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Mark Twain once said, “When I was 
a boy of fourteen, my father was so 
ignorant I could hardly stand to have 
the old man around. But when I got to 
be twenty-one, I was astonished at how 
much he had learned.”

   I talk with a lot of parents whose 
teenagers are in the first phase Twain 
describes, and they often say things like:

“Our child won’t talk to us.” “If I try 
to have a conversation with her, she’s 
likely to be Instant Messaging her 
friends at the same time.” “When I 
insist he be home for a family dinner, 
he says I’m ruining his life.”
 
   My answer: You are ruining his life, 
as well you should, if by ruining his 
life you mean you would like him to 
be influenced more by the responsible 
adults he knows than by his—perhaps 
more thrilling—peer group.

   Make no mistake: We are locked 
in a battle for influence. Parents and 
other significant adults whom you have 
enlisted in the effort to help raise your 
children are in direct competition with 
the child’s own peer group in trying to 
affect values and form behaviors.

   All day long your kid is checking in 
with other people—mostly kids—about 
decisions he’s contemplating, things he’s 
thinking of doing, ideas he’s playing 
with. Your goal is to be one of the people 
who gets consulted. It’s your job to make 
significant time in your children’s lives 
available to spend with family so that 
one generation can, in fact, influence the 
next.

   How much time should that be? You 
certainly want daily opportunities for 
significant conversations with your child, 
which won’t happen unless you initiate 
them. They are more likely to occur at 
times when kids want to talk (often on a 
later time-clock than you might like) and 
on topics that kids want to talk about. 

   Adults are used to controlling the con-
tent of conversations, and that’s the first 
thing you’ll have to surrender if you want 
to have an influence. Here are some con-
crete suggestions to get those interactions 
going:

   First of all, provide space for your kid 
to talk and respond. Learn to tolerate 
more silence, as kids sometimes need lon-
ger to formulate their ideas.
   Second, ask your kids questions about 

By Steve Johnson

their world, their music, the media 
they like, the technology they access. 
Whatever your child finds interest-
ing and knows more about than you 
do is a great topic of conversation. 
Sometimes I like to make clearly incor-
rect statements about things they know 
more about. I’m hoping they’ll feel 
the need to correct me, and usually 
they do. You can also try talking about 

things that are intrinsically boring to 
an adolescent in hopes that your teen 
will talk about something that interests 
him or her—if only in desperation.

   Third, if your kid won’t talk about 
his or her life, talk about your life. Try 
asking teenagers for advice about the 
world you see. You might be amazed at 
the freshness of their perspectives.�

[continued on page 2]
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Talking to Your Teen(cont.)

   Finally, the old standbys: Tell family 
stories, or go do something together. Lots 
of significant conversations take place 
when you’re watching the baseball game, 
pulling weeds together, driving, or com-
parison shopping.

   Besides those daily conversations, which 
are at the heart of parental influence, you 
need weekly, extended times when the 
whole family gets together. Family night 
works well for a lot of people, especially 
when it gets everyone doing something 
active, not just watching a movie or TV.
Do you go places as a family that your 
teen would enjoy? When kids are little 
we go all kinds of places that excite them, 
so of course they talk to us. As they get 
older, we stop doing that. Why? Partly 
because we don’t know what those places 
are, partly because we get older and more 
tired, and partly because we don’t take the 
time. Take the time.
 
   When your teenager doesn’t seem to 
want to talk to you, remember this: Your 
kid is being a kid, and you’re required 
to be an adult. It’s often uncomfort-
able. Still, it’s essential that you insist on 
a place in his or her daily life, however 
embarrassing, irrelevant, boring, or un-
cool you may seem.
 
   Steve Johnson is the director of charac-
ter education for the Markkula Center for 
Applied Ethics. A shorter version of this 
piece originally appeared in the San Jose 
Mercury News on April 21, 2004.
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Below is a brief article that discusses 
zero tolerance. Read the article and 
then ask yourself the critical questions. 
What are your thoughts? What happens 
at your school? Is there something that 
you need to do in order to prevent this 
scenario from happening at your school?

Students Left Behind: Is It Ever Okay to 
Give up on a Child?

The Challenge
   Concerns about student safety and 
learning have led to the adoption of a 
“zero tolerance” approach to discipline 
at many schools. But the policy has 
sometimes resulted in shutting children 
out of school. In 2003-04, the last year 
for which statistics are available, 21,501 
students were expelled from California 
schools. What do we owe these chil-
dren?

What’s at Stake
   According to a recent study by the 
group Public Agenda, 85 percent of 
teachers surveyed believe that most 
children’s school experience suffers at 
the expense of a few chronic offenders. 
But what should schools do about these 
repeated troublemakers? Zero tolerance 
was intended to ensure that certain seri-
ous misbehaviors, such as the possession 
of drugs and weapons, were com-
pletely disallowed on campus. Yet these 
policies, according to the American Bar 
Association, too often catch students 
whose offenses are not serious, such as 
the possession of a manicure kit or giv-
ing a Midol tablet to a friend. The ABA 
also found inappropriate referrals of 
these youngsters to the courts, creating 
what some have called a “schoolhouse to 
jailhouse track.”

