A Guide for Parents to

get the

conversation
started
Studies show that parents
are the biggest influencers
of their children ’s decision
making. Talk. A lot.
They ’re listening.

!
y
d
a
e
r
get
Children are smart. They have access to more
information now than ever before.
They report that much of what they know, they
learn online, from the media and from their peers.
They also report that they wish they had more
information they could trust, from people they
trust, to inform the decisions they make each day.
Sometimes starting a conversation on a sensitive
topic can be awkward.
Here’s how you can get the conversation started.
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5,000 youth die each
year in alcohol-related
accidents. After alcohol,
marijuana is the drug
most often linked to car
accidents.

Marijuana’s negative effects
on attention, memory and
learning can last days and
weeks, resulting in poor
academic success. Research
shows that regular use
during formative teen years
can permanently lower IQ.
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As marijuana use has
become more common,
the perception of risk
has decreased, despite
evidence that use
permanently affects the
developing teen brain.

Parents are concerned about
alcohol and marijuana use
because…

Alcohol abuse is a
leading cause of
preventable death.
use over time
contributes to breast
cancer, liver disease,
and heart disease.

19,000 youth are
delivered to the E.R.
each year for
alcohol-related
injuries.

Use of marijuna and
alcohol increase the
likelihood of other
risk-taking behaviors,
such as risky sexual
behavior.

Use of alcohol and
marijuana during
adolescence makes the
potential for addiction
5 times more likely than
for a person who delays
use until after the brain
is fully developed.

Youth who drink are
more likely to be the
perpetrators and
victims of sexual
assault.

Teens experience a lot of
peer and academic pressure.
Substance use may seem like
an easy way to relax, but
studies show that abuse of
alcohol and other drugs
contributes to depression,
anxiety, suicide and homicide.
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In order to have productive conversations with your children, they
need to know that it is safe for them to talk honestly about their
experiences. Be calm and prepared to listen, not lecture. You can
explain that you understand and appreciate that it’s normal for teens
to explore, experiment, and seek excitement and adventure. It is the
brain’s natural way to launch them into adulthood. The reason for your
conversation is to better understand their experiences and to help
them to develop strategies for staying safe and healthy, while fully
exploring this exciting time in their lives.

What NOT to do
We find that teens can easily express what parents are doing wrong!
Although every child and family is different, here are a few things
we’ve heard you should avoid.
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Inventory your personal and family values
Parents are the single most important influencers of their children’s
behaviors. Despite the door slamming and eye-rolling, your child
cares about what you think and doesn’t want to disappoint you.
As you get this conversation started, take a minute to
inventory and prioritize your values. There is no black and
white version of right and wrong, be prepared to clearly
express what you value and what you expect.

Don’t gang up on me.
The mom and dad, “two-on-one” conversation puts them on the
defensive. Teens feel most comfortable discussing complicated topics
in a group of family members or one-on-one with a parent.
Don’t talk to us by appointment.
When parents say, “We need to have a talk,” the tone and anticipation
builds pressure and discomfort. Just ease into it at dinner...when
they’re distracted by food.
Don’t ask what our friends are doing.
They know you won’t approve and they don’t want to tattle. Anyway,
you’re not there to collect evidence. You’re there to show that you’re
there...always, no matter what.
Don’t wait for the right moment.
Anytime is a good time to talk to your child, comfortably, casually and
with the best intentions of showing them love and support.
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The most productive conversation is one that evolves naturally. Here
are a few examples of teachable moments. You don’t have to have all
the “right” answers to the questions. The point is to explore ideas and
come to the answer that’s right for you and your family.

A fictional character from a show or movie is shown drinking and
smoking.
Ask: “Did you think that was cool, or did it seem to you that the
character might have a problem? Does what you see in the media
influence you? Who do you see or know that models good habits
and qualities?”
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A popular public figure, such as an actor, is reportedly a big partier.
Ask: “What do you think makes this person popular? Do you or your
peers admire them for their values, or is it just their fame and affluence
that are impressive? Should we idolize people who can’t cope without
abusing substances?”

A professional athlete is in the news for taking drugs.
Ask: “How do you feel about professional athletes using illegal
substances? Do you see how illegal use of substances can hurt a
person’s career and reputation?”

Kids from your community get caught with drugs or alcohol by their
school or the police.
Ask: “Do you know why marijuana and alcohol can be so dangerous
for teens? Do you know that you can also get into trouble by being
with a user, even if you are not using? Are you aware of the possible
consequences? Why do you think teens use? If you were in a situation
where people were using, would you feel comfortable making the
healthy choice?”

A friend or relative is struggling with addiction.
Ask: “Do you understand how difficult the disease of addiction is to
overcome? How have you noticed that one person’s drug or alcohol
problem can affect a lot of other people? Can you say some ways in
which our family has been touched by addiction?”

Your child is transitioning to a new school or neighborhood.
Ask: “Are you ready for this big step? Changes like this are really
exciting, but can be stressful and come with challenges. What do you
think some challenges may be? Do you have some ideas for how to
manage your stress in a healthy way?”
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Your child seems to have made a dramatic shift in friendships or
social habits.
Ask: “Is something up with your old friends, or are you just including
new friends? What do you like about these new people? What are the
qualities you see in them that you appreciate? What kinds of things do
they like to do?”

