
            hen communi-  
          cation theorist        
         Marshall McLuhan  
published Understand-
ing Media in the 1960s, 
he noted that the media 
of our time will shape the 
way humans think, act, 
and ultimately perceive 
the world around them.  
Although he coined 
the expressions, 
“The medium is 
the message” and 
“global village,”he 
could not have 
foreseen the 24/7 
digital world our 
teenagers inhabit 
today and the angst 
their on-line media 
habits create for 
their parents. 
     Linda Burch, 
co-founder of 
Common Sense 
Media, a non-
profit dedicated 
to educating and 
improving media 
for families, tried 
to both allay some 
of the angst as well as 
educate and inform her 
audience when she spoke 
to parents at Bay School 
on October 20th  
at the Parents’ Coali-
tion of Bay Area High 
Schools. Burch’s topic, 
“Raising Teens with 

Common Sense in a 24/7 
Digital World” brought 
McLuhan into the 21st 
Century. 
     Burch wasted no time 
in getting to the crux of the 
conflict between how par-
ents think their kids should 
engage in the digital world 
and how teens believe they 

should engage. Scanning 
the audience, Burch noted, 
parents did not grow up in 
a digital world, while our 
kids are born with digital 
antennae. We use email, 
Power Point and spread-
sheets to simplify our 
lives while our kids think, 
socialize, play and live via 
digital media. We are con-
sumers of digital media, 
our kids are participants. 
And there is a perception 
that teens blur the distinc-
tion between the online 
world and the real world. 
They are more knowledge-
able about technology, less 

fearful, and more empow-
ered and emboldened with 
it than parents are. That’s 
what worries many of us.

Latest Research

Burch pointed to a seminal 
study, the Digital Learning 
and Media Initiative, in 

which UC Berkeley 
School of Informa-
tion doctoral candi-
date and blogger on 
new media, danah 
boyd, (her spelling) 
crisscrossed the 
country interview-
ing and observing 
teenagers regarding 
their participation 
in sites such as 
MySpace, Facebook 
and YouTube. Boyd 
found that kids 
think of the Internet 
as a public space 
in which to hang 
out, socialize and 
connect. According 
to boyd, teens do 
not have as much 

access to physical space as 
they once did. Couple this 
with being overscheduled 
and overprotected, as well 
as dependent on adults 
to drive them places, 
and congregating online 
becomes easier and more 
accessible than going out.

Private or Public Space

“Teens also have a differ-
ent notion of space,” said 
Burch. “Private space is 
what the parent controls; 
public space is what the 
teen controls. But teens 
may be very innocent 

        he Parents’ Coali 
      tion sponsors a Teen  
      Panel each school year.  
A group of teens from 
various Bay Area high 
schools typically meets 
four times during the year 
before giving a culminat-
ing public presentation 
in front of an audience of 
parents.  This year Marilyn 
Gradeck, educational and 
clinical psychologist and 
mom of two high school 
graduates, continues her 
longtime facilitation of the 
Panel along with James 
O’Dowd, School Coun-
selor at Lick-Wilmerding 
High School, co-leader 
for the second year.  The 
Panel is not a support 
group, but rather a forum 
for teens to express their 
perspectives on topics that 
will help parents better un-
derstand them and become 
more effective parents. 
     The group had its first 
meeting on October 5th 
with a diverse representa-
tion of female and male 
students from public, 
parochial and independent 
schools.  As the students 
brainstormed topics they 
thought would be helpful, 
they jumped right in with 
insights and advice.  
     One teen wondered 
why parents are “hella 
paranoid,” always ner-
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              Nancy McAteer (right, pictured here with Eliska Mey-
ers, also of the coalition) is one of those people who elevates 
community service to a high art. She led the PCBAHS through 
the transition of its founders’ mission of educating local par-
ents about adolescent development to greater recognition as 
the unique and important organization it is, within the greater 
Bay Area community and  among nationally known experts in 
the field of adolescent development. After six years of dedi-
cated service, Nancy will be retiring her post as President at 
the end of June. On behalf of our past and present council 
members and Parenteen editorial staff, we dedicate this issue 
to her as our heartfelt thank you for a job well done.  We will 
miss your vision and your dedication.

Our President Retires 

     ynn Ponton, MD,adoles-  
     cent psychiatrist, psycho- 
         analyst, professor at 
UCSF and the author of several 
books including The Sex Lives 
of Teenagers: Revealing the 
Secret World of Adolescent 
Boys and Girls and Romance 
of Risk: Why Teenagers Do the 
Things They Do, addressed the 
Parents’ Coalition of Bay Area 
High Schools forum held January 
30th at The Bay School. A parent 
of two grown daughters and an 
expert in the field of teenage 
sexuality, Ponton’s informa-
tive talk touched on a range of 
topics from the sexual taboos in 
our society to the courage and 
strength it takes to parent ado-
lescents about sexual matters.       
     For adolescents, risk taking 
is a primary and necessary tool 
for developing greater matu-
rity; its value lies in its use to 
discover and develop identity, 
including sexuality.  Risk taking, 
by definition, has two outcomes- 
success or failure. We, as par-
ents, need to help our teens find 
healthy opportunities to navigate 
the teenage sexual developmen-
tal landscape. This is a topic 
many of us have difficulty talking 
about with our children and yet, 
“if we want adolescents to make 
healthy decisions, we have to 

teach them to assess risk,” says 
Dr. Ponton. “What’s missing in 
this equation is communica-
tion, a sensible down to earth 
discussion with our teenagers.”  
To converse, teens and parents 
need a common language and a 
common understanding of the 
nature of teenage sexuality.

Physical and Psychological-
Factors  
     Teens today enter puberty 
two years earlier than the previ-
ous generation. Although their 
bodies are physically prepared 
for sex, their emotional and  
cognitive maturity lags behind.  
Recent studies show 
the adolescent brain 
is in a developmental 
mode where the frontal 
cortex doesn’t mature 
until the age of 22 or so.  
If you think of the brain 
as an exquisite symphony, 
the frontal cortex where 
reasoning and logic skills 
develop, is its conductor. 
The underdeveloped con-
ductor in the teenage brain 
isn’t keen to reign in risky 
behavior.  From a teenager’s 
perspective, risk taking is the 
norm whereas the parental 
perspective includes a fear of 
potentially negative outcomes for 
their teens.  

Common risk factors  
     Alcohol and drugs can lead to 
unprotected sex which increases 
the possibility of unwanted preg-
nancies and sexually transmitted 
diseases.  According to Ponton, 
HIV is still very active within the 
teenage population, with 50% of 
reported cases affecting people 
under the age of 21.  
     But there are other factors 

that may not seem as obvious to 
parents that are equally risky. A 
lack of quality sexual education 
in our schools and increas-
ingly rigid sexual stereotypes as 
evidenced by a changing physical 
ideal to thin, waiflike girls and 
hyper-masculine boys is sending 
a peculiar message. Our teens 
are becoming subject to intense 
pressures to conform to rigid 
gender roles, affecting how they 
experience sex and other experi-
mental behaviors.

          id you know that
            nearly 1.8 million
           people in the United 
States are currently being treated 
for substance abuse and nearly 
four times that number would 
like to get treatment for their 
substance problem?  Scary isn’t 
it?  In November, 2005, Dr. 
Darryl Inaba, past President of 
the Haight Ashbury Free Clinic 
and Associate Clinical Profes-
sor at UCSF Medical Center 
spoke on behalf of the Parents’ 

Coalition of Bay Area High 
School Students at the San 
Francisco Day School. 
His lively talk covered an 
array of information and 
misinformation regard-
ing adolescent alcohol 
and substance abuse.    
     We tend to think 
that experimentation 
in adolescence is 
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A     n excellent overview of
       how educators think about
         adolescent education can 
be found in this informative 
book, General Issues in the Ed-
ucation of Adolescents, edited 
by Tim Urdan and Frank Pajares 
(Information Age Publishing, 
Inc., 2001).  Three articles were 
of particular interest to parents 
concerned with providing the 
best environment for learning 
for their teenage children.

     The importance of social 
relationships for our teenagers 
is undeniable. While we realize 
adolescent development is the 
act of achieving independence 
from the family, there are on-
going questions about how to 
keep this development on track.  
An article by Kathryn R. Wentzel 
and Ann A. Battle titled, “Social 
Relationships and School Adjust-
ment” guides parents in assist-
ing their teenagers to achieve 
“emotional and psychological 
independence”.  The authors 
advise that enforcing firm yet 
fair standards of behavior, 
employing non-threatening 
modes of discipline and valuing 
children’s opinions all serve to 
strike a balance between paren-
tal control and supervision and 
warmth and acceptance. In their 
opinion, these behaviors provide 
the best environment for chil-
dren to succeed academically.  
In contrast, teens growing up in 
home environments with either 
“inconsistent or harsh” disci-

pline are more likely to have 
lower scores.  As our teenagers 
progress through high school, 
research shows that active pa-
rental involvement in school and 
with homework has a decreasing 
effect on academic achievement.  
This is appropriate because one 
of adolescents’ more important 
tasks is to become increasingly 
self directed in their academic 
efforts. Thus, these authors 
argue, early parental nurtur-
ing, either by direct instruction 
or assistance with homework 
coupled with consistent support, 
is considered highly desirable, 
but only through the sophomore 
year in high school.

