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Topic:  Teenage “NO!” means a host of things





Ideas: Just as in toddlers, “NO” has a special appeal to adolescents.  Our jobs are more complex because of our need to go around the negatives, often by getting to its meaning.  Sometimes it requires asking another questions and/or trying again later.
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Discussion: “No” sets a divide between an adolescent and me.  It establishes that s/he is in control of his actions, her future, their lives; not me, not their past, not feelings, nothing.  It isn’t necessarily insightful, and it often isn’t absolute.  It does mark each youngster as a separate person.  They can say what happens to them even if only through resistance and maybe only right this moment. “NO!” (Now that we have that established, tell me more.)





When asked if they want another family, teens often, young teens usually, say no.  The meaning of that “no” is what we have to discern.  Does it mean, “adoption is for babies”?  Does it mean, “I have been so hurt by my birth family that I never want to put myself at that risk again”?  Does it mean, “I don’t know" and the safest answer is resistance?  Does it mean that “I’m tired of being powerless over my life, but I can say no to this.”?  Does it mean, “I’m afraid” (for any number of reasons)? What does it mean?  That’s our challenge as helping professionals.  We need to listen carefully and respond to both the word and the meaning.  “No” is, after all, only right now.  





That listening process requires that we interpret and, frankly, guess.  Respecting “No” requires accepting that what an adolescent heard he/she finds unacceptable at least for the moment.  The workers’ task is to find out what will be acceptable at this moment.  What is negotiable? What is the half step toward the goal of a permanent alternative family?  First make it to the adolescents in our care that we want what’s best for them and so we cannot accept “No” as a permanent answer. But we can talk and we must listen.





What Do You Think?
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