You suspect that your child or his social circle are experimenting
with drugs or alcohol.
Ask: “Do you understand how serious this can be for your health and
future? I’ll be sad and worried if you’ve chosen to drink or use other
substances. Do you know why? Although some kids use substances,
most don’t. Can I help you to create a strategy for negotiating the
pressure to experiment with alcohol and drugs? How can you gracefully
decline when your peers are succumbing to the pressure to drink or
use drugs?”

Your child is visibly overwhelmed by the demands of school or other
activities.
Ask: “What are some healthy ways you like to blow off steam and
relax? Can we help you to eliminate some of the things you’re doing
that don’t make you happy? Of the things that you enjoy doing, which
make you feel confident? Are there ways that I can support healthy
choices so you aren’t at risk for alcohol or drug use?”

Your child indicates that you don’t understand their experiences
(sigh, slam, eye-roll).
Ask: “In what ways do you think being a teen today is similar or different
than when I was your age? Can you help me to better understand
what you’re experiencing? Are there things I’ve done that made you
feel misunderstood? How can I do better?”
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Teens are more likely to use and abuse substances when they
are exposed to certain risk factors. When faced with those factors, a
parent or trusted adult may balance them with protective factors. The
presence of risk factors does not mean that a person will abuse drugs,
but identifying the risks can help adults to implement strategies for
reducing risk.

ongoing academic or
social failure, lax or
inconsistent school
supervision, or easy
access to substances
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a positive and loving
bond with your child,
and clear standards
for behavior

the implementation of
healthy school rules and
varied opportunities for
social and academic
support and success

friends that are impulsive and often
in trouble and have negative,
rebellious relationships with
adults; antisocial behavior such
as lying, stealing, or fighting
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protective factors

a family history of substance
abuse or an environment in
which there is violence and
conflict, unrealistic
expectations, isolation or
poor supervision
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risk factors

members of the community
accept drug and alcohol
use; there is a high rate of
unemployment, economic
hardship, transience,
discrimination

healthy social
opportunities;
reinforcing that
use of drugs and
alcohol is
unacceptable

decrease accessibility to
drugs and alcohol and
establish sober expectations;
have high expectations for
healthy community
involvement

conclusion
It is important to talk to your children
early and often. The American Academy
of Pediatrics says that children begin
to indicate a positive association with
alcohol by the age of 9 and, that by 8th
grade, 25% of children have begun to
experiment with alcohol. Set clear goals
and expectations for your children.
Invite their feedback and take every
opportunity to reinforce expectations
and reiterate concerns. It’s okay if you
follow all the rules and conversation is
still uncomfortable. If your children are
going to be uncomfortable, they may as
well be uncomfortable in a safe place
with people who love them.
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more resources
The Robert Crown Center for Health
Education offers parent and youth
programs and has online tools to
assist you in communicating positively
with children on the topic of
substance abuse.
Visit robertcrown.org or call for
information about programs
630-325-1900.

The Partnership for Drug-Free Kids has a
helpful parent talk tool kit available at:
drugfree.org/the-parent-toolkit/
The Illinois Liquor Control Commission
website has a section for helping parents
discuss drinking with their children at:
illinois.gov/ilcc/Education/Pages/Parental
-Responsibility/Talk-To-Your-Kids.aspx
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Association have a useful family
guide at:
www.samhsa.gov/underage-drinking
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This parent resource was
supported by the DuPage
Prevention Leadership Team
(PLT). The DuPage PLT is
a community-wide coalition
working together to reduce
substance abuse and increase
mental health among
DuPage County youth. The
PLT mission is to bring
together a collaboration of
leaders that strategically
assess and advocate for
the use of best practices to
reduce risk behaviors of youth
leading to substance use,
abuse and addiction. For more
information about DuPage
County and the DuPage
County PLT, visit:
www.dupageplt.org.

14

The Robert Crown Center is the largest provider of health education
for school-age children and young adults (Grades Pre K - 12) in the
Chicago metropolitan area. Each year we reach approximately 90,000
students from over 600 schools in eight counties in the Chicago
metropolitan area. Professional health educators teach a full spectrum
of wellness programs that meet community needs, state learning
objectives and national health priorities. Scientifically-accurate,
age-appropriate programs are offered in three topic areas:
• Family Life (puberty, reproduction and teen sexual health)
• Substance Abuse Prevention (abuse of alcohol, tobacco, drugs)
• General Health (nutrition, body systems)
In addition to providing these core programs, RCC has a strong history
of working with community partners to respond to emerging health
issues. In recent years, programs have been developed for the special
needs community, the non-English speaking population and to address
the growing heroin epidemic. These innovative, interactive programs
are proven to increase social-emotional skill building and scientific
understanding of the sort of risk-taking behavior that can negatively
impact health. Research shows that students are better prepared to
make healthy choices after receiving these prevention programs.