     Another interesting article 
explores educational motiva-
tion. It is not uncommon for 
adolescents to experience a 
period of declining motivation 
and academic achievement.  
The authors Akane Zusho and 
Paul R. Pintrich of “Motivation 
in the Second Decade of Life” 
suggest two ways to circumvent 
this drop.  Teachers can provide 
opportunities for active student 
participation in the classroom.  
This allows students to take 
responsibility for learning by 
exercising their decision making 
skills in a classroom setting.  
If your teen responds well to 
group interaction and team 
work, take the time to assess her 
high school curriculum for op-
portunities she has to exercise 

these skills. In addition, parents 
should encourage their teens 
to concentrate on mastering 
subjects or tasks rather than 
emphasizing high grades or 
class rank.  Research shows 
that “mastery of goals” tends 
to reinforce motivation more 
than setting performance targets 
based on grades.

     “The Effects of High-Stakes 
Achievement Tests for Adole- 
cents” written by Marguerite 
Clark, Lisa Adams, and George 
Madaus, addresses the recent 
trend for relying on standard-
ized tests for academic advance-
ment.  Proponents argue that 
these tests provide an incentive 
for students to work harder in 
order to progress to the next 
grade or to graduate. And, by 
providing a consistent, national 
standard of performance for 
various high school subjects, 
local school districts will be 
forced to make needed reforms 
to high school curricula.  The 
authors take a different view, 
arguing that increasing the 
standards without a commensu-
rate change in teaching methods 
may actually de-motivate some 
students. They cite statistics 
showing an increase in drop out 
rates in schools where obtaining 
a passing grade on proficiency 
tests has become mandatory.  Al-
though half of all states now rely 
on these tests the authors argue 
that standardized testing is not 
a panacea for the widespread 
problems we are experiencing 
today in educating our youth.

by Cynthia Koster, Parent, Urban 
School 

Trends in Adolescent Education 
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and teens fascination with the dark side.

All parents and their teenage children are welcome.
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when it comes to  
public space.”
     Burch suggested that par-
ents educate teens about four 
areas of public space on the 
Internet:

1. Permanence: What goes on-
line like personal information 
or photos can never be erased. 
It is there forever. 

2. Liability: The online world 
is a cut and paste society. Pho-
tos can be doctored and sent 
around the Inter-
net in a second.

3. Scale: The 
Internet is public, 
like a billboard, 
and mistakes 
can be amplified 
over and over. 
Its audience is 
invisible and 
enormous.

4. Digital 
Footprint: With 
the click of a 
keyboard and 
cell phone we 
leave a digital 
footprint. Every 
stroke is cap-
tured. Anonym-
ity is a myth. We 
seldom ask the 
poignant ques-
tion: what are 
we creating with 
the loss of our 
identity? All the information is 
being cached. No one knows 
where it will end up.

The Digital Ethics Discussion

The ethics of using the Internet 
is a challenging discussion. If 
our teens can get something 
on it for free, why pay for it? 
Parents may have heard that 
argument when they suggested 
that free downloading of music 
or software that has a copyright 
is not the most ethical way of 
obtaining it. Teens may greet 

Continued from Page 1
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“youthful curiosity” to use Dr. In-
aba’s words and yet studies show 
that the single best predictor of 
future drug problems is 
how young one is when 
first experiencing the 
effects of mind altering 
substances, whether it 
be cigarettes, alcohol 
or drugs.  The numbers 
are dramatic. If a 10 
to 12 year old experi-
ments, he is five times 
more likely to have a 
drug or alcohol prob-
lem in his lifetime than 
one starting out at the 
age of 18 or 19. 

What we know about addic-
tion
     Many of us believe addiction 
is an emotional and behavioral 
problem.  It is not.  Addiction is 
a medical illness caused by an 
impairment of the brain organ 
whose etiology comes from a 
number of sources including 
heredity, the environment and 
nutrition as well as psycho-
logical and spiritual factors. It is 
diagnosed by the degree of tissue 
dependency, tolerance for the 
substance, physical withdrawal 
symptoms and psychological de-
pendency.  Studies show there is a 
definite biological, neurochemical 
change that occurs in the brain 
of animals exposed to addictive 
substances. In laboratory tests 
animals have been unable to 
control their “need” for a drug 
despite shocks to their system 
that, on the other hand, effectively 
stopped them from eating their 
normal food.  Dr. Ibana describes 
the behavior of the disease as the 
five C’s: lack of Control (meaning 
robbed of choice), Compulsion, 
Craving (both emotional and 
physical) and Continuing use 
despite experiencing negative 
Consequences.
     Though Americans have a 

might be on the rise and your son 
or daughter is having difficulties.  

And if our adolescent is hav-
ing a problem? 
     Treatment does work re-
ports Ibana.  Statistics show 
that mandatory rehabilitation 
treatment is more effective than 
voluntary rehabilitation.  He 
recommends a minimum of 6 to 
8 months continuous treatment 
to gain positive results. With 
appropriate consequences as a 
motivator, nearly 50% of those 
undertaking treatment are still 
substance free after 3 to 5 years 
of initial rehabilitation.  Alcohol 

Media, Politics and Educa-
tion 
     The media has a long his-
tory of freely using adolescent 
sexuality to attract audi-
ences and sell products.  Our 
teenagers are bombarded with 
a flurry of exciting and false 
sexual images through movies, 
videos, music and the Internet. 
These advertising tactics foster 
the impression that our culture 
is sexually permissive.
     “Nothing could be further 
from the truth at this time 
in our history,” points out 
Ponton. “We are a sexually 
restrictive culture, equivalent 
to Iran without the burka. We 
are immersed in a period of 
fierce disagreement about how 
the subject of adolescent sex 
should be handled with some 
adults advocating celibacy and 
others openly supporting an 
active sex life for our teens.  
There has been a dramatic shift 
in our nation’s sexual land-
scape, and adolescent sexuality 
has become part of an intense 
political struggle. Current 
federal law allocates money to 
teach sex education in schools, 
but only if the core curriculum 
focuses on abstinence or celi-
bacy. Forty-nine states accept 
this federal money; California is 
not one of them.”

Myths and Statistics
     All teens have sexual lives, 
whether with others or through 
fantasies. Fifty percent of 
American 16-year olds reported 
having sex.  Statistics show that 
boys’ experiences are vastly 
different from those of girls.  
The majority of boys reported 
their first sexual encounter to 
be positive with 17% reporting 
feeling distressed.  In contrast, 
63% of girls reported being 
frightened of their first sexual 
experience.  90% of oral sex 

goes in one direction, girls 
giving to boys even though only 
10% of girls found oral sex to 
be pleasurable, compared to 
90% of the boys.  Girls report 
more fear around sexual fan-
tasy than boys although there is 
less known about boys’ sexual 
experiences due to 
fewer studies about 
their sexual lives.
     “Sexually active 
girls and boys con-
tinue to be treated 
differently. Girls are 
especially concerned 
about what oth-
ers will think of 
them if their sexual 
activity or interest is 
discovered. They feel 
genuine desire as well as social 
pressure to have sex, but at the 
same time are terrified they will 
be condemned, “says Ponton. 
“What we have learned about 
boys is that they have a differ-
ent attitude. While they can be 
fearful initially, their apprehen-
sion is replaced by a sense 
of accomplishment and pride 
about their sexual activities.”
     The sex life of teenagers is 
a vast and fascinating sub-
ject noted Dr. Ponton. As she 
talked about the risk and the 
reality, she urged parents not 
to lecture teens about risky 
behavior but to guide and teach 
them about risk assessment. 
She concluded her talk with 
the following insightful tips for 
parents: 

• Educate yourself about the 
spectrum of adolescent sexual 
behavior.  

• Speak directly, early and 
often to your adolescent about 
sex. Practice using simple 
language to describe feelings 
and activities when talking 
about the biology of sex, about 
safe sex, what is portrayed in 
the media or what is taught in 

the schools. This will help your 
teen build up a vocabulary to 
talk about his concerns and 
experiences throughout his life.  

• Develop an open dialogue 
and support healthy sex educa-
tion. These are both important 

tools to guide your 
teenager toward an 
understanding of her 
sexual identity.

• Be attuned to the 
pressures on your 
adolescent around 
gender roles which 
can make the subject 
of sexuality confus-
ing. Help your teen 
to act in his own best 
interests by commu-

nicating the concerns you have 
with the challenges he faces.

