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The Teen Years 
 
The teen years pose some of the most difficult challenges for families. Teenagers, dealing 
with hormone changes and an ever-complex world, may feel that no one can understand 
their feelings, especially parents. As a result, the teen may feel angry, alone and confused 
while facing complicated issues about identity, peers, sexual behavior, drinking and drugs. 
 
Parents may be frustrated and angry that the teen seems to no longer respond to parental 
authority. Methods of discipline that worked well in earlier years may no longer have an 
effect. And, parents may feel frightened and helpless about the choices their teen is 
making. 
 
As a result, the teen years are ripe for producing conflict in the family. Typical areas of 
parent-teen conflict may include: 
 

• Disputes over the teen's curfew 

• The teen's choice of friends 

• Spending time with the family versus with peers 

• School and work performance 

• Cars and driving privileges 

• Dating and sexuality 

• Clothing, hair styles and makeup 

• Self destructive behaviors such as smoking, drinking and using drugs 
 

Dealing with the issues of adolescence can be trying for all concerned. But families are 
generally successful at helping their children accomplish the developmental goals of the 
teen years — reducing dependence on parents, while becoming increasingly responsible 
and independent. 
 
However, there are a number of warning signs that things are not going well and that the 



family may want to seek outside help. These include aggressive behavior or violence by the 
teen, drug or alcohol abuse, promiscuity, school truancy, brushes with the law or runaway 
behavior. Likewise, if a parent is resorting to hitting or other violent behavior in an attempt 
to maintain discipline, this is a strong danger sign. 
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How to Know When Your Teenager Needs Help 

By Randy Brazzel MA, LPC, LMFT 

Adolescence is often a challenging time for families.  Teenagers frequently test new limits and 

parents have to adjust to changing expectations and requests for more freedom.  While most 

teenagers navigate this time without major problems, some experience enormous distress and 

may become involved in destructive life patterns.  The challenge for many parents is knowing 

how to determine when their teenager is OK and when their teenager is At-Risk.  Some of the 

differences between normal and At-Risk behavior are highlighted below. 

Question Authority vs. Defy Authority 

It is normal for teenagers to question authority and challenge the status quo.  At-Risk 

teenagers, on the other hand, tend to openly challenge authority and defy others to make them 

comply with rules.  They tend to get into conflicts with parents, teachers, administrators, or 

anyone else who is in a position of authority. 

Test Limits vs. Ignore Limits 

Teenagers will frequently test limits to see what they can get away with, but will respond 

appropriately when limits are set.  At-Risk teenagers tend to ignore limits and keep pushing the 

boundaries.  They often will respond to limits with anger and defiance. 

Spontaneous vs. Impulsive 

Teenagers, in general, tend to be very spontaneous and open to new possibilities.  At-Risk 

teenagers, on the other hand, tend to be impulsive and often ignore potential consequences.  

They leap first and then make excuses later. 

Seek Independence vs. Avoid Family 

Teenagers often seek independence from their family.  This allows them to further define who 

they are as a person and to develop their own goals and direction in life.  They use home and 

family as an anchor to help them stay grounded, while they explore the possibilities of life.  At-

Risk teenagers, on the other hand, tend to avoid spending anytime with their family or with 

other adults who might provide supervision.  They see adults as “the problem”, rather than as a 

role model or support. 

Sexually Aware vs. Sexually Acting Out 

While it is normal for teenagers to become more aware of their sexuality and to begin to 

develop and interest in sexual relationships, it doesn’t mean that they will automatically begin 

to act out sexually.  Conversely At-Risk teenagers often get involved in risky sexual behavior and 

pursue multiple sexual partners without regard to consequences. 



Socially Involved vs. Drinking and Drugging 

It is normal for teenagers to want to spend time with friends.  In fact, developing healthy 

friendships is an important milestone of adolescence.  For some, however, socializing often 

involves drinking or doing drugs.  While most teenagers are exposed to drinking and drugs, it is 

not true that “everyone is doing it.”  There are many teenagers that socialize with friends 

without using drugs or alcohol.  At-Risk kids tend to seek out alcohol and drugs and over time 

tend to socialize only with other teenagers that are using alcohol or drugs.  The purpose of 

getting together with friends is to “party” and “get high”.  As a result, friendships, over time, 

become secondary to the drugs and alcohol. 