Critical Questions
1. How should schools balance their re-
sponsibilities to the majority of students 
and their responsibilities to youngsters 

with serious behavior problems? Are there 
children who do not deserve to be edu-
cated?

2. Zero tolerance establishes the same 
punishment-expulsion-for a variety of 
offenses. As the ABA puts it, “State laws 
and school district policies apply the same 
expulsion rules to the 6-year-old as to the 
17-year-old; to the first-time offender as to 
the chronic troublemaker; to the child with 
a gun as to the child with a Swiss Army 
knife.” Is this fair?

   Zero-tolerance policies have had dispro-
portionate effects on minority students. 
African-American and Latino students 
were expelled or suspended in numbers 
two times greater than their percentage of 
the high school population, according to a 
study by the Juvenile Rights Project. The 
study also found that African-American 
students were more likely to be expelled or 
suspended than Caucasian students who 
had committed comparable offenses. Is this 
disparity itself enough to call the policy 
into question?

   The views expressed on this site are the 
author’s. The Markkula Center for Applied 
Ethics does not advocate particular posi-
tions but seeks to encourage dialogue on 
the ethical dimensions of current issues. 
The Center welcomes comments and alter-
native points of view. 
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This is an article that was printed in 
The Fourth and Fifth Rs: Respect and 
Responsibility, Volume 10, Issue 2, Winter 
2004.
 
   To ensure continual growth in the moral life, 
we must first know ourselves. We gain this self-
knowledge by regularly examining our behav-
ior and reflecting on the kind of person we are 
and would like to be. We must also sincerely 
want to become a better person—more patient, 
more sensitive to the needs of others, quicker 
to forgive, more willing to admit when we’re 
wrong. Finally, we must ask, are we carrying 
out our good intentions?
 
Here are four ways we can challenge stu-
dents—and ourselves—to strengthen our char-
acter.
 
1.  Keep a Character Record Book
Goal-setting and self-assessment are a neces-
sary part of self-improvement. At Benjamin 
Franklin Classical Charter School (Franklin, 
Massachusetts), every student keeps a 
Character Record Book. At the end of the 
day, students take out these books and write 
responses to three questions regarding that 

week’s virtue. If the virtue of the week were 
courtesy, the questions would be:
   • How have I shown courtesy today?
   • How have I not shown courtesy today?
   • How will I show courtesy tomorrow?
 
2. Make Goal Strips
“Goal strips” can help us set specific goals we 
want to accomplish within a specific period of 
time. Michele Borba, author of Building Moral 
Intelligence, explains:
 
   Cut a 3”x12” colored paper strip for each 
goal. Fold the strip into three even sections.  
On the first section, boldly print the words I 

will. In the middle section print what you 
will do, and in the final section print when 
you will do it. Now set a goal using this 
will+ what + when formula. For example: “I 
will clean my room in 45 minutes.”

   Other examples: “I will get my homework 
done every night next week.”  I will do my 
chores without being asked for three days in 
a row.”
 
3. Do a Goal-Setting Bulletin Board
A San Diego teacher gives this assignment; 
“Find newspaper or magazine articles about 
individuals who set and pursued a goal.”  
Students briefly share their articles with 
the whole class and then post them on the 
bulletin board.  “This activity,” the teacher 
says, “convinces students that goal-setting 
helps people succeed in life.” During the 
following week, he teaches students how 
to set their own goals—for his class, other 
subjects, extracurricular activities, and life 
outside school.
 
4. Set 100 Goals
History teacher Hal Urban, author of Life’s 
Greatest Lessons, gave his high school stu-

dents an assignment he called “100 Goals”:
   •  Write at least 100 goals, more if you 

wish.
   •  Divide them into categories.  You can 

choose your own categories based on 
your interests.  Here are some you 
might want to consider:

� - Career
� - Family
� - Things you’d like to own
� - Fun/adventure
� - Self-improvement
� - Major accomplishments

� - U.S. travel
� - Foreign travel
� - Reading
� - Learning
� - Spiritual growth
� - Creating/making/building
� - Service to others

5. Select the 10 goals that are the most 
important to you.  Then write a para-
graph on your #1 goal.
 
   Urban comments: “I’ve had stu-
dents write to me 10 or 15 years after 
graduation, sending me their list of 100 
goals with the ones checked off that 
they’ve already achieved. They say, ‘If 
you didn’t make us do this assignment, 
I never would have even dreamed of 
most of these goals, let alone achieved 
them.”
 
   If we want to nurture young people’s 
growth in character, we must also see 
ourselves as engaged in the same hum-
ble process of trying to become a better 
person. New research on adult develop-
ment indicates that adults’ character 

qualities are not static.  Some adults 
become wiser, more patient, more giv-
ing over time; others become more self-
ish. The challenge for all of us, at every 
stage of life, is to stay on the moral 
journey, keeping in mind the words of 
Eleanor Roosevelt: “Character-building 
begins in infancy and continues until 
death.”
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 “ If we want to nurture young people’s growth in character, we 
must also see ourselves as engaged in the same humble process 

of trying to become a better person.’’
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