• Help her to identify risk be-
haviors such as alcohol, drugs, 
unprotected intercourse and 
unhealthy sexual relationships 
that include repeated exposure 
to victimization or a history 
ofabusing others. 
 
• Talk about your feelings and 
your lessons learned to com-
municate your beliefs about 
desirable sexual behavior, 
rather than sharing the explicit 
details of your personal sexual 
history.

• Incorporate into your con-
versations the wisdom that your 
adolescent responds best to 
suggestions rather than direc-
tives. 

• Remember that you will be 
most successful in communi-
cating your values and morals 
by example.

• “And,” concluded Ponton, 
“keep talking to your teenagers, 
and more importantly, listen to 
them. Listening teaches us at 
least as much about our teens 
as talking to them does.”

A Look at the Sexual Practices of Teens When Use
Becomes Abuse

Ritalin or Adderall, and/or DXM 
(cough medicine). 

Can we know if our teen has a 
problem? 
     Difficult as it is to separate out 
normal adolescent behavior from 
a potential problem, parents can 
still be alert to changes that are 
understood to be: more irritable, 
unpredictable, disinterested, 
detached and less responsible.  
Dr. Ibana advises us to look more 
closely to what else is going on in 
our teen’s life if eating, sleeping 
and grooming habits become less 
regular and less healthy. Though 
physical changes can be attrib-
uted to other reasons, these in 
combination with greater 
anti-social behaviors 
are a red flag that 
substance use 

stereotypic image of addicts as 
irresponsible, pleasure seeking, 
unemployed, indigent criminals 
living in the inner city, addicts 
are most likely getting their drugs 
elsewhere. In fact, nearly 60% 
of illicit drugs are sold in the 
suburbs, the ex-urbs and rural 

areas.  And, priests, 
rabbis and medical 
professionals have a 
higher incidence of 
abuse as a percentage 
of their population 
than the general popu-
lace as a whole. Even 
though Latino and Afro 
Americans are more 
likely to do jail time 
for substance abuse, 
Anglo Americans have 
a greater problem than 
any other racial 
group.

What about our teens?
     Adolescents in the 
United States have 
greater access to 
addictive substances 
than adolescents 
anywhere else in the 
world.  77% have tried 
alcohol, 37% nicotine 
and 10% have used 
club drugs such as GHB, 
Foxy and MDMA. Although 
the popularity of particular 
drugs changes over time, 
by 2005 street drug use 
has reportedly declined. 
However, use of prescrip-
tion drugs and Over The 
Counter substances such as 
steroids, sedatives, coughs 
syrups and pain killers are on 
the upswing.  What was once 
the rave and club drug scene 
has morphed into “pharm-
ing parties” to a sufficient 
degree that prescription 
drugs are now a factor in 
nearly 30% of all hospital 
emergency room deaths.  
18% of teens have 
used non-
perscribed 
Vicodin, 
another 10% 
have used 

abuse treatment has the highest 
overall success rate. 
     Dr. Ibana stresses that 
although addiction is incurable, 
it is treatable and the harm it 
has caused to the organs of the 
body can be minimized. Many 
addicts, once they have over-
come the disease, go on to lead 
meaningful lives.  He stresses 
that key to effective treatment is 
the addict coming to an under-
standing that once an addict, 
always an addict.  The sooner 
intervention takes place and the 
clearer the message is that the 
addict can never use again, the 
greater is her capacity to enjoy 
a full and satisfying life.

What can parents do to pre-
vent substance abuse?
 
• Show an ongoing interest in 
your teen’s life. 

• Provide a steady diet of 
multigrain foods, fresh organic 
fruits and vegetables and steer 
clear of refined carbohydrates 
and fats. 

• Teach your teen about the 
consequences of substance 
and alcohol use on ado-

lescent brain develop-
ment and why delaying 
use until he is in his 
20’s is good health.

• Encourage communi-
cation among peers as 
a way to challenge your 

teen’s beliefs about what 
“everybody” is doing or not 
doing. 

• Be a good role model and 
foster self control in your 
adolescent. 

• Do not hesitate to address all 
forms of drug abuse especially 
nicotine, alcohol and even 
caffeine. 

• And finally, Dr. Ibana stresses 
the single most powerful 
preventative measure is to 
encourage self confidence in 
your teenager by making sure 
she knows her importance to 
the family.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE  1
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What was
once the
rave and
club drug
scene has
morphed

into
“pharming

parties”

Sexually
active girls
and boys 
continue

to be
treated

differently 
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vously asking “Where are you 
going? Who are you going 
with?”  These teens wanted 
to remind parents 
that they don’t like 
the feeling of being 
interrogated with 
the implicit assump-
tion that they’re 
not being straight-
forward and may 
be harboring some 
ulterior motive.  
They wondered why 
parents don’t take 
statements at face 
value. 
   
One student theo-
rized that some 
parents may have 
misperceptions 
about what their own 
teens’ lives are really 
like from watching 
too many TV shows 
like “Gossip Girl” 

and jump-
ing to incorrect conclusions 
from the hyped-up situations 
portrayed in the media.  
     
Another suggested that it 
wasn’t only a curfew issue 
that made parents upset.  “I 
think sometimes my parents 
just miss me not being at 
home as much,” this girl said.  
Sometimes parents’ needs are 
at odds with their sons’ and 
daughters’ needs.  The facilita-
tors acknowledged that meet-
ing these different needs can 

be a murkier challenge to solve 
as the relationship between 
teens and their parents evolve 

during high school 
and beyond. 
     
The basis of a healthy 
bond between teen 
and parent is mu-
tual trust, the group 
agreed.  Teens want 
to feel trusted and felt 
that if parents trusted 
them more, they, in 
turn, would be better 
able to trust their 
parents.  One teen 
said if he is talked to 
as a contemporary, it 
is easy to level with 
his parents and speak 
honestly. If he feels 
he is being talked 

down to, it 

makes 
him feel less comfortable and 
less trusting. 
     
The students offered parents 
some practical advice about 
how to deal with  teens when 
they come home late: it’s 
reasonable for parents to want 
to know what’s going on, but 
parents would do well to use a 
calm tone rather than an accu-
satory one to ask if everything 
is all right . An aggressive tone 
of voice from a parent puts 
teens on the defensive, one of 

Hella Paranoid

this suggestion as if parents 
just dropped in from outer 
space. Kids download without 
respecting ownership all the 
time, and Burch suggested that 
this is an important ethical dis-
cussion for parents and teens 
to have.
     With kids obtaining much 
of their information online, 
credibility and how to obtain 
information is also a topic 
parents should not shy away 
from. It’s important to convey 
to teens that everything they 

read online isn’t 
always trustworthy, 
and a lot of it is 
opinion, not fact. 
This conversation 
is a perfect segue 
into a discussion 
about the perils of 
plagiarism.

Pitfalls and  
Possibilities 

We all know that 
inappropriate 
behavior is part of 
the digital world,   
and it’s not going 
to disappear any 
time soon.  But that 
doesn’t mean that 
parents can’t moni-
tor or have frank 
discussions with 
teens about inap-
propriate behavior 
online.
     Burch recom-

mended that parents discuss 
three types of inappropriate 
on-line activity with their 
teens: inappropriate content 
(pornography, violence and 
risky behavior); inappropriate 
contact (sexual liaisons, sexual 
predators or cyber bullying); 
and inappropriate conduct 
(cheating, plagiarism and 
computer addiction). Warning 
signs of computer addiction are 
missing meals, losing sleep, 
dropping activities, skipping 
showers, and missing home-
work assignments or school.

     What does the online world 
offer? According to Burch’s 
research, it offers fleeting 
friendships, not long lasting 
ones. The question that Burch 
posed to parents is what does 
this do to the nature of our 
teens’ friendships? That is still 
an open-ended  question that 
has not yet been answered for 
the first generation of digital 
multi-taskers and prodigious 
social networkers.

What parents can do

Digital media has phenomenal 
possibilities and in many ways 
it has made our lives and that 
of our children easier.
     Burch’s parting message 
was not one of doom and 
gloom but rather to embrace 
the world we live in and keep 
communication open. She 
concluded her informative talk 
with the following suggestions: 

•  Encourage balanced use on 
the computer. In 1960-‘70, we 
spent approximately 15 hours a 
week in front of media; today 
kids spend 30-40 hours a week.

•  Agree on acceptable time to 
spend on the computer and ac-
ceptable content.

•  Discuss and agree upon a 
privacy setting. 

•  Self-select before self reveal: 
Remind teens to think about 
what they’re exposing about 
themselves before they put 
something  online. Remember, 
they can’t erase it.

•  Seek out positive digital 
media and share it.

•  Teach digital ethics and 
citizenship.

Stephanie Levin is the parent of 
an eleventh grader at Interna-
tional High School. When she’s 
not on Skype, the Internet, or 
email, she  writes, teaches, and 
tutors.

