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Question：

My daughter is 13 and we've always been good friends. I'm scared that now she's getting older this will change. I've read about how difficult teenagers are and how they often want nothing to do with their parents.  How can I make sure we stay friends as she grows older?

Answer：
It's nice to be friends with your children, but your most important task is to be her mother. She can always find another friend, but not another mother. Now that we've got that clear, you should think about how you can help your daughter through her teenage years with the support and understanding she needs, while at the same time setting firm boundaries.

It sounds to me as if you're worrying far too much before problems emerge. You should be focusing on what your daughter's needs are now and how you can help her, rather than worrying about your own desire to remain friends for ever.

Question：

Our 13-year-old boy is always getting angry, shouting and calling me names. We give in to him to avoid confrontation because when he loses control he starts throwing things.  He even hides some of our belongings. He always wants things his way.  Where can we go to get help?
Answer：
This isn't a healthy situation for your son or your family, and you need to do something. Perhaps you could start by discussing the situation with him.

Is this anger displayed only at home, or does he also behave this way at school? It may be a good idea to involve his teachers and principal. If he doesn't want you to involve the school, he may be willing to change.  This could give you the opportunity to discuss what you think are acceptable boundaries, in terms of his abusive behaviour.

The other possibility is to see a counsellor - either from his school or privately - to discuss how to set boundaries and   how to make him aware of the consequences of his behaviour.  The solution to this issue may not lie solely with your son, but in your difficulties in dealing with the confrontation. This is also an area in which you can get help to overcome the fear of confronting your son's behaviour.
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Question：
My husband and I and our 10-year-old daughter moved to Hong Kong seven months ago from Singapore. I'm worried about my daughter because she seems to have no friends and appears desperately unhappy in her new school. When I pick her up she's always on her own, and it breaks my heart to see her like that. She never talks about friends and never gets invited on play dates. She has changed from being happy and sociable to being quiet and withdrawn. What can I do?

Answer: 
It sounds as if your daughter is having difficulties adjusting to school due to the move from Singapore to Hong Kong. I suggest you start by talking to her teachers at school and see what they can do to help her to connect with some classmates so that she can make some friends.

Since most of the students will know each other, it can be difficult for new kids to find a place in a circle of friends. But  the teachers can  create opportunities for her to get to know the other students, perhaps by giving her some small responsibilities or tasks in class so that she can build up a sense of belonging.

If your daughter enjoys any, particular team sport or hobby, such as netball, dancing or drama, you could also look for an after-school club. Schools often have their own or you could find private ones close to your home. Having a common interest will help her fit in better and these groups are usually smaller and more suited to welcoming new faces - in fact, many will go out of their way to do so.

However, I think you have to act and it's important to intervene before this pattern becomes set. Hopefully, a few months down the line, she will have a good circle of friends and you'll look back and wonder why you worried so much.

Question: 

My 15-year-old son is always so angry. He slams doors and throws things. I'm scared to talk to him because I never know how he'll react. His moods are affecting the whole house. What can I do?

Answer:

Your son has learnt to use his anger to control you and the family. As a consequence, this won't help him feel safe and protected by his parents.

Teenagers do get angry and your fear of his anger may be an issue to address with a therapist, so that your abilities to be a parent to him aren't affected negatively by your fear.

It may be wise to seek professional help for yourself and then follow up by getting a professional to help you discuss this issue with your son.

It's also important to address this issue as a family so that both you and your son can find a way to resolve the conflict, which is arising because of his need to express his anger and the fears that his behaviour, in turn, elicits in you.
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Question:

My 17-year-old son recently told me that a female family friend has made advances towards him. He thought it was funny. I didn't. She's divorced and about 30. He said she's always telling him how like a handsome movie star he is and that his girlfriend is lucky. He said that the last time she came to our apartment she walked into his room while he was studying and began stroking his hair. I'm horrified and want to talk to this woman. But he tells me not to worry. My son and I have a good relationship and if I say something it may spoil that.
Answer:

Most parents would be concerned about this situation and would be tempted to intervene to protect their son.  However, I would advise you to take a deep breath and stand back. This would be a perfect opportunity for your son to learn how to handle the kind of situation that's part of growing up and one that is likely to recur in the future.