Moody at Times vs. Mood Swings with Intensity 

It is normal for teenagers to have a variety of moods.  The changes in their mood often mirror 

the stressors that they experience (physical, emotional, social, etc.).  Generally, teenagers work 

through these moods fairly quickly.  At-Rick teenagers, however, tend to have intense mood 

swings that are greater than the situation that they are in.  They often exhibit destructive or 

inappropriate behaviors during these times, which might include isolation, running away, 

destruction of property, cutting, or other self-harming behavior. 

Hopeful vs. Hopeless 

Teenagers, in general, tend to be very hopeful about the future which they see as limitless in its 

possibilities.  At-risk kids, conversely, tend to be more pessimistic about the future.  They may 

express thoughts such as “Why try? It won’t matter anyway”. “Nothing every works out,” “I 

wish I were dead.”  These types of statements should be a warning flag for parents that their 

teenager is struggling with deeper emotional issues. 

If your teenager is struggling emotionally, don’t wait to get them help.  Teenagers can be very 

resilient and with the proper help they can develop the skills they need to thrive rather than 

struggle. 

 



Let Go 

To “let go” does not mean to stop caring, it means I can’t do it for someone else. 

To “let go” is not to cut myself off, it’s the realization I can’t control another. 

To “let go” is not to enable, but to allow learning from natural consequences. 

To “let go” is to admit powerlessness, which means the outcome is not in my hands. 

To “let go” is not to try to change or blame another, it’s to make the most of myself. 

To “let go” is not to care for, but to care about. 

To “let go” is not to fix, but to be supportive. 

To “let go” is not to judge, but to allow another to be a human being. 

To “let go” is not to be in the middle arranging all the outcomes, but to allow other to affect 

their destinies. 

To “let go” is not to be protective, it’s to permit another to face reality. 

To “let go” is not to deny, but to accept. 

To “let go” is not to nag, scold or argue, but instead to search out my own shortcomings and 

correct them. 

To “let go” is not to adjust everything to my desires, but to take each day as it comes, and 

cherish myself in it. 

To “let go” is not to criticize and regulate anybody but to try to become what I dream I can be. 

To “let go” is not to regret the past, but to grow and live for the future. 

To “let go” is to fear less, and love more. 
  



Do’s and Don’ts for Parents 

Do: 

• Be open with your child and try to remain calm and honest while discussing his/her 

harmful behavior. 

• Contact your child’s school counselor to see if he/she can help. (The school might have 

similar concerns about your son or daughter.) 

• Discuss the information and concerns with a knowledgeable person. 

• Be firm with your child by setting up and enforcing curfews and other “house rules”. 

• Learn all you can about chemical dependency in adolescents. 

• Be honest with yourself and realize that “yes” it could happen to one of your children. 

• Learn to forgive yourself and your child-you only hurt yourself by holding grudges. 

• Know that with the correct help, your child can overcome this problem and live a 

healthy life. 

Do Not: 

• Give into your children and accept their excuses and rationalizations of the problems. 

• Continue to give your children “another chance”. Continuance of this will only lead to 

more pain for you and your family. 

• Allow yourself to cover up and make excuses for your child’s behavior 

• Shield your children from the realistic consequences of their behavior.  They must learn 

to be responsible for their own behavior. 

• Accept the guilt for your child’s condition or behavior. 

• Take it personally when the chemically dependent adolescent blames you for his/her 

problems. 

• Condemn, judge or criticize-remember that chemical dependency is a disease and your 

child needs help. 

• Expect the situation to get better overnight. 

• Ignore the sign and think things will get better by themselves-they won’t-they only get 

worse! 

 



Progression of Adolescent Chemical Dependency 

Level Drug Use Reasons for Drug Use Consequences for Drug Use 

Level I 
Experimentation 

1. Adolescents begin by using 
beer, pot and wine.  Use is 
usually limited to once or twice 
a week; often weekends. 

1. Experimentation 
2. Curiosity 
3. Rebellion 

1. Minimal consequences 
a. Occasional hangover if 

over indulged. 
b. White lies about use are 

easily rationalized. 
 

Level II 
Regular Use/ 
Occasional Abuse 

1. Drug use frequency increases.  
Drug of choice still centers 
around pot, wine and beer. 

2. Occasional use of stronger 
derivations occurs, e.g. hash or 
hard liquor. 

1. To avoid boredom. 
2. Most of their friends use drugs. 
3. Adult role models use in similar 

fashion. 