“Teens also have 

a different notion 

of space,” said 

Burch. “Private 

space is what the 

parent controls; 

public space is 

what the teen 

controls. But 

teens may be  

very innocent 

when it comes to 

public space.”

    had just returned from tour- 
    ing colleges with my son,  
    Andy and ran into some 
friends at Peet’s Coffee. 
     “Did he have any favor-
ites?” one asked politely.  
“Well,” I said, “he loved Yale. 
Princeton and Brown are pos-
sibilities, but right now, it’s 
between Yale and Dartmouth.”
     “Good for him,” she replied 
halfheartedly, and I felt my 
face flush. Had I become one 
of “those women.” the kind I 
promised myself I would never 
be?
     I thought back to the day 
I was in the cookie aisle with 
Andy’s older brother, Matthew, 
who is autistic. Matthew was 
in second grade at the time and 
in a special education class. 
A pair of women that I knew 
from Matthew’s 
preschool days 
stood in front of 
the Oreos gush-
ing that their 
boys had been 
accepted into our 
local school’s 
gifted student 
program.
     “Wow, that’s 
great!” I said 
bravely, holding 
the hand of the 
boy I loved so 
much who faced 
so many chal-
lenges. Was he 
invisible to them?
     Matthew, I 
knew, would 
never be in a gift-
ed student program, or have 
to choose between Yale and 
Dartmouth. His choices would 
be more humble, though no 
less noble than his brother’s. 
When Andy was accepted into 
the gifted program a few years 
later, I kept my mouth shut-
-the day in the grocery store 
was still a recent memory. As 
my boys grew older, I heard 
mothers boasting about their 
children’s accomplishments 
and remained silent. I learned 

about AP classes and sky-high 
test scores. When my friends 
with disabled children gath-
ered we often discussed the 
insensitive behavior of “those 
women.” We didn’t want to 
hear about honors classes 
when our kids were still strug-
gling to tie their shoes.
     But as Andy approached his 
senior year, a friend warned 
me that college talk would 
soon take over.  “Not after 
what I went through with 
Matthew,” I told her, but I’d 
already taken the plunge.” 
As soon as Andy’s SAT scores 
were out I was sharing them 
with just a few people. In no 
time, his scores would be all 
over town. “He’s taken three 
AP classes,” I gloated “and 
will take five next year.  I hope 
he still has time for soccer. It’s 

his second year on 
varsity!” I was on a 
roll.
     But the look on 
my friend’s face 
after my college tour  
put me back in the 
cookie aisle holding 
Matthew’s chubby 
hand. The grief 
flooded me once 
again, and I won-
dered how I could let 
myself forget it.
     Andy is now a ju-
nior at an Ivy League 
school and Matthew 
graduated this past 
June from a special 
school in Pennsyl-
vania. He’s starting 
a new chapter of his 

life in Santa Cruz, where he is 
an important part of the com-
munity of disabled people he 
lives with. I applaud each of 
their steps forward and support 
their challenges—but I do so 
in private.

Laura Shumaker  
(www.laurashumaker.com) is 
the mother of three sons and 
the author of A Regular Guy: 
Growing Up With Autism.

the students reminded us. And 
teens asked that they be given 
the benefit of the doubt.   One 
teen described how he text 
messaged his mom that he was 
running late. He felt he was 
acting responsibly, as indeed 
he was. But his mom didn’t 
check her messages and was 
upset that her son was late.  

These teens recognize, and 
hope parents will also recog-
nize that  reactions are not just 
based on one specific encoun-
ter, but also on past experienc-
es.  This may not always feel 
‘fair’ to teens, but they agreed 
that sometimes adjustments 
are necessary to maintain an 
agreeable relationship with 
parents. The group encouraged 
parents to find a way to honor 
honesty if a teen admits to a 
mistake. If teens feel punished 
for being candid about an er-
ror in judgment, they may not 
feel they can be truthful in the 
future.
    
 To hear more from this 

year’s Teen Panel, please 
join us on Monday, 

March 2 from 7:30– 

9:00 pm at the San Francisco 
Waldorf High School in West 
Portal. 

Mikiko Huang is the mother 
of two sons,  15 and 20, and 
a pediatrician who has been 
active in Bay Area schools for 
15 years. 

College Talk
By Laura Shumaker
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“youthful curiosity” to use Dr. In-
aba’s words and yet studies show 
that the single best predictor of 
future drug problems is 
how young one is when 
first experiencing the 
effects of mind altering 
substances, whether it 
be cigarettes, alcohol 
or drugs.  The numbers 
are dramatic. If a 10 
to 12 year old experi-
ments, he is five times 
more likely to have a 
drug or alcohol prob-
lem in his lifetime than 
one starting out at the 
age of 18 or 19. 

What we know about addic-
tion
     Many of us believe addiction 
is an emotional and behavioral 
problem.  It is not.  Addiction is 
a medical illness caused by an 
impairment of the brain organ 
whose etiology comes from a 
number of sources including 
heredity, the environment and 
nutrition as well as psycho-
logical and spiritual factors. It is 
diagnosed by the degree of tissue 
dependency, tolerance for the 
substance, physical withdrawal 
symptoms and psychological de-
pendency.  Studies show there is a 
definite biological, neurochemical 
change that occurs in the brain 
of animals exposed to addictive 
substances. In laboratory tests 
animals have been unable to 
control their “need” for a drug 
despite shocks to their system 
that, on the other hand, effectively 
stopped them from eating their 
normal food.  Dr. Ibana describes 
the behavior of the disease as the 
five C’s: lack of Control (meaning 
robbed of choice), Compulsion, 
Craving (both emotional and 
physical) and Continuing use 
despite experiencing negative 
Consequences.
     Though Americans have a 

might be on the rise and your son 
or daughter is having difficulties.  

And if our adolescent is hav-
ing a problem? 
     Treatment does work re-
ports Ibana.  Statistics show 
that mandatory rehabilitation 
treatment is more effective than 
voluntary rehabilitation.  He 
recommends a minimum of 6 to 
8 months continuous treatment 
to gain positive results. With 
appropriate consequences as a 
motivator, nearly 50% of those 
undertaking treatment are still 
substance free after 3 to 5 years 
of initial rehabilitation.  Alcohol 

Media, Politics and Educa-
tion 
     The media has a long his-
tory of freely using adolescent 
sexuality to attract audi-
ences and sell products.  Our 
teenagers are bombarded with 
a flurry of exciting and false 
sexual images through movies, 
videos, music and the Internet. 
These advertising tactics foster 
the impression that our culture 
is sexually permissive.
     “Nothing could be further 
from the truth at this time 
in our history,” points out 
Ponton. “We are a sexually 
restrictive culture, equivalent 
to Iran without the burka. We 
are immersed in a period of 
fierce disagreement about how 
the subject of adolescent sex 
should be handled with some 
adults advocating celibacy and 
others openly supporting an 
active sex life for our teens.  
There has been a dramatic shift 
in our nation’s sexual land-
scape, and adolescent sexuality 
has become part of an intense 
political struggle. Current 
federal law allocates money to 
teach sex education in schools, 
but only if the core curriculum 
focuses on abstinence or celi-
bacy. Forty-nine states accept 
this federal money; California is 
not one of them.”

Myths and Statistics
     All teens have sexual lives, 
whether with others or through 
fantasies. Fifty percent of 
American 16-year olds reported 
having sex.  Statistics show that 
boys’ experiences are vastly 
different from those of girls.  
The majority of boys reported 
their first sexual encounter to 
be positive with 17% reporting 
feeling distressed.  In contrast, 
63% of girls reported being 
frightened of their first sexual 
experience.  90% of oral sex 

goes in one direction, girls 
giving to boys even though only 
10% of girls found oral sex to 
be pleasurable, compared to 
90% of the boys.  Girls report 
more fear around sexual fan-
tasy than boys although there is 
less known about boys’ sexual 
experiences due to 
fewer studies about 
their sexual lives.
     “Sexually active 
girls and boys con-
tinue to be treated 
differently. Girls are 
especially concerned 
about what oth-
ers will think of 
them if their sexual 
activity or interest is 
discovered. They feel 
genuine desire as well as social 
pressure to have sex, but at the 
same time are terrified they will 
be condemned, “says Ponton. 
“What we have learned about 
boys is that they have a differ-
ent attitude. While they can be 
fearful initially, their apprehen-
sion is replaced by a sense 
of accomplishment and pride 
about their sexual activities.”
     The sex life of teenagers is 
a vast and fascinating sub-
ject noted Dr. Ponton. As she 
talked about the risk and the 
reality, she urged parents not 
to lecture teens about risky 
behavior but to guide and teach 
them about risk assessment. 
She concluded her talk with 
the following insightful tips for 
parents: 

• Educate yourself about the 
spectrum of adolescent sexual 
behavior.  

