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Subject: Adolescent boys

Adolescent boys are very much like puppies— scrappy, roll-around-on-the-floor puppies. While watching a team of boys following a sporting event knock each other over, hug/wrestle on the ground in piles, and give each other head "nugies", I became convinced of their similarity to a litter of puppies. This is not a disparaging analogy; in fact, adolescent boys are quite lovable. Their unfortunate reputation which suggests the opposite is mistaken. Recently, a national news magazine published a cover story in defense of teenage girls. Now, I want to defend our much maligned boys.

Admittedly, boys make messes and don't always smell good, but basically, they're warm, fun-loving, and eager to please. Notoriously hard on socks and even shoes, boys will quickly learn to treat objects and people with respect if they are treated with respect and patience. Puppies and boys sometimes keep us up at night and growl when they feel that their space is being invaded until we demonstrate that we're dependable and trustworthy.

Everyone appears to acknowledge that puppies badly treated or ignored will become mean or cower timidly and fail to bond. Similarly, boys who are struck, ridiculed, or verbally abused will sometimes retaliate with oppositional, defiant behavior or will withdraw into hostile silence. A negative behavioral pattern can be established that remains through adulthood for both boys and puppies.
This comparison is not meant to be critical of teenage boys; rather, it is meant to offer a working metaphor to cope with what otherwise might deteriorate into an adversarial relationship. Sadly, parents and other adults sometimes experience the adolescent stage as a time to pull back, reduce physical affection, and, frustrated, yell or criticize when faced with inappropriate behavior. Recall instead the absolute pleasure when a puppy circles and then plops down beside us on a sofa. Remember to scratch the tops of their heads, give plenty of attention and affection, include them in family outings, and be patient with "mistakes", while setting clear, consistent, and reasonable boundaries.

It is important to understand this breed and know that sometimes they take risks and need to explore the world. There will be times when they insist on unproductive pursuits like chasing their own tails. Yet with lots of love, boys, like puppies, are absolutely the very best friends and an endless source of joy.

Linda Van Fossen is the Executive Director of the Counseling Centers for Human Development in Cranford, NJ. The center has satellite offices in Monmouth and Ocean counties.
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Subject: TO BULLY OR NOT TO BULLY
According to national research presented by FBI agent, Bill Tonkin, on the Union County Committee Against Hate Forum on Bullying last week, 160,000 students stay home from school every day to avoid being bullied. The same research also reveals that 60% of middle school students disclose being victims of bullying while teachers believe only 20% of students are bullied. Although the incidents of lethal school violence are relatively low, there has been a correlation between previous school shootings and bullying. The target became the bully. Even if the student's rage does not escalate into violence, the victims frequently suffer long-term, serious emotional damage.

Adolescence is a time of intense emotions often fueled by a desperate need for acceptance and peer approval. All too often, that acceptance is dependent on arbitrary standards established by "popular" kids for whom looks, athletic prowess, apparel are paramount. To be victimized or ridiculed is excruciatingly humiliating.

Gay is a negative epitaph to label anything from shoes to a haircut as unacceptable. "Fag" would be the taunt to possibly identify a homosexual or to embarrass a "not cool" kid. Many adolescent boys are homophobic especially because their own budding sexual identity is still fragile. And again, teenagers frequently have trouble tolerating anything that deviates even slightly from the norm.  The young boy in Hillsborough who was beaten and harassed by other students will hurt long after his nose has completely healed.

Suicide is one of the top causes of death for teenagers. Gay teens' suicide even more frequently, apparently, unable to cope with their own doubts and the scorn of their peers.
As parents and educators, we need to forge a strong alliance with each other and our children to eliminate bullying. Suspension is not a cure. Bullying is not a rite of passage and it does not build character. Bullying hurts; kids feel sad and suffer feelings of worthlessness. And when they grow up, they poignantly recall the taunts, the ridicule and the pain.
Linda Van Fossen is the Executive Director of the Counseling Centers for Human Development in Cranford, NJ. The center has satellite offices in Monmouth and Ocean counties.
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