How To Keep Teens Talking
Marcia Jacober tells us How to Keep Teens Talking . . . .
How to keep teens talking is one of the greatest challenges faced by many of us. We try our best but are often met with one syllable answers or a sullen teen, who just doesn't want to communication. What's a well-meaning parent to do?

Parent Educator Marcia Jacober taught a crowd of nearly 100 how to improve communication skills with their teens at the first Acalanes Unified High School District parent education program of the year, which took place September 22 at Miramonte High School.

To help us realize what we're doing wrong and to give us some extra skills, she led the group in two exercises that you can do at home.

Tanagram Tanagram is a classic Chinese puzzle form, which many of you may be familiar with. Jacober turned putting the puzzle together into an exercise in communication.

Each pair of people received a set of plastic tanagram puzzle pieces and a diagram of the puzzle as it's supposed to be put together. Without looking, one person had to give verbal instructions to their partner telling them where to put the pieces so that they would create the required design. After a time limit, the two compared the finished product to what it was supposed to look like.

Comments from the group included everything from "I thought I did everything right, but it was all wrong" to "What she said and I heard were different." With everyone in the room talking, it was loud and confusing and many people were frustrated.

Communicating without words Since, as Jocober told us, words make up only seven percent of communication, we need to improve our listening skills. In this exercise, one partner spoke for two minutes, telling the other either "what they wanted to do before they die" or "what their hobbies are." The listener could not respond with words, only body language, including nodding, smiling and eye-contact.

After completing the two exercises, the group, with Jacober's assistance, came to a range of conclusions about better communications:

•        It's difficult to listen and not talk
•        You should not make assumptions
•        Clarify what you mean
•        Take time to stop and have a real conversation instead of always making it part of multitasking
•        Set aside a special time to talk, when everything is quiet and calm and not when you're angry.

Jacober also gave us insight into the development of the human brain, and what that means for teenage behavior. The Prefrontal Cortex at the front of the brain, which deals with decision making and judgment, is the last part to develop. "When you ask a teen what were you thinking when you did that, they weren't," Jacober said. In addition, alcohol affects the brain from front to back, and the first thing to go is the decision making process.

It may be difficult, but Jacober stresses never giving up. Although it might be hard to realize at times, all kids want a relationship with their parents. At the same time, "teens need to establish their identity by separating from their family emotionally. If you're holding on tightly, they have to break away even harder. The tighter you hold them, the stronger they will break away. Being angry at you makes it easier to separate," she said.
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