• Speak directly, early and 
often to your adolescent about 
sex. Practice using simple 
language to describe feelings 
and activities when talking 
about the biology of sex, about 
safe sex, what is portrayed in 
the media or what is taught in 

the schools. This will help your 
teen build up a vocabulary to 
talk about his concerns and 
experiences throughout his life.  

• Develop an open dialogue 
and support healthy sex educa-
tion. These are both important 

tools to guide your 
teenager toward an 
understanding of her 
sexual identity.

• Be attuned to the 
pressures on your 
adolescent around 
gender roles which 
can make the subject 
of sexuality confus-
ing. Help your teen 
to act in his own best 
interests by commu-

nicating the concerns you have 
with the challenges he faces.

• Help her to identify risk be-
haviors such as alcohol, drugs, 
unprotected intercourse and 
unhealthy sexual relationships 
that include repeated exposure 
to victimization or a history 
ofabusing others. 
 
• Talk about your feelings and 
your lessons learned to com-
municate your beliefs about 
desirable sexual behavior, 
rather than sharing the explicit 
details of your personal sexual 
history.

• Incorporate into your con-
versations the wisdom that your 
adolescent responds best to 
suggestions rather than direc-
tives. 

• Remember that you will be 
most successful in communi-
cating your values and morals 
by example.

• “And,” concluded Ponton, 
“keep talking to your teenagers, 
and more importantly, listen to 
them. Listening teaches us at 
least as much about our teens 
as talking to them does.”

A Look at the Sexual Practices of Teens When Use
Becomes Abuse

Ritalin or Adderall, and/or DXM 
(cough medicine). 

Can we know if our teen has a 
problem? 
     Difficult as it is to separate out 
normal adolescent behavior from 
a potential problem, parents can 
still be alert to changes that are 
understood to be: more irritable, 
unpredictable, disinterested, 
detached and less responsible.  
Dr. Ibana advises us to look more 
closely to what else is going on in 
our teen’s life if eating, sleeping 
and grooming habits become less 
regular and less healthy. Though 
physical changes can be attrib-
uted to other reasons, these in 
combination with greater 
anti-social behaviors 
are a red flag that 
substance use 

stereotypic image of addicts as 
irresponsible, pleasure seeking, 
unemployed, indigent criminals 
living in the inner city, addicts 
are most likely getting their drugs 
elsewhere. In fact, nearly 60% 
of illicit drugs are sold in the 
suburbs, the ex-urbs and rural 

areas.  And, priests, 
rabbis and medical 
professionals have a 
higher incidence of 
abuse as a percentage 
of their population 
than the general popu-
lace as a whole. Even 
though Latino and Afro 
Americans are more 
likely to do jail time 
for substance abuse, 
Anglo Americans have 
a greater problem than 
any other racial 
group.

What about our teens?
     Adolescents in the 
United States have 
greater access to 
addictive substances 
than adolescents 
anywhere else in the 
world.  77% have tried 
alcohol, 37% nicotine 
and 10% have used 
club drugs such as GHB, 
Foxy and MDMA. Although 
the popularity of particular 
drugs changes over time, 
by 2005 street drug use 
has reportedly declined. 
However, use of prescrip-
tion drugs and Over The 
Counter substances such as 
steroids, sedatives, coughs 
syrups and pain killers are on 
the upswing.  What was once 
the rave and club drug scene 
has morphed into “pharm-
ing parties” to a sufficient 
degree that prescription 
drugs are now a factor in 
nearly 30% of all hospital 
emergency room deaths.  
18% of teens have 
used non-
perscribed 
Vicodin, 
another 10% 
have used 

abuse treatment has the highest 
overall success rate. 
     Dr. Ibana stresses that 
although addiction is incurable, 
it is treatable and the harm it 
has caused to the organs of the 
body can be minimized. Many 
addicts, once they have over-
come the disease, go on to lead 
meaningful lives.  He stresses 
that key to effective treatment is 
the addict coming to an under-
standing that once an addict, 
always an addict.  The sooner 
intervention takes place and the 
clearer the message is that the 
addict can never use again, the 
greater is her capacity to enjoy 
a full and satisfying life.

What can parents do to pre-
vent substance abuse?
 
• Show an ongoing interest in 
your teen’s life. 

• Provide a steady diet of 
multigrain foods, fresh organic 
fruits and vegetables and steer 
clear of refined carbohydrates 
and fats. 

• Teach your teen about the 
consequences of substance 
and alcohol use on ado-

lescent brain develop-
ment and why delaying 
use until he is in his 
20’s is good health.

• Encourage communi-
cation among peers as 
a way to challenge your 

teen’s beliefs about what 
“everybody” is doing or not 
doing. 

• Be a good role model and 
foster self control in your 
adolescent. 

• Do not hesitate to address all 
forms of drug abuse especially 
nicotine, alcohol and even 
caffeine. 

• And finally, Dr. Ibana stresses 
the single most powerful 
preventative measure is to 
encourage self confidence in 
your teenager by making sure 
she knows her importance to 
the family.
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              Nancy McAteer (right, pictured here with Eliska Mey-
ers, also of the coalition) is one of those people who elevates 
community service to a high art. She led the PCBAHS through 
the transition of its founders’ mission of educating local par-
ents about adolescent development to greater recognition as 
the unique and important organization it is, within the greater 
Bay Area community and  among nationally known experts in 
the field of adolescent development. After six years of dedi-
cated service, Nancy will be retiring her post as President at 
the end of June. On behalf of our past and present council 
members and Parenteen editorial staff, we dedicate this issue 
to her as our heartfelt thank you for a job well done.  We will 
miss your vision and your dedication.

Our President Retires 

     ynn Ponton, MD,adoles-  
     cent psychiatrist, psycho- 
         analyst, professor at 
UCSF and the author of several 
books including The Sex Lives 
of Teenagers: Revealing the 
Secret World of Adolescent 
Boys and Girls and Romance 
of Risk: Why Teenagers Do the 
Things They Do, addressed the 
Parents’ Coalition of Bay Area 
High Schools forum held January 
30th at The Bay School. A parent 
of two grown daughters and an 
expert in the field of teenage 
sexuality, Ponton’s informa-
tive talk touched on a range of 
topics from the sexual taboos in 
our society to the courage and 
strength it takes to parent ado-
lescents about sexual matters.       
     For adolescents, risk taking 
is a primary and necessary tool 
for developing greater matu-
rity; its value lies in its use to 
discover and develop identity, 
including sexuality.  Risk taking, 
by definition, has two outcomes- 
success or failure. We, as par-
ents, need to help our teens find 
healthy opportunities to navigate 
the teenage sexual developmen-
tal landscape. This is a topic 
many of us have difficulty talking 
about with our children and yet, 
“if we want adolescents to make 
healthy decisions, we have to 

teach them to assess risk,” says 
Dr. Ponton. “What’s missing in 
this equation is communica-
tion, a sensible down to earth 
discussion with our teenagers.”  
To converse, teens and parents 
need a common language and a 
common understanding of the 
nature of teenage sexuality.

Physical and Psychological-
Factors  
     Teens today enter puberty 
two years earlier than the previ-
ous generation. Although their 
bodies are physically prepared 
for sex, their emotional and  
cognitive maturity lags behind.  
Recent studies show 
the adolescent brain 
is in a developmental 
mode where the frontal 
cortex doesn’t mature 
until the age of 22 or so.  
If you think of the brain 
as an exquisite symphony, 
the frontal cortex where 
reasoning and logic skills 
develop, is its conductor. 
The underdeveloped con-
ductor in the teenage brain 
isn’t keen to reign in risky 
behavior.  From a teenager’s 
perspective, risk taking is the 
norm whereas the parental 
perspective includes a fear of 
potentially negative outcomes for 
their teens.  

Common risk factors  
     Alcohol and drugs can lead to 
unprotected sex which increases 
the possibility of unwanted preg-
nancies and sexually transmitted 
diseases.  According to Ponton, 
HIV is still very active within the 
teenage population, with 50% of 
reported cases affecting people 
under the age of 21.  
     But there are other factors 

that may not seem as obvious to 
parents that are equally risky. A 
lack of quality sexual education 
in our schools and increas-
ingly rigid sexual stereotypes as 
evidenced by a changing physical 
ideal to thin, waiflike girls and 
hyper-masculine boys is sending 
a peculiar message. Our teens 
are becoming subject to intense 
pressures to conform to rigid 
gender roles, affecting how they 
experience sex and other experi-
mental behaviors.

          id you know that
            nearly 1.8 million
           people in the United 
States are currently being treated 
for substance abuse and nearly 
four times that number would 
like to get treatment for their 
substance problem?  Scary isn’t 
it?  In November, 2005, Dr. 
Darryl Inaba, past President of 
the Haight Ashbury Free Clinic 
and Associate Clinical Profes-
sor at UCSF Medical Center 
spoke on behalf of the Parents’ 

Coalition of Bay Area High 
School Students at the San 
Francisco Day School. 
His lively talk covered an 
array of information and 
misinformation regard-
ing adolescent alcohol 
and substance abuse.    
     We tend to think 
that experimentation 
in adolescence is 
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A     n excellent overview of
       how educators think about
         adolescent education can 
be found in this informative 
book, General Issues in the Ed-
ucation of Adolescents, edited 
by Tim Urdan and Frank Pajares 
(Information Age Publishing, 
Inc., 2001).  Three articles were 
of particular interest to parents 
concerned with providing the 
best environment for learning 
for their teenage children.