Even though he may not be able to handle it too well in your eyes, it will be an opportunity for him to learn his weakness - which could stand him in good stead for future encounters with women and relationships with them. He trusts you - or he wouldn't have told you - which is good.

You can ask him to keep you informed about the situation so you can be a support for him in whatever ways he needs. Whether he chooses to do so will be a matter for him. What's most important is for him to experience your trust and support rather than have you step in and take over his problems. This is important if he is to be continually honest with you and if you're to retain your good relationship with each other.

Question:

My son is five and has started having nightmares. He now wakes up every night crying. He's in his first year at school and tells me he doesn't want to go, but does without fuss. Just before these nightmares started, my older daughter told me they had switched on the television one day and watched part of a horror film about an evil doll.  Could this be the source of his bad dreams?

Answer:

It's possible for children to have nightmares after watching horror movies. Perhaps you could try talking to your children about the film and what they're afraid of to gauge the situation.  Find a way to comfort them and make them feel safe before they go to sleep. Sometimes, saying a little prayer together before bedtime can be enough so they can feel protected by God. Another way is to leave a light on, or to give them some kind of protective symbol.

It's also important to address his reluctance to go to school. It's not uncommon for children to decide they don't want to go to school after the initial excitement has worn off. It's a big step. However, they usually adapt and begin to like school and accept their new routine. If this reluctance continues, ask him why he doesn't want to go and what it is he dislikes about school. You could also talk to his teacher and see if his reluctance is reflected in his behaviour at school.
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Question:
About a month ago I noticed some bruises on my daughter's wrist. They looked like hand marks. When I asked her about them she refused to answer my questions and became upset. She eventually said she got them while playing basketball. I'm not entirely convinced because of how upset she was.
This isn't the first time she's come home from school with bruises.  I think she's being bullied.  She often says that she dislikes school and asks me not to send her because she isn't feeling well. What can I do to make her talk to me about her problems?

Answer:

This is a serious matter.  You could try to get to the bottom of this by finding a relaxing time and place where you can talk  to her uninterrupted, and then  talk about the issue of disliking school. You can even talk about your own experience as a child if you also disliked school or quote someone else's experience. This will help her    understand that she's not the only one who has experienced this.

You can then share some of the reasons you or the other person disliked school and include being bullied among them. This may make her feel more comfortable knowing that she may be having a similar experience. Once she admits this to you, it may open the floodgates and she will say more. However, she may still be reluctant to talk. If this is the case, try to assure her that nothing bad will happen.

Often children are scared that something bad will happen if they say too much.

If your daughter still refuses to talk to you, you could get another adult, someone she trusts, to talk to her. If there is no such person, or if she still refuses to talk, you can suggest to her that you can go with her to a counsellor who is good at helping solve her problems about disliking school.

There's a chance she won't want to see a school counsellor because she might be worried that her teacher will find out.   If this is the case you could try a private counsellor, and the knowledge of confidentiality may help her feel more comfortable about talking.
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Question:

My 15-year-old daughter is very defiant. I want her to go to university, get a good job and have chances I never had. She's quite happy to do her homework and study and does well at school, but says she doesn't want to go to university. She says she'll stay until she's 18 and then she'll get a job, although she has no idea what she wants to do. Recently, we argued about it and she said she'll leave home as soon as she can.  I don't know what to do.

Answer:
Pushing children to fulfill their parents' wishes is common - and often doesn't produce good results.

The more you push, the harder your daughter will rebel against you and your wishes.  In the end, you'll just push her away from where you want her to be.

I know you're trying to help her by making sure she gets the most from her education, but I recommend that you let her make her own decisions.

It could be that, after working for a year or two, she'll realize the importance of going to university and will choose to continue her studies in her own time. If she does, she'll probably have benefited from the time she's spent working and being independent, and this could stand her in good stead at university, helping her to become a better, more mature student.

You should also try to see why she wants to get a job and leave home. It could be that she craves to be independent.

The greater the conflict between you, the more she'll want to work and gain her financial independence.

I'd advise you to try to accept her wishes and concentrate on enjoying the time she's still living at home with you.

Try to create more happy memories and experiences together and nurture a good, close relationship before she really does fly the nest and it's too late.
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Question:

I don't smack my children, yet they hit each other. I thought this was learned behaviour. Is there any way I can stop it? Sometimes they really hurt each other. They are boys, aged four and six.