1. Social contacts change (often 
begins hanging around with 
older kids and more regular 
users). 

2. Family involvement is affected. 
3. School becomes less important. 
4. Begins being lackadaisical about 

curfews, responsibilities, etc. 
 

Level III 
Regular Abuse 

1. Drug use becomes 
sophisticated. 

2. Adolescent begins using 
stronger drugs on a more 
regular basis. 

3. Drug use becomes the norm 
around which other activities 
must revolve. 

4. Adolescent develops a 
reputation as a user and 
occasionally deals in minor 
transactions within school. 

1. To avoid variety of 
uncomfortable feelings. 

2. To avoid basic responsibilities 
and expectations. 

3. To avoid family conflicts and 
involvement (which have 
become extremely stressful 
due to the individual’s 
progressive use). 

1. School 
performance/attendance drops. 

2. Family involvement further 
deteriorates. 

3. Legal problems become likely. 
4. Values deteriorate dramatically 

(lying and stealing become 
acceptable). 

5. Social network includes adults 
involved in drug use and 
trafficking. 
 

Level IV 
Chemical 
Dependency 

1. Drug use becomes a daily 
preoccupation.  Often the 
adolescent uses 1-3 times per 
day. 

2. Extreme intoxication becomes 
the norm for weekends or 
planned events, e.g. concerts. 

3. Adolescent develops 
reputation as a “burn out”, 
“space cadet” or whatever 
term is in vogue at the time. 

4. Adolescent becomes involved 
in fairly sophisticated buying 
and selling transactions 
involving peers and adults. 

5. Experimentation or use of 
previously unthinkable drug 
forms becomes possible, e.g. 
narcotics, injecting or sniffing 
(when desperate for a high). 

1. To feel normal. 
2. To allow self to function. 
3. To forget. 
4. To avoid pain (both physical 

and psychological). 

1. Physical problems: 
a. Loss of weight 
b. Blackouts (occasional 

amnesia) 
c. Physical ailments when 

sober 
d. Frequent sickness 

2. Guilt/self-hate increases. 
3. Legal problems are likely. 
4. Sophisticated illegal activity 

becomes possible, e.g. 
robberies, burglaries, 
prostitution. 

5. Loss of ability to control drug 
use. 

6. School is discontinued or 
severely impaired. 

7. Involvement in family is totally 
avoided. (Either leaves or 
establishes a “motel 
existence”). 

 



 

Resources 
  



Alternative Peer Group 

The APG provides a positive social environment and a new peer group focusing on attitudes and 

behaviors conducive to growth and change. The alternative peer group provides the following benefits: 

• After school hangouts 

• Weekend social activities 

• A group of youth who can relate to each other and discuss common challenges 

• Encouragement from peers to make positive choices 

• A safe and sober environment 

• Recovery-oriented social activities 

• Ability to meet new lifelong friends 

Alternative Peer Groups (APG's) 

Here is some information about the Alternative Peer Groups that we have access to in Houston. Included 

is a YouTube video that provides a good overview of the programs and their goals. I have also included 

the website and contact information for each group. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohsXpXRD3cs 

 

BYBC (Beyond Your Best Counseling) 

6699 Portwest Drive,Suite 140 

Houston,TX  77024 

713-528-6720 

 www.beyondyourbestcounseling.com 

 

Cornerstone Recovery 

6699 Portwest Drive, Suite 140 

Houston, TX  77024 

713-528-6720 

 www.cornerstonerecoverv.org 

 

Lifeway International 

Memorial Drive United Methodist Church 

12955 Memorial Drive 

Houston, TX  77079 

713-270-6753 

 www.llfewayinternational.org 

 

PDAP (Palmer Drug Abuse Program) Three 

Memorial City Plaza 

840 Gessner, Suite 1300 

Houston, TX  77024 

281-589-4602 

 www.pdaphouston.org 

 

Teen and Family 

11140 Greenbay Street 

Houston, TX  77024 

713-464-3950 

 www.teenandfamjlyservjces.org 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohsXpXRD3cs
http://www.beyondyourbestcounseling.com/
http://www.cornerstonerecoverv.org/
http://www.llfewayinternational.org/
http://www.pdaphouston.org/
http://www.teenandfamjlyservjces.org/


 

 

 

Partnership for Drug Free Kids- Parent Resources 

Drug Prevention Tips For Every Age- https://drugfree.org/article/prevention-tips-for-every-age/ 