     The importance of social 
relationships for our teenagers 
is undeniable. While we realize 
adolescent development is the 
act of achieving independence 
from the family, there are on-
going questions about how to 
keep this development on track.  
An article by Kathryn R. Wentzel 
and Ann A. Battle titled, “Social 
Relationships and School Adjust-
ment” guides parents in assist-
ing their teenagers to achieve 
“emotional and psychological 
independence”.  The authors 
advise that enforcing firm yet 
fair standards of behavior, 
employing non-threatening 
modes of discipline and valuing 
children’s opinions all serve to 
strike a balance between paren-
tal control and supervision and 
warmth and acceptance. In their 
opinion, these behaviors provide 
the best environment for chil-
dren to succeed academically.  
In contrast, teens growing up in 
home environments with either 
“inconsistent or harsh” disci-

pline are more likely to have 
lower scores.  As our teenagers 
progress through high school, 
research shows that active pa-
rental involvement in school and 
with homework has a decreasing 
effect on academic achievement.  
This is appropriate because one 
of adolescents’ more important 
tasks is to become increasingly 
self directed in their academic 
efforts. Thus, these authors 
argue, early parental nurtur-
ing, either by direct instruction 
or assistance with homework 
coupled with consistent support, 
is considered highly desirable, 
but only through the sophomore 
year in high school.

     Another interesting article 
explores educational motiva-
tion. It is not uncommon for 
adolescents to experience a 
period of declining motivation 
and academic achievement.  
The authors Akane Zusho and 
Paul R. Pintrich of “Motivation 
in the Second Decade of Life” 
suggest two ways to circumvent 
this drop.  Teachers can provide 
opportunities for active student 
participation in the classroom.  
This allows students to take 
responsibility for learning by 
exercising their decision making 
skills in a classroom setting.  
If your teen responds well to 
group interaction and team 
work, take the time to assess her 
high school curriculum for op-
portunities she has to exercise 

these skills. In addition, parents 
should encourage their teens 
to concentrate on mastering 
subjects or tasks rather than 
emphasizing high grades or 
class rank.  Research shows 
that “mastery of goals” tends 
to reinforce motivation more 
than setting performance targets 
based on grades.

     “The Effects of High-Stakes 
Achievement Tests for Adole- 
cents” written by Marguerite 
Clark, Lisa Adams, and George 
Madaus, addresses the recent 
trend for relying on standard-
ized tests for academic advance-
ment.  Proponents argue that 
these tests provide an incentive 
for students to work harder in 
order to progress to the next 
grade or to graduate. And, by 
providing a consistent, national 
standard of performance for 
various high school subjects, 
local school districts will be 
forced to make needed reforms 
to high school curricula.  The 
authors take a different view, 
arguing that increasing the 
standards without a commensu-
rate change in teaching methods 
may actually de-motivate some 
students. They cite statistics 
showing an increase in drop out 
rates in schools where obtaining 
a passing grade on proficiency 
tests has become mandatory.  Al-
though half of all states now rely 
on these tests the authors argue 
that standardized testing is not 
a panacea for the widespread 
problems we are experiencing 
today in educating our youth.

by Cynthia Koster, Parent, Urban 
School 
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“To support, educate, and inspire parents
of adolescents in order to promote the
health and safety of our youth.”

If you or your school would like to be 
involved or if you have comments or 
questions, please call Eliska Meyers at 
415.282.4380.

April 24, Monday, 7:30 PM at The Bay School, 35 Keyes in the Presidio. Savi Lavie, MFT will speak on the adolescent shadow 
and teens fascination with the dark side.

All parents and their teenage children are welcome.
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Nancy McAteer, 415.922.7045

Sue Antolin is a widely published haiku poet and mother 
of three children in Walnut Creek.

Upcoming Parents  
Coalition Forum:

cational programs on the risks 
and dangers of adolescence, we 
perpetuate a notion of teens that 
is based on deficits.  By empha-
sizing the negative, we handicap 
our ability to parent, to create 
successful programs for teens, 

and to form so-
cial policies that 
create positive 
change. A new 
vocabulary, he 
argues, would 
promote teens’ 
competence, 
their moral 
compass, spiri-
tuality, social 
relationships, 
compassion and 
sense of justice, 
commitment to 
a right path, and 
caring for the 
well-being of 
their families and 
society…quali-
ties that almost 
all teens possess 
but are often 
overlooked. 

     The book is organized around 
the set of traits that studies found 
fostered a healthy transition to 
adulthood, a list Lerner calls the 
five Cs:  Competence, Confi-
dence, Connection, Character, 
and Caring; when they are all 
present, another characteristic 
emerges, Contribution.  He 
describes in detail each of these 
strengths  which, he says, most 
teens already possess but need 
good nurturing to solidify.  
This list is not just for middle 

class white kids; he found that 
extremely disadvantaged kids 
who succeeded in overcoming 
great odds possessed these same 
pivotal traits.
     How do these qualities grow?  
Lerner identifies the important 
“developmental assets” that are 
key to bringing out the five Cs, 
such as structured activities that 
support the development of life 
skills, and leadership opportuni-
ties in the community.  And over 
and over, Lerner emphasizes that 
relationships with adults are key 
bridges to adulthood.
     The book describes micro- 
as well as macro-level change 
agents.  Lerner shows parents 
on the home front how to avoid 
focusing on the negative and 
instead identify and amplify a 
teen’s competence in a variety of 
situations, even giving specific 
language to use in conversa-
tions.  In the policy arena, 
Lerner describes what a good 
teen program should look like.   
I’ll forgive his somewhat list-y 
format and baseball metaphors, 
and say that The Good Teen is 
the handbook that should accom-
pany anyone embarking on a 
relationship with a teen.  It peels 
back the fear and demoniza-
tion of teens that is so prevalent 
in our culture, and keeps us 
focused on the treasure that our 
teens are and the great potential 
that lies within them.

Diana Divecha, Ph.D. is a Lick-
Wilmerding parent, developmen-
tal psychologist, and has two 
teenage daughters.

The Good Teen:  Rescuing Adolescence from 
the Myths of the Storm and Stress Years 
by Richard M. Lerner, Ph.D., Three Rivers Press, 2007

              Nancy McAteer (right, pictured here with Eliska Mey-
ers, also of the coalition) is one of those people who elevates 
community service to a high art. She led the PCBAHS through 
the transition of its founders’ mission of educating local par-
ents about adolescent development to greater recognition as 
the unique and important organization it is, within the greater 
Bay Area community and  among nationally known experts in 
the field of adolescent development. After six years of dedi-
cated service, Nancy will be retiring her post as President at 
the end of June. On behalf of our past and present council 
members and Parenteen editorial staff, we dedicate this issue 
to her as our heartfelt thank you for a job well done.  We will 
miss your vision and your dedication.

Our President Retires 

     ynn Ponton, MD,adoles-  
     cent psychiatrist, psycho- 
         analyst, professor at 
UCSF and the author of several 
books including The Sex Lives 
of Teenagers: Revealing the 
Secret World of Adolescent 
Boys and Girls and Romance 
of Risk: Why Teenagers Do the 
Things They Do, addressed the 
Parents’ Coalition of Bay Area 
High Schools forum held January 
30th at The Bay School. A parent 
of two grown daughters and an 
expert in the field of teenage 
sexuality, Ponton’s informa-
tive talk touched on a range of 
topics from the sexual taboos in 
our society to the courage and 
strength it takes to parent ado-
lescents about sexual matters.       
     For adolescents, risk taking 
is a primary and necessary tool 
for developing greater matu-
rity; its value lies in its use to 
discover and develop identity, 
including sexuality.  Risk taking, 
by definition, has two outcomes- 
success or failure. We, as par-
ents, need to help our teens find 
healthy opportunities to navigate 
the teenage sexual developmen-
tal landscape. This is a topic 
many of us have difficulty talking 
about with our children and yet, 
“if we want adolescents to make 
healthy decisions, we have to 

teach them to assess risk,” says 
Dr. Ponton. “What’s missing in 
this equation is communica-
tion, a sensible down to earth 
discussion with our teenagers.”  
To converse, teens and parents 
need a common language and a 
common understanding of the 
nature of teenage sexuality.

