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Should You Spy on Your Teen?

1. Should You Spy on Your Teen?

Many parents knew their

£ AN As former chairman of
© € " @ the Tllinois chapter of Mothers
Against Drunk Drivmg,(Ruth Ann)ls well aware of the
dangerous combination of teens, alcohol and cars. All

the boys are now in their 20s, and “we’re proud of
them,” she says.

The Lipics are not alone. In recent years many
parents have thought they had to engage in espionage to
keep tabs on their kids. The reaeaﬁ?({I;'are‘ntal Smuety
is clear. A 1999 report by the Institute for Social Research
at the University of Michigan showed that about 62
percent of high school seniors reported having gotten
drunk. The report also reported that about 42 percent
had used drugs in the last year.

Another survey shows that roughly 50 percent of
high school girls and boys have engaged in the sexual
mter_gourse Add to this the trouble found via Internet
sex merchants and chatroom stalkers. 7&:@. LN
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What isn’t as clear is the progriety of parents’
spying on their children. Is it right to read children’s
diaries, search their rooms, tail them to hangouts?
Conscientious parents can be found on both sides of
the issue.

One camp believe that protection of a teen
outweigys_tlge right to privacy. Yvonne Webster, a
mother of four boys aged 11 to 24, worried when she
heard. rumors that gangs were
infiltrating the local high school. “I got
very nervous,” she said. Fearing her two
older sons were not telling her all she
needed to know, she talked with their
friends to find out what was going on at
the school. “They were getting into
shouting matches with students,” she
said of her sons. “But that was it.”

She also searched the boy’s rooms and went
through their pockets, but she never found any evidence
of a problem.

To her, spying was justified, though she has not
seen a need to do it with her younger sons. “Kids are
Erecious. and we all need to be respectful of them,”
‘Webster said. “But when they enter high school and we
see the problems they could be influenced by, we have
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to find ways to protect them. If spying is the route we
have to take, I would do it.”

She has plenty of company. The owner of The Spy
Shop inc., on Chicago’s Near North Side estimates that
20 percent of his business in video-monitoring
equipment is for families, including parents spying on
their latchkey children. Home-drug-testing is another
market that’s growing steadily. Bill Minot, marketing
director for drug-test manufacturer Psychemedics Corp,
said his company began bff_e}l;g the kits for home use
several years ago at the behest of parents. The kits
required a w.f hair to be sent to the company for
analysis; results are available in about a week.

But espionage can be dangerous to parent child
relationship, cautions Fran Stott, dean of academic
programs at a graduate school in Chlld deve]c;[;ent
“Spying is adversarial”, she explained , and might

_unde e any foundation of mutual trust a parent needs
to blild with a teenager.

“As parents, we are very anxious not to let children
make mistakes, and our anxiety only causes more
problems than it solves,” Scott said. “That is not to say
there aren’t times when teenagers show signs we need
to take very seriously—evidence of drug use, an eating
disorder or a drinking problem. It is our job as parents




EBHXEA

to sort it out. I personal]y would try to do it in a more
straight-forward way.” T

Severe ﬁsgress w;ll mamfest itself in ways that
don’ trequlrc spying, gﬁe said, such as drastlc))changes
in mogds and grades or associations w1ﬁw frichds.
Loving but firm confr%ntatxon is a better approach than
spying, said Scott. ;\nd if parents see evidence of seyer
trouble, she added, “Seeking professional heTp.xQour
goal is not to vent your own anger; your goal is to help
your child.” -

Teens tend to agree with Scott, “There are things
teenagers need to experience on their own,” said
Brittany Cable, 17. “It helps you M_gg‘re faster.” She
added of her parents, “If they needto Tind something
out, they should just ask me and I'll let them know.”

Even Minot suggests avoiding the es@rla_‘ge
approach when using the home drug tests. “We
recommend that you talk with your child and show him
the de.\:i—c—é so it becomes a deterrent,” he said. “Get one
and leave it on the shelf.”

As the mother of five, aged 14 to 20, Carolyn
Sehmer has engaged more in soft spying, such as
straining to listen to listen to phone calls, until she in
sure all is well. But her best method, she says, is

volunteerig at her children's school, where she picks
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up good information on the entire teen culture.

Barbara Cavanagh, whose seven children range

from five to 24, agrees that many kids do not talk openly,
but she is uncomfortable with the idea of spying.
Instead, her approach is to limit the opportunities for
wrong-doing. “Loving doesn’t mean I don’t respect their
privacy. But thing like sleepgvers in high school—no
way. I just said no.”

A child’s safety should outweigh any qualms about
espionage, according to social worker Dave Clinton,
who works at an ‘?ﬁlt!g;natlve school for d_3§t_ungi_
children. But this apples only if parents have Iegltlmate \<\ S
reasons to be concerned. ’B

“You wonder what is in that dresser, in that diary,”

Clinton said. “It is not a good idea to invade that space.

That’s off limits unless there is some clear provo%% R
Then I'm not sgooa%;g, I'm worried. Kids can
understand reasons, lﬂ) not snooping.”

That sentiment echoes the views of
Laura Schlessinger, a radio adviser. “Parents
are to respect their children’s nest and ‘stuff’,”
she says. “However, when a parent has reason
to believe that there might be a problem—sex,
drugs, criminality, for example—it is their

obligation to use whatever means necessary

F 5
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to help and protect their child. Children who are ‘off
track’ don’t generally talk openly to their parents—out
of guilt, shame, emotional problems, foolishness, etc.”

As the Lipics see it, children aren’t born deserving
trust; they earn it. They spied on their sons “so they could
develop some credibility with us,” Robert Lipic explains.
“Then we felt very comfortable.” Once the boys proved
worthy of trust, they received it.

But many of those sensitive to the subject of family
espionage, even those who resorted to spying, urged
this bottom-line caution: be careful, these are your
children.
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