
Speech to Parents at the Town Hall Meeting                                              10/27/11

This high school has lots of teams - and with Jackʼs permission I am adding another one 
- a new, cool team for parents. Itʼs a team to keep our kids safe. We need to tackle the 
issues of underage drinking before something irreversible happens. My inspiration in 
being part of this Alliance is that as parents we get the extraordinary chance to be 
proactive. This town knows how to come together really well in a tragedy. Now we get to 
prevent one. I donʼt want any parent to lose a child from a mistake with alcohol. That 
would be the worst. 

By the way, for those who donʼt know me, I am Lisa Paterson. I have two masters in 
counseling psychology (from Columbia University) and a background as a seasoned 
counselor and educator. I have continuously researched issues with children - and I am 
about to launch my new career with teens this winter. But my most important role is that 
of being the only parent to two teenagers.

All of us are on an amazing journey - raising teenagers. Thereʼs a lot of good stuff going 
on, but weʼre up against this climate of what we hear is out of control and the perception 
that underage drinking is a “rite of passage”. We may have different views, ideas and 
styles - thatʼs ok. But I think we all want similar outcomes - for our children to arrive at 
adulthood as self-sufficient, responsible, mature adults. To travel there on the safest 
route by making the best choices. Alcohol can greatly interfere with that. We need to 
join together and find the strategies and solutions, and we need to find them fast. 

But to get to the solutions we need to understand the problem. We have to know why a 
teen would pick up a drink. First, we have to remember that teens are not as mature as 
we are. They search for immediate gratification. They donʼt realize that actions have 
consequences. They are impulsive. When all that mixes with opportunity and peer 
pressure - things happen. And we need to understand what is going on inside the teen. 
Their emotions are in constant fluctuation. Theyʼre struggling with being dependent on 
us parents while having a strong desire to be independent. Theyʼre trying to fit in. 
Theyʼre bewildered by the emotional and physical changes they are going through. Itʼs 
not just the hormones, itʼs the pressures too. There doesn't have to be any major family 
event to be going on to cause unrest - teen angst is enough. They have to host all of 
these new emotions that are just so enormous for them to carry everyday.  All of it can 
be so overwhelming for them to handle.

Why then would a teen drink?  Because it feels good.  And since it feels good they get 
to feel something else. Something other than all those unsettling feelings described by 
angst. So when a group of teenagers are roaming around with “nothing” to do and those 
emotions are swirling around them, it becomes so attractive and easy to respond to an 
empty basement, the woods, wherever. The vodka and beer quickly and easily take 
them out of those feelings. They get to escape those feelings. Hooking up with alcohol 
is not a good companion for the developing brain or those feelings. Those feelings must 
be wrestled with and felt. The drink is not the problem, itʼs what leads the teen to take 



the drink.  Let me repeat that: The drink is not the problem, itʼs what leads the teen to 
take the drink. 

So the solution is right here in the hands of each and every parent in this room and in 
the hands of each and every parent in this town. Itʼs in helping them to mature safely. 
Itʼs in the daily dialogue that we need to have with our children. Its in allowing our 
children to tell us how they feel. Not just what they think - thatʼs different. But in telling 
us what and how they feel:

- How did it feel to miss the goal?
- How did it feel to study hard but not get the grade you wanted?
- How did it feel to get excluded?
- How does it feel to leave home and go off to college?
- How did it feel when your back pack fell and everyone stared?
- How does it feel when…...the questions go on…..?

The more chances they have to talk things out, the less they will need to act things out. 
We parents are the solution. 

I am asking every parent on this team to be and remain vigilant. We can and need to 
give our kids great activities, but some will still show up under the influence, unless we 
show up. The solution is in our hands. We need to create rules, routines, limits and 
boundaries. We need to be involved, present, available, know where our kids are, who 
theyʼre with, to show up unexpectedly, get to know each other, be home when their 
friends are over and not be afraid to go into the basement - itʼs our house!  “To be truly 
annoying in the lives of our teenagers” will be one of the team mottos :)….. This is the 
process of parenting. This is what we signed up for.  It is such a critical time and it is 
crucial to be present and begin to create the opportunity to hear them, see them, 
dialogue with them, and begin to understand what it is like to be in the sneakers of a 
fourteen year old or the boots of a seventeen year old. Kids need what we all want, and 
that is the human experience: to be seen, to be heard, to be recognized, and to be 
understood by someone else. What a gift to be able to do that for our children.

Itʼs really challenging to parent teens and we all need help staying the course. Itʼs very 
easy to fall off the course and feel frustrated, annoyed and alone. We need to reach out 
to each other, support each other, communicate with each other and encourage each 
other. This team - you donʼt have to try out, there are no cuts. You just have to step up 
to the plate and stay on it. We can show our kids to have fun without alcohol - thatʼs the 
new “right of passage”. The panel will now start and enlighten us on whatʼs happening 
and give us more ideas for strategies and answer some questions. 

One more thing - I want to share something with you all. I have become the most 
annoying parent in Ridgewood. I admit it. My fourteen year old twins will tell you that I 
am annoying on a daily basis…..and it feels pretty good.    


