Transitions can be challenging.
You may remember the day you took your child to kindergarten.  It was a big transition for you and for your child.  You may have been excited at the prospect of having a half of a day in which your child was elsewhere.  Or you may have been apprehensive about his ability to make new friends, sit on the rug and engage in activities, or maybe just about his ability to access the bathroom in time in this new environment.  You may have been concerned that this kindergarten class was not the right one on your child’s way to Harvard.  
For all of you here tonight, whether your child is a freshman or a senior, the transition to high school was relatively recent.  It is a big step for the students and for you, their parents.  I’ve heard and witnessed some of the same transitional stress for the students and the parents as experienced back in the kindergarten days.  Now, however, the questions about preparation for the future become even more high-stakes, although at the time, the kindergarten-stress felt so high-stakes, perhaps no one could have convinced you that your child would acclimate, learn, grow, and make independent decisions just fine.  
Some of your anxieties may now be about what kind of friends your child will make, if he or she will engage in any activities that do not involve a cell phone or an IPOD, and still the nagging question about finding a bathroom in time, given the size and unfamiliarity of our campus.
We are now in week four of the first, second, third, or fourth year of your child’s high school experience, so by now, some of the questions you had about acclimating to high school have been resolved.  Even more of the questions new students had about the high school are no longer questions at all.  The initial transition happened, and everyone…is…okay.  Some of your concerns will continue to cause worry, and when you address those, you can be sure that new ones will take their place.  It comes with the parental territory.
Let me tell you that just like the transition to kindergarten before, and so similar to the momentous transition to college life that will come soon, teen transitions are a big deal – for the kids and for their parents.  Throughout life, we experience about seven major transitions after the teen years, according to researchers.  For tonight, we’re going to focus on teen transitions with the hope that those transitions are not happening in conjunction with the same transitions for you parents.

The book Don’t Waste Your Talent, by McDonald and Hutcheson, confirms that the teen years contain some of the most important life transition stages.  These transitions can cause stress for the teens as they search for a new balance in their lives.  Any transition has three stages that can last up to three years.
First, we all live within systems, like the family system, complete with its own rules and expectations.  Teenagers begin to separate the system from their true selves, sometimes leading to rebellion and conflict.  To know which of the family’s systems the teen wants to adapt, they have to test them.

The second stage of transitioning, stress, is caused by the separation of the system and the true self.  This is often an obvious stage as it is characterized by a lot of short-term and reactive thinking, outer-directed priorities (like status symbols and material goods) and a relentless flurry of movement.  (This may sound familiar.)
Maturity and integration of the system and the true self brings the third stage of transition or balance.  Balance brings a long-term focus, meaning, and inner-direction.  It comes through experiences that are authentic and meaningful, and there are things we can do to support our teen students as they move toward achieving balance.
In this shift toward balance, the organization Students Against Drunk Drivers (SADD) offers three tips for dealing with teen transitions.  First, identify important teen transitions.  These can be one-time events like the first date or first driver’s license, or more gradual, physical, social, and emotional changes.  Figuring out which transitions are most important to your teen is critical, because they differ from one person to another.  Here are some things you can do:

· Tune in to the things that seem important in his daily life

· Notice how she spends her days so you can perceive changes

· Ask how he feels about different transitions

· Note how he talks about transitions with friends  

· Talk about important transitions in your own adolescence

· Watch for different emotions surrounding change
So, now that you have identified the transitions, the next step is to communicate about and recognize or celebrate important life events.  Doing that is a way to let kids know they are loved, cared about, and heard.  Teens want that validation from you, even if they won’t show it.
· Talk regularly and casually (avoid THE BIG TALK – kids hate it) about transitions you see your child tackling

· Recognize these transitions through small acknowledgements, privileges, words, or deeds

· Celebrate, even with something as simple as special time alone together

The third tip from SADD is to encourage your teen to explore healthy growth opportunities.
· Point her toward structured activities where recognition and appreciation are built in

· Identify extracurricular opportunities that will promote development through building skills or contributions to others.

Researchers at the University of Illinois studied why some teens get more out of youth activities.  According to their study, engagement and amount of time spent in an activity may be more important to a teen’s development than which activity he chooses.  
Peers may be important in introducing a teen to a new activity, but high school-age kids are looking for activities that fit their interests and give them opportunities for recognition and responsibility for what happens.  This may sound familiar, as it is common for us to talk with SPHS students and parents about increasing “self-efficacy” or the belief that if they put the effort in, they will affect an outcome that they intended. 
Parents may be very aware of their child’s interests and abilities and may point out the activities that their teen might find appealing, but as their teen transitions to high school, a parent’s main role is offering support, perhaps in helping the student get to practices, games, concerts, or whatever her activity may be.

The University of Illinois study also found that “teens’ opportunities are broadened if adult leaders are able to inspire kids and are confident in handing teens the reins.”  At SPHS, we position ourselves as facilitators.  If students can dream it, we try to help them make it happen (whatever it is) within a system of support and with a real worldview.  The people we introduced tonight and the people who will soon be introduced are just some of the folks who, together with you, the parents, are offering a safe place for the students of SPHS to learn and grow and achieve balance. 
Think back again about ten years ago to that transition to kindergarten.   You slipped your little five-year old’s hand into the teacher’s hand as your eyes filled up, and she assured you that your child would have a great year.  Tonight, at South Pasadena High School, I want to reaffirm our commitment to your children and to working together with you, as partners, as your teens transition into, through, and beyond their high school years.  We thank you for showing your support for your children and for our school by being here tonight.

