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Challenging Years! was originally published by Surrey County Council under the title Living
with Teenagers, and covers the fundamental issues of building confidence, communication
and cooperation - and avoiding conflict, where possible.

It was initially run as an introductory course for the parents of young adolescents (school
years 7-9, young people aged 11-14) and takes the form of an interactive, experiential
workshop. Some elements of the course were incorporated, with the authors’ permission, in
the STOP training materials produced by the Essex Mental Health Partnership for working
with offenders' parents. The present course has been adapted for a wider audience, to
include adoptive parents, foster carers and care-workers, giving all those living with
teenagers the opportunity to share their feelings and experiences and to develop their skills

Most courses focus on the needs and feelings of young people and the problems teenagers
may encounter. This course focuses also on the needs and feelings of parents and carers and
how these impact on the way they manage the child’s transition from childhood to
adolescence with its inevitable ups and downs. People’s complex feelings about their own
and their children’s adolescence have a profound effect on the extent to which they are able
to provide a warm and nurturing relationship in which problems can be resolved without
undue conflict. This course encourages adults to re-appraise their relationship with their
children as they move into secondary school, face new challenges and grow towards
independence.

Points relating specifically to foster carers have been highlighted for emphasis

The course is scripted to support the first-time user but allows flexibility for the more experienced
leader. The four-session format was designed to take into account the heavy demands on people’s
time.

The course materials comprise a leader's manual and a parent workbook, which is an integral
part of the course. The workbook includes worksheets and is a reminder of issues raised
during the course. There is space to add personal notes. The course involves very little
reading and has been used successfully with people from a wide range of backgrounds
including those with low literacy levels.

Leaders

The success of all courses depends heavily on the skills and empathy of the leader. This course
is no exception.

To be most effective, the course needs to be run by someone skilled in facilitation and
experienced in working with adult groups. Leaders also need to have a sound
understanding of teenagers, their lifestyle and the pressures on them, as well as an
understanding of the complex feelings of parents as their children move towards adulthood

Ideally two leaders would run the course jointly, at least for the first time, taking turns to
lead or support alternate exercises or sessions. The benefits are that at all times there is
someone responsible for:

« time-keeping

« regulating the ‘fair share’ time rule (see Session One, where group rules are agreed)

« writing up responses on the flipchart
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« debriefing with the co-leader after each session.

while the leader concentrates on leading the group and managing the course content

It is better not to use teachers as leaders in their own schools to avoid parents’ concerns
about their own and their children’s privacy.

Participants

The course runs best with a group of between 8 and 16 people. Whenever possible, both
partners should be encouraged to attend. People who attend the first session on their own
can be encouraged to bring their partners to the remaining sessions.

Occasionally it becomes apparent that one person has needs that are greater than can be
met within a short workshop setting. This person may be particularly distressed or may
monopolise discussion time. It is important for the emotional well-being of the whole group
that this is addressed. The group itself may be able to support the individual sufficiently to
continue but it may be necessary to direct the person to more appropriate sources of help.

If this person chooses to leave the group it is important for the leader to make contact at the
earliest opportunity to check on their welfare.

Venue

The course can be run in a wide range of venues, but the venue chosen needs to take
account of participants’ feelings and their need for confidentiality. School premises provide
particular advantages, as they will be familiar and local to the majority of parentsfcarers and
serve as an ideal recruiting base. A school setting also signals the ‘normality’ of the invitation
to attend.

The provision of refreshments at the start of each session helps to make people feel at ease

Timing

The course comprises four 2-hour sessions held at weekly intervals. It has traditionally been
held in the early evening to enable working parents to attend but this is entirely dependent
on local needs

Recruitment

Advertising with posters is a good starting point, but anyone who has worked with parents
will be aware that recruiting can be a problem. Experience proves that word-of-mouth is by
far the most powerful method of recruitment, but nevertheless some additional advertising
may still be needed. In setting up a course for the first time, asking each recruit to bring
along two friends may enable you to get a new group underway more quickly.

When setting up school-based courses, experience shows that it is worth engaging parents
early in their association with the school. There is likely to be greater uptake if the course is
established as an integral part of the school's induction programme for parents and run at
the beginning of every school year. Induction days for Year 7 parents provide an ideal
opportunity for advertising

Where possible, the provision of child-care or young people’s activities may remove obstacles
to attendance.
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advertising material:

really good and informative course that will benefit more parents,
)t only with teenagers but also younger children.”

‘It really does work and I've only been doing it for 2 weeks."

* ‘Praising and thanking was especially well responded to.’ —

® ‘Try it - it's good (the praising and thanking).”

* 'l sent letters, faxes and made phone calls (about the course) to my
friend in Australia.”

“It's put right the way my parents did theirs (parenting).”

‘It's made me a lot calmer.”

‘It's opened my eyes - | now think before | jump in further.’

.

‘I go to work on Wednesdays (the day after the course) and the rest of
them want to know what new stuff I've done.”

‘Listening to everyone’s problems and basic guideline how to get over
these things.”

‘I think more now; | don't dictate, I listen more to what he wants.”

‘Talking about things not laying down the law.”

‘I would recommend the course to other parents, especially dads.”

‘I found this course extremely encouraging, | wouldn't hesitate to attend
another one, as well as passing on tips to my family and fr/end
g
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A workbook for course participants is included in the plastic wallet in this training pack. it
has been designed for you to photocopy. If you prefer, you can print out colour copies from
the CD. The files on the CD are in PDF format which does not allow you to make any changes
to the content of the workbook. To view and print this document you will need to have the
latest version of Adobe Acrobat which is available to download from www.adobe.com

We suggest you provide participants with the complete workbook at the start of the course,
rather than give out separate sheets in each session. If possible, arrange for the workbook to
be bound rather than stapled in the corner - it looks more professional and reinforces the
message that you are taking the participants seriously. If funds allow, consider arranging for
a copy shop to print from the CD and bind the workbook as a folded booklet .

The writing on the CD makes it clear that you have the publisher’s permission to print copies.