Answer:

Hitting each other is common for boys around a similar age and is often a way of expressing feelings. Even though you may not hit them, they can learn it from the media or friends.

It's important to teach them to use words to express their feelings, rather than actions in the form of hitting. The focus isn't just to stop them from hitting, but to understand the reason behind the aggression.  Encourage them to talk about what they don't like about each other or each other's behaviour, and then help them to resolve their differences and find a solution to their conflicts.

It may be a slow process, but they'll gradually begin to resolve conflict in a constructive manner, even when you're not around.
Question:

My daughter is using swear words she picked up at school. She's nine. I've told her why she shouldn't use these words, but she asks me what they mean. I feel she's too young to know this. Can you make any suggestions about how to cope with this problem?

Answer:

I don't think there's any way to avoid this. It's important to help your child understand the rough meaning of the swear words so, hopefully, she'll choose not to use them if she understands what she's saying. If you don't teach her, there's a good chance she'll find out what they mean from her friends and peers in a situation you have no control over.  You need to answer her questions. It may be difficult or embarrassing for you, but if you choose your words carefully it's possible to convey a vague meaning without going into explicit details. Good luck.
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Question:

My son is five years old and he hates school. He's in Primary One and tells me he'll never be as good as his classmates.  He suffers nightmares, head-aches and tummy aches, which I think are psychosomatic. I've talked to the teacher who says he's struggling a little with the work.  Should I get him a private tutor?

Answer:

Your son is telling you something is very wrong.  It's important to talk to him and find out what he doesn't like about school. He may be experiencing difficulties he doesn't know how to cope with other than by running away. Children usually don't know how to resolve their problems or even how to speak about them. You need to be patient.  Observing him in school may help you understand him more.

Sensitivity and empathy are crucial because what children regard as problems often don't seem to be issues to adults.  Don't ignore or deny his problem.

Question:

My wife and I are getting divorced.  Two months ago, she moved in with another man who doesn't have a big enough house for our children - a girl, 15, and a boy, 12 - so they're with me.   My wife says that as soon as they get a bigger place the children can move in, but they say they don't want to.  The other day, our daughter told her she never wanted to see her again. I'm at a loss about how to cope with this. Their mother loves them and wants them with her. I think this would be best.

Answer:

Your daughter's behaviour is normal, considering what she's going through. She may feel abandoned and betrayed by her mother, who appears to have put this man before her children.  Her anger is understandable. Encouraging her to share her feeling with her mother may help. It would also give her mother the chance to explain herself and give a different perspective.

You need to understand the pain your daughter is going through and try to comfort her so she doesn't feel so alone.

This is a difficult time for your children, especially if they can't be with the parents they want to be with.  Another man having stepped into the picture so quickly may have made things even worse.

Your wife needs to tread carefully also - especially if she jumped from one relation-ship into another without giving herself a chance to reflect  on her marital problems.  I'd recommend she seeks professional help to discuss her dilemma and sort out the best arrangement for the children.
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Question:

My five-year-old daughter seems hypersensitive to criticism.  For example, if she accidentally knocks over a glass of water,

She runs off in tears.  More worryingly, she will say things are her fault even when not. If I tell her off when she really is naughty, she threatens to hurt herself or cut off her hair.  How should I deal with this?

Answer:

Your daughter has developed a negative self-image, which may be her way to cope with life stresses.  It's almost as if she's  practising being bad or being to blame so she can tolerate it more easily when she's told off for being naughty.

Holding her and trying to understand her pain may help both of you.  It's important to comfort her with positive thoughts to counteract her negative ones. This will help her to learn how to deal with painful feelings and teach her how to comfort herself.

Hopefully, it will also help her to distinguish between her negative thoughts and reality.  This isn't always easy for parents, especially if they find themselves emotional and intolerant of the child's reaction. If you've tried and found it difficult, consulting a professional may help.

It's also a good idea to hold back from pointing out your daughter's problems to her. It's better to try to use constructive suggestions for how she can behave differently, rather than just telling her she's wrong.

Overall, it's important to be encouraging and positive in areas where she's weak. Look at her efforts and not the end results.