Physical and Psychological-
Factors  
     Teens today enter puberty 
two years earlier than the previ-
ous generation. Although their 
bodies are physically prepared 
for sex, their emotional and  
cognitive maturity lags behind.  
Recent studies show 
the adolescent brain 
is in a developmental 
mode where the frontal 
cortex doesn’t mature 
until the age of 22 or so.  
If you think of the brain 
as an exquisite symphony, 
the frontal cortex where 
reasoning and logic skills 
develop, is its conductor. 
The underdeveloped con-
ductor in the teenage brain 
isn’t keen to reign in risky 
behavior.  From a teenager’s 
perspective, risk taking is the 
norm whereas the parental 
perspective includes a fear of 
potentially negative outcomes for 
their teens.  

Common risk factors  
     Alcohol and drugs can lead to 
unprotected sex which increases 
the possibility of unwanted preg-
nancies and sexually transmitted 
diseases.  According to Ponton, 
HIV is still very active within the 
teenage population, with 50% of 
reported cases affecting people 
under the age of 21.  
     But there are other factors 

that may not seem as obvious to 
parents that are equally risky. A 
lack of quality sexual education 
in our schools and increas-
ingly rigid sexual stereotypes as 
evidenced by a changing physical 
ideal to thin, waiflike girls and 
hyper-masculine boys is sending 
a peculiar message. Our teens 
are becoming subject to intense 
pressures to conform to rigid 
gender roles, affecting how they 
experience sex and other experi-
mental behaviors.

          id you know that
            nearly 1.8 million
           people in the United 
States are currently being treated 
for substance abuse and nearly 
four times that number would 
like to get treatment for their 
substance problem?  Scary isn’t 
it?  In November, 2005, Dr. 
Darryl Inaba, past President of 
the Haight Ashbury Free Clinic 
and Associate Clinical Profes-
sor at UCSF Medical Center 
spoke on behalf of the Parents’ 

Coalition of Bay Area High 
School Students at the San 
Francisco Day School. 
His lively talk covered an 
array of information and 
misinformation regard-
ing adolescent alcohol 
and substance abuse.    
     We tend to think 
that experimentation 
in adolescence is 

The Sex Lives of Teenagers
 A Look at the Sexual Practices of Teens 

When Use
Becomes Abuse
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A     n excellent overview of
       how educators think about
         adolescent education can 
be found in this informative 
book, General Issues in the Ed-
ucation of Adolescents, edited 
by Tim Urdan and Frank Pajares 
(Information Age Publishing, 
Inc., 2001).  Three articles were 
of particular interest to parents 
concerned with providing the 
best environment for learning 
for their teenage children.

     The importance of social 
relationships for our teenagers 
is undeniable. While we realize 
adolescent development is the 
act of achieving independence 
from the family, there are on-
going questions about how to 
keep this development on track.  
An article by Kathryn R. Wentzel 
and Ann A. Battle titled, “Social 
Relationships and School Adjust-
ment” guides parents in assist-
ing their teenagers to achieve 
“emotional and psychological 
independence”.  The authors 
advise that enforcing firm yet 
fair standards of behavior, 
employing non-threatening 
modes of discipline and valuing 
children’s opinions all serve to 
strike a balance between paren-
tal control and supervision and 
warmth and acceptance. In their 
opinion, these behaviors provide 
the best environment for chil-
dren to succeed academically.  
In contrast, teens growing up in 
home environments with either 
“inconsistent or harsh” disci-

pline are more likely to have 
lower scores.  As our teenagers 
progress through high school, 
research shows that active pa-
rental involvement in school and 
with homework has a decreasing 
effect on academic achievement.  
This is appropriate because one 
of adolescents’ more important 
tasks is to become increasingly 
self directed in their academic 
efforts. Thus, these authors 
argue, early parental nurtur-
ing, either by direct instruction 
or assistance with homework 
coupled with consistent support, 
is considered highly desirable, 
but only through the sophomore 
year in high school.

     Another interesting article 
explores educational motiva-
tion. It is not uncommon for 
adolescents to experience a 
period of declining motivation 
and academic achievement.  
The authors Akane Zusho and 
Paul R. Pintrich of “Motivation 
in the Second Decade of Life” 
suggest two ways to circumvent 
this drop.  Teachers can provide 
opportunities for active student 
participation in the classroom.  
This allows students to take 
responsibility for learning by 
exercising their decision making 
skills in a classroom setting.  
If your teen responds well to 
group interaction and team 
work, take the time to assess her 
high school curriculum for op-
portunities she has to exercise 

these skills. In addition, parents 
should encourage their teens 
to concentrate on mastering 
subjects or tasks rather than 
emphasizing high grades or 
class rank.  Research shows 
that “mastery of goals” tends 
to reinforce motivation more 
than setting performance targets 
based on grades.

     “The Effects of High-Stakes 
Achievement Tests for Adole- 
cents” written by Marguerite 
Clark, Lisa Adams, and George 
Madaus, addresses the recent 
trend for relying on standard-
ized tests for academic advance-
ment.  Proponents argue that 
these tests provide an incentive 
for students to work harder in 
order to progress to the next 
grade or to graduate. And, by 
providing a consistent, national 
standard of performance for 
various high school subjects, 
local school districts will be 
forced to make needed reforms 
to high school curricula.  The 
authors take a different view, 
arguing that increasing the 
standards without a commensu-
rate change in teaching methods 
may actually de-motivate some 
students. They cite statistics 
showing an increase in drop out 
rates in schools where obtaining 
a passing grade on proficiency 
tests has become mandatory.  Al-
though half of all states now rely 
on these tests the authors argue 
that standardized testing is not 
a panacea for the widespread 
problems we are experiencing 
today in educating our youth.

by Cynthia Koster, Parent, Urban 
School 
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Nancy McAteer, 415.922.7045The popular media would have 
us believe that parents should 
dread the teen years and their 
storm and stress, rebellion, rag-
ing hormones, and risk-taking.   
But developmental psycholo-
gists have known for years that 
most teens do just 
fine, are not any 
more troubled than 
the general popula-
tion, have good 
relationships with 
their parents, and 
grow into competent 
adults.  Now Tufts 
University’s Dr. 
Richard Lerner, a 
premier researcher 
on adolescence, 
finally combats 
the old myths and 
illuminates for the 
general public the 
map of positive 
qualities that can suc-
cessfully transition 
teens to adulthood.  
Unlike other parent-
ing advice books, 
this one is based on 
decades of research from across 
the country and from his own 
Institute for Applied Research 
on Youth Development at Tufts 
which looks explicitly at what 
promotes positive development 
in teens.  
     In The Good Teen:  Rescu-
ing Adolescence from the Myths 
of the Storm and Stress Years, 
Lerner says “it is a mistake to 
embrace the stereotype” of the 
troubled teen.  By focusing our 
adult conversations and edu-

By Diana Divecha

  “In The Good 

Teen:  Rescuing 

Adolescence from 

the Myths of the 

Storm and Stress 

Years, Lerner says 

it is a mistake to 

embrace the  

stereotype of the 

troubled teen.”  

“youthful curiosity” to use Dr. In-
aba’s words and yet studies show 
that the single best predictor of 
future drug problems is 
how young one is when 
first experiencing the 
effects of mind altering 
substances, whether it 
be cigarettes, alcohol 
or drugs.  The numbers 
are dramatic. If a 10 
to 12 year old experi-
ments, he is five times 
more likely to have a 
drug or alcohol prob-
lem in his lifetime than 
one starting out at the 
age of 18 or 19. 

What we know about addic-
tion
     Many of us believe addiction 
is an emotional and behavioral 
problem.  It is not.  Addiction is 
a medical illness caused by an 
impairment of the brain organ 
whose etiology comes from a 
number of sources including 
heredity, the environment and 
nutrition as well as psycho-
logical and spiritual factors. It is 
diagnosed by the degree of tissue 
dependency, tolerance for the 
substance, physical withdrawal 
symptoms and psychological de-
pendency.  Studies show there is a 
definite biological, neurochemical 
change that occurs in the brain 
of animals exposed to addictive 
substances. In laboratory tests 
animals have been unable to 
control their “need” for a drug 
despite shocks to their system 
that, on the other hand, effectively 
stopped them from eating their 
normal food.  Dr. Ibana describes 
the behavior of the disease as the 
five C’s: lack of Control (meaning 
robbed of choice), Compulsion, 
Craving (both emotional and 
physical) and Continuing use 
despite experiencing negative 
Consequences.
     Though Americans have a 

might be on the rise and your son 
or daughter is having difficulties.  

