting right now, you can make a difference in how the rest of your son’s life takes shape. Don’t give up on him, he’s just testing to see if you are going to hang onto him.

NOTE:  A special community forum, THE ADOLESCENT BRAIN, for parents, teachers, coaches, youth, etc. will be presented in Laconia on Tuesday, January 31, 7-8:30pm at Laconia High School, and in Concord, Wednesday, February 1, 7-8:30pm at Concord High School.  The events feature keynote speaker and renowned expert in the field of adolescent risk behaviors, Michael Nerney.   Both events are free and refreshments will be provided.   The events are presented by Child and Family Services.   Visit www.cfsnh.org for further information.
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