Downloadable Parent Resources- https://drugfree.org/resources/  

Risk Factors and Why Teens Use- http://drugfree.org/article/risk-factors-why-teens-use/  

Connecting with your Teen- http://drugfree.org/article/connecting-with-your-teen/ 

How to talk with your Teen- http://drugfree.org/artlcle/how-to-talk-with-your-teen/  

Addressing Drug Use- http://drugfree.org/article/addressing-drug-use/ 

Have a Conversation, Not a Confrontation- http://www.drugfree.org/wp-

conten/uploads/2014/05/Have-a-Conversation- Not-a-Confrontatlon.pdf  · 

How to listen- http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/How-to-Listen.pdf 

Setting Limits and Monitoring your Teen's Behavior- http://drugfree.org/article/set-limits-monitor-your-

teens-behavior/ 

How to break through barriers- http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/How-to-Break-

through-Barriers.pdf 

Brain Development and Teen Behavior- http://drugfree.org/article/brain development-teen-behavior/ 

Taking Care of yourself- http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/Checklist-Taking-Care-

of-Yourself-2.pdf 

  

Partnership 
For Drug-Free Kids 
Where families find answers 

https://drugfree.org/article/prevention-tips-for-every-age/
https://drugfree.org/resources/
http://drugfree.org/article/risk-factors-why-teens-use/
http://drugfree.org/article/connecting-with-your-teen/
http://drugfree.org/artlcle/how-to-talk-with-your-teen/
http://drugfree.org/article/addressing-drug-use/
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/Have-a-Conversation-%20Not-a-Confrontatlon.pdf
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/Have-a-Conversation-%20Not-a-Confrontatlon.pdf
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/How-to-Listen.pdf
http://drugfree.org/article/set-limits-monitor-your-teens-behavior/
http://drugfree.org/article/set-limits-monitor-your-teens-behavior/
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/How-to-Break-through-Barriers.pdf
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/How-to-Break-through-Barriers.pdf
http://drugfree.org/article/brain%20development-teen-behavior/
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/Checklist-Taking-Care-of-Yourself-2.pdf
http://www.drugfree.org/wp-conten/uploads/2014/05/Checklist-Taking-Care-of-Yourself-2.pdf


 

Empowering Families to Understand and address a Child’s Substance Use 

(http://www.familyresourcectr.org/) 

 

Helplines for immediate support (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/hotlines/)  

About (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/about/)  

About (http://www.famjlyresourcectr.org/abouV) 

Frequently Asked Questions (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/how-to-use-this-site/)  

Resource Criteria (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/resource-criteria/) 

Get Informed (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/get-informed/)   

Get Informed (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/get-informed/) 

Learn About Addiction (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/learn-about-addiction/)  

Medication and Therapies (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/medication-and-therapies/)  

Facts and Definitions (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/fads-and-definitions/) 

Support Your Child (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-your-child/) 

Support Your Child (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-your-child/)  

Prevention (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/prevention/)  

Intervention (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/intervention/)  

Treatment (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/treatment/)  

Recovery (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/recovery/) 

Support Yourself (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-yourself/)  

Support Yourself (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-yourself/)  

Support Groups (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/support-groups/)  

Helplines (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/hotlines/) 

Engage (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/engage/) 

Helplines Engage (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/engage/) 

 Advocacy and legislation (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/current-legislation/) 

Community Toolkit (http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/community/) 

Parent helplines can provide you with an unbiased and empathic listener as well as serve as a valuable resource to 

help address a specific need.  These outlets for support can provide you with appropriate information and referrals 

if necessary. 

http://www.familyresourcectr.org/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/hotlines/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/about/
http://www.famjlyresourcectr.org/abouV)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/how-to-use-this-site/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/resource-criteria/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/get-informed/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/get-informed/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/learn-about-addiction/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/medication-and-therapies/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/fads-and-definitions/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-your-child/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-your-child/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/prevention/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/intervention/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/treatment/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/recovery/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-yourself/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/support-yourself/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/support-groups/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/hotlines/)
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/engage/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/engage/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/current-legislation/
http://www.familyresourcectr.org/category/community/


Resources 
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According to experts, you should seek help immediately if you or someone you know is thinking about self-harm or 

suicide. Below is a list of resources: 

HOTLINES: 

National Suicide Hotline:1·800-SUICIDE (784-2433) or the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 1-800-273-TALK 

(8255) Both toll-free, 24-hour confidential hotlines which connect you to a trained counselor at the nearest suicide 

crisis center. 