And if our adolescent is hav-
ing a problem? 
     Treatment does work re-
ports Ibana.  Statistics show 
that mandatory rehabilitation 
treatment is more effective than 
voluntary rehabilitation.  He 
recommends a minimum of 6 to 
8 months continuous treatment 
to gain positive results. With 
appropriate consequences as a 
motivator, nearly 50% of those 
undertaking treatment are still 
substance free after 3 to 5 years 
of initial rehabilitation.  Alcohol 

Media, Politics and Educa-
tion 
     The media has a long his-
tory of freely using adolescent 
sexuality to attract audi-
ences and sell products.  Our 
teenagers are bombarded with 
a flurry of exciting and false 
sexual images through movies, 
videos, music and the Internet. 
These advertising tactics foster 
the impression that our culture 
is sexually permissive.
     “Nothing could be further 
from the truth at this time 
in our history,” points out 
Ponton. “We are a sexually 
restrictive culture, equivalent 
to Iran without the burka. We 
are immersed in a period of 
fierce disagreement about how 
the subject of adolescent sex 
should be handled with some 
adults advocating celibacy and 
others openly supporting an 
active sex life for our teens.  
There has been a dramatic shift 
in our nation’s sexual land-
scape, and adolescent sexuality 
has become part of an intense 
political struggle. Current 
federal law allocates money to 
teach sex education in schools, 
but only if the core curriculum 
focuses on abstinence or celi-
bacy. Forty-nine states accept 
this federal money; California is 
not one of them.”

Myths and Statistics
     All teens have sexual lives, 
whether with others or through 
fantasies. Fifty percent of 
American 16-year olds reported 
having sex.  Statistics show that 
boys’ experiences are vastly 
different from those of girls.  
The majority of boys reported 
their first sexual encounter to 
be positive with 17% reporting 
feeling distressed.  In contrast, 
63% of girls reported being 
frightened of their first sexual 
experience.  90% of oral sex 

goes in one direction, girls 
giving to boys even though only 
10% of girls found oral sex to 
be pleasurable, compared to 
90% of the boys.  Girls report 
more fear around sexual fan-
tasy than boys although there is 
less known about boys’ sexual 
experiences due to 
fewer studies about 
their sexual lives.
     “Sexually active 
girls and boys con-
tinue to be treated 
differently. Girls are 
especially concerned 
about what oth-
ers will think of 
them if their sexual 
activity or interest is 
discovered. They feel 
genuine desire as well as social 
pressure to have sex, but at the 
same time are terrified they will 
be condemned, “says Ponton. 
“What we have learned about 
boys is that they have a differ-
ent attitude. While they can be 
fearful initially, their apprehen-
sion is replaced by a sense 
of accomplishment and pride 
about their sexual activities.”
     The sex life of teenagers is 
a vast and fascinating sub-
ject noted Dr. Ponton. As she 
talked about the risk and the 
reality, she urged parents not 
to lecture teens about risky 
behavior but to guide and teach 
them about risk assessment. 
She concluded her talk with 
the following insightful tips for 
parents: 

• Educate yourself about the 
spectrum of adolescent sexual 
behavior.  

• Speak directly, early and 
often to your adolescent about 
sex. Practice using simple 
language to describe feelings 
and activities when talking 
about the biology of sex, about 
safe sex, what is portrayed in 
the media or what is taught in 

the schools. This will help your 
teen build up a vocabulary to 
talk about his concerns and 
experiences throughout his life.  

• Develop an open dialogue 
and support healthy sex educa-
tion. These are both important 

tools to guide your 
teenager toward an 
understanding of her 
sexual identity.

• Be attuned to the 
pressures on your 
adolescent around 
gender roles which 
can make the subject 
of sexuality confus-
ing. Help your teen 
to act in his own best 
interests by commu-

nicating the concerns you have 
with the challenges he faces.

• Help her to identify risk be-
haviors such as alcohol, drugs, 
unprotected intercourse and 
unhealthy sexual relationships 
that include repeated exposure 
to victimization or a history 
ofabusing others. 
 
• Talk about your feelings and 
your lessons learned to com-
municate your beliefs about 
desirable sexual behavior, 
rather than sharing the explicit 
details of your personal sexual 
history.

• Incorporate into your con-
versations the wisdom that your 
adolescent responds best to 
suggestions rather than direc-
tives. 

• Remember that you will be 
most successful in communi-
cating your values and morals 
by example.

• “And,” concluded Ponton, 
“keep talking to your teenagers, 
and more importantly, listen to 
them. Listening teaches us at 
least as much about our teens 
as talking to them does.”

A Look at the Sexual Practices of Teens When Use
Becomes Abuse

Ritalin or Adderall, and/or DXM 
(cough medicine). 

Can we know if our teen has a 
problem? 
     Difficult as it is to separate out 
normal adolescent behavior from 
a potential problem, parents can 
still be alert to changes that are 
understood to be: more irritable, 
unpredictable, disinterested, 
detached and less responsible.  
Dr. Ibana advises us to look more 
closely to what else is going on in 
our teen’s life if eating, sleeping 
and grooming habits become less 
regular and less healthy. Though 
physical changes can be attrib-
uted to other reasons, these in 
combination with greater 
anti-social behaviors 
are a red flag that 
substance use 

stereotypic image of addicts as 
irresponsible, pleasure seeking, 
unemployed, indigent criminals 
living in the inner city, addicts 
are most likely getting their drugs 
elsewhere. In fact, nearly 60% 
of illicit drugs are sold in the 
suburbs, the ex-urbs and rural 

areas.  And, priests, 
rabbis and medical 
professionals have a 
higher incidence of 
abuse as a percentage 
of their population 
than the general popu-
lace as a whole. Even 
though Latino and Afro 
Americans are more 
likely to do jail time 
for substance abuse, 
Anglo Americans have 
a greater problem than 
any other racial 
group.

What about our teens?
     Adolescents in the 
United States have 
greater access to 
addictive substances 
than adolescents 
anywhere else in the 
world.  77% have tried 
alcohol, 37% nicotine 
and 10% have used 
club drugs such as GHB, 
Foxy and MDMA. Although 
the popularity of particular 
drugs changes over time, 
by 2005 street drug use 
has reportedly declined. 
However, use of prescrip-
tion drugs and Over The 
Counter substances such as 
steroids, sedatives, coughs 
syrups and pain killers are on 
the upswing.  What was once 
the rave and club drug scene 
has morphed into “pharm-
ing parties” to a sufficient 
degree that prescription 
drugs are now a factor in 
nearly 30% of all hospital 
emergency room deaths.  
18% of teens have 
used non-
perscribed 
Vicodin, 
another 10% 
have used 

abuse treatment has the highest 
overall success rate. 
     Dr. Ibana stresses that 
although addiction is incurable, 
it is treatable and the harm it 
has caused to the organs of the 
body can be minimized. Many 
addicts, once they have over-
come the disease, go on to lead 
meaningful lives.  He stresses 
that key to effective treatment is 
the addict coming to an under-
standing that once an addict, 
always an addict.  The sooner 
intervention takes place and the 
clearer the message is that the 
addict can never use again, the 
greater is her capacity to enjoy 
a full and satisfying life.

What can parents do to pre-
vent substance abuse?
 
• Show an ongoing interest in 
your teen’s life. 

• Provide a steady diet of 
multigrain foods, fresh organic 
fruits and vegetables and steer 
clear of refined carbohydrates 
and fats. 

• Teach your teen about the 
consequences of substance 
and alcohol use on ado-

lescent brain develop-
ment and why delaying 
use until he is in his 
20’s is good health.

• Encourage communi-
cation among peers as 
a way to challenge your 

teen’s beliefs about what 
“everybody” is doing or not 
doing. 

• Be a good role model and 
foster self control in your 
adolescent. 

• Do not hesitate to address all 
forms of drug abuse especially 
nicotine, alcohol and even 
caffeine. 

• And finally, Dr. Ibana stresses 
the single most powerful 
preventative measure is to 
encourage self confidence in 
your teenager by making sure 
she knows her importance to 
the family.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE  1

CONTINUED FROM PAGE  1

A QUARTERLY PUBLICATION OF THE PARENTS’ COALITION OF BAY AREA HIGH SCHOOLS •  VOLUME  XI • NO. 2 • SPRING 2006 A QUARTERLY PUBLICATION OF THE PARENTS’ COALITION OF BAY AREA HIGH SCHOOLS •  VOLUME  XI • NO. 2 • SPRING 2006

What was
once the
rave and
club drug
scene has
morphed

into
“pharming

parties”

Sexually
active girls
and boys 
continue

to be
treated

differently 

PP

For upcoming forums and other resources, please visit parentscoalition.net

Monday, March 2 2009
Annual Teen Panel Discussion
Teens Share Their World Views and Personal Perspectives 
San Francisco Waldorf High School, 470 West Portal Avenue 

Monday, April 20, 2009
David Sheff, journalist and New York Times bestselling author of 
Beautiful Boy: A Father’s Journey Through His Son’s Addiction
The Bay School of San Francisco, 35 Keyes Avenue in the Presidio


