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Help My Teen Avoid Peer Pressure
By Susan J. Demas

When Olivia Mwakanandi has a problem, the 18-year-old makes a
beeline for her mom, Laurie. Nothing's off limits. The Eagle, Michigan
mother of two says she’s never shied away from talking to her kids
about drinking, drugs and sex.

“I've always talked with them. We made it clear how we felt,” says
Laurie Mwakanandi, who also made the choice to send her kids to
Lansing Christian School. “My advice to parents is keep the
conversation open so they know they can come to you no matter what.
If they do something wrong, they need to know you're going to love
them either way.”

That kind of openness has lead Olivia to seek her mom out when girls

are being cruel or kids are pressuring her to make bad decisions. She'll
be a freshman at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan this fall and
her mother doesn’t worry about the newfound freedom that will bring.

“She’s incredibly mature. She’s 18, but | swear she’s 25,” Mwakanandi
says. “She’ll make the right choices. She has a very strong will, a strong
mind about what's right and what's wrong.”

But Olivia’s brother, John, 16, is more tight-lipped. Mwakanandi
initiates conversations with him about parties and sex and isn't afraid to
ask tough questions. She's very supportive of his interests, like his
band. But she admits that it can be a challenge when your child
doesn’t come to you, even though that's typical for teens. And even
though John can be angry sometimes, Mwakanandi says she knows
that comes with the teenage territory and “I still love ‘em as much,
even if they agitate me.”

How Well Do | Know My
Child?

1. 1 can name all of her friends.
YES/NO

2. | know her daily schedule,
including after-school and
weekend activities. | know where
she’s going with her friends and
on dates. YES/NO

3. I talk with her about her day at
least four times a week. YES/NO

4. | routinely talk with her about
big problems, like drinking and
violence. | know what her biggest
concerns are. YES/NO

5. I know what she wants to do
after high school and we have a
plan of how to get her there.
YES/NO

If you answered NO to any of
these questions, it's time to study
up on your teen and plug into
her life. Start simple, like taking
her to lunch this weekend.



Mwakanandi also has a secret weapon: A strong support network of
her family, friends and school staff. She says she talks to other parents
“all the time to get a gauge on things.” And she's not shy about going
to teachers, administrators and other staff members, either.

“I've told them, ‘If you know something going on with my kid, let me
know,”” Mwakanandi says. “I need to know. | need to protect them.”
Parents need to make their values and expectations clear to kids from
the start. You're laying the foundation for when they're older and
making their own decisions. And that way, you can feel more confident
that they’re doing the right thing.

Rick Schalter, president of Spartan Chassis in Charlotte, Michigan,
takes a novel approach to parenting, encouraging kids to develop their
own “brand.” He likens it to the approach he takes at work, asking kids
to answer three questions: 1.) Who am 1?7 2.) What do | do? 3.) Why
does that matter?

Answering these questions help kids figure out their identity and what
they believe in. They also take responsibility, which teens need to do.
That way, they'll be less likely to be lead astray by other kids and do
things they might not really want to, like cut class or start smoking. And
a strong will can beat peer pressure every time.

Susan J. Demas is a contributing editor to EduGuide from Lansing, Michigan.
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It's a Fact

Your child will have to deal with
peer pressure — as sure as they'll
learn to crawl and lose their first
tooth. Don't let them push you
away. What you teach them is
their strongest line of defense
against bad choices like drinking,
drugs, sex and more.

Solid Foundation

If you want your child to stand up
to peer pressure, make sure she’s
got the right tools. Start early
and reinforce often:

e Set rules. Make sure your
child knows what's expected
of her at home and school.
Enforce the rules and punish
accordingly. Make sure your
child understands why.

e Teach good manners. You
don’t want your child to be
one of those surly, rude kids at
the mall. Make sure she
understands that she has to be
polite to and respect
everyone, including herself.

e Teach values. Kids need to
be taught right from wrong.
Tell them that lying, stealing,
doing drugs, drinking and
cutting class are wrong — and
tell them why. Don't let
friends, TV and the Internet fill
in the gap.
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