 

Safe Place: 1-888-290-7233 

Project Safe Place provides access to immediate help and supportive resources for young people in crisis through a 

network of qualified agencies, trained volunteers and businesses in 32 states.  Call the hotline to find out if the 

program operates in your state, or look online. 

 

National Alliance of the Mentally Ill: 1-800-950-6264 

Toll-free, confidential hotline operating Mon.-Fri., 10 am- 6 pm (EST).Trained volunteers provide information, 

referrals, and support to anyone with questions about mental illness. 

 

The Trevor Project: 1-866-4-U-TREVOR 

The Trevor Project operates the only nationwide, around-the-clock crisis and suicide prevention helpline for 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning (LGBTQ) youth.  The Trevor Helpline is available as a resource 

to parents, family members and friends of young people as well.  Visit www.TheTrevorProject.org  for more 

information and resources for young people, including "Dear Trevor," an online Q&A forum for non-time sensitive 

questions. 

 

Suicide Prevention Lifeline 

The website for this 24-hour, confidential hotline offers details about how to call if you need help, how to identify 

suicide warning signs, and information for veterans experiencing mental distress. 

 

HELP ONLINE: 

 

The Jed Foundation 

The Jed Foundation works to reduce the stigma students feel about having or seeking treatment for emotional 

problems. It provides safe, accessible resources for students to help themselves or a friend. 

 

Ulifeline 

A program of the Jed Foundation, ULifeline is an anonymous, confidential, online resource center, where college 

students can be comfortable searching for the information they need and want regarding mental health and 

suicide prevention.  The Jed Foundation provides ULifeline to all colleges and universities free of charge, regardless 

of the size or type of institution. Currently, more than 1,200 colleges and universities participate in the program.  If 

your school does not participate, you can still access information on the website including suggestions for helping 

http://www.thetrevorproject.org/


friends or family members suffering from mental Illness and links to other online resources. 

 

National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) 

A grassroots organization for people with mental illness and their families.  NAMI has affiliates in every state and in 

more than 1,100 local communities across the country.  NAMI on Campus clubs are student-run, student-led 

organizations that provide mental health support, education, and advocacy in a university or college setting. 

 

National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center 

A user-friendly, single point of access to potentially life-saving information about youth violence and prevention 

and intervention strategies for the general public.  Its site includes information on warning signs, prevention 

strategies and treatment for adolescents struggling with mental illness, and tips on how to prevent and/or respond 

to violent acts in schools. 

 

The Jason Foundation, Inc. 

The Jason Foundation provides information, education programs, and resources to help in the fight against the 

"silent epidemic" of youth suicide. 

 

Depressed Teens 

This website provides valuable information/educational resources for teenagers, their parents, and educators to 

understand the signs and symptoms of teenage depression and get help when needed. 

 

The National Association for School Psychologists 

Offers extensive information for teens through its NASP Crisis Resources link. 

 

The Suicide Prevention Action Network USA 

A suicide prevention organization dedicated to generate grassroots support among suicide survivors. 

 

Families for Depression Awareness 

An organization that helps families recognize and cope with depressive disorders, and prevent suicide.  Its website 

contains helpful resources, and inspirational stories about recovering from mental illness. 

 

American Association of Suicidology 

AAS is a membership organization for all those involved in suicide prevention and intervention, or touched by 

suicide.  Its website includes resources for helping those who are struggling with depression and suicidal thoughts, 

and inspirational stories from suicide attempt survivors. 

 

Teen Moods 

Teen Moods is a depression support community created by an adolescent with depression, and is open to all 

including teens and parents. 

 

Depression Forums 

A supportive, informative website that offers a caring, safe environment for members to talk to their peers about 

depression, anxiety, mood disorders, medications, therapy and recovery. 

 

www.teenscreen.org 

The TeenScreen National Center for Mental Health Checkups at Columbia University is a non-profit privately 

http://www.teenscreen.org/


funded public health initiative working to increase youth access to regular mental health checkups and the early 

identification of mental illness. TeenScreen Schools and Communities is the National Center's flagship program, 

offering mental health checkups to youth through more than 500 local sites in 43 U.S. states.  Visit the website to 

read facts/figures about teenage mental health, and to learn more about the National Center's programs and 

initiatives.  You can also call the center's information line at 866-833-6727. 
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