
 
Speak Up! Discussion Summary 
 
Session 1 – January 7, 2018 
 
The mission of Speak Up! is to get youth, parents and educators talking openly about the 
toughest things, but specifically what kids want to talk about. When it’s driven by them, they are 
much more receptive to the conversation and able to participate in a different kind of way. 
 
Speak Up! is in 41 schools in the area – suburban, urban, public, private, middle and high 
schools. Quick snapshot of program: we partner with schools, they create a leadership team of 30 
to 110 kids depending on the size of the school. Start by saying to them, “What do you want to 
talk to the adults in your lives about that’s hard to talk about?” We spend a few hours, dive deep, 
pick the topics, and invite parents and educators to an evening event that they are the leaders of. 
They are the MCs, they’ve practiced talking about hard things with their peers and with us, so 
they play a lead role in the rooms. At the beginning of the events, we have an opening session 
where we talk about some important messaging about speaking up, then we go into the breakout 
sessions, where we put youth, educators and parents in the rooms together, but no one from the 
same family, because we find that you can gain perspective by listening to other people’s parents 
and kids that you can use in communicating with your own child.  
 
We’re less about information and more about insight. There’s lots of information out there, but 
when you can get the insight from the young people about how they think about things and about 
what they are struggling with it really helps. 
 
Key messaging: 
1. Everyone struggles with something at some point. The more we can normalize that for the 

kids, the easier it is for them to admit how they’re feeling. The more comfortable we can be 
talking as families about these issues, the better off we are. 

2. You can’t always see when kids are struggling. That’s why it’s so important for them to 
learn to speak up. Sometimes the kids who seem to be doing the best are struggling the most, 
because one coping strategy to try to feel better is to try to accomplish their way out of feeling 
bad. 

3. It’s not really about whether you have a great relationship with your kids, what we hear from 
the kids is that they’re not talking to the adults in their lives because their parents are stressed 
and they don’t want to burden them, and they hate to disappoint us, so they try to protect us 
from bad news. 

 
There is absolutely enough expertise, experience, support and resources within our communities 
to deal with any problem, but we run into trouble identifying our problems and finding the 
solutions and support that we need. So Speak Up! has been helping people for the past 17 years 
discover that our issues, questions and problems are not so different from each others’, and the 
sooner you learn to talk about them, the sooner you can find solutions. And whenever you get 
through something, it feels great to help others get through something similar, bringing 
additional meaning to your experience. 
 



Speak Up! holds many sessions a year listening you young people express what it is that we can 
do that will make them want to talk to us, because there are specific skills and networks of 
support that can help us as parents and educators. 
 
Figure out the best time to talk to each child. Different times work for different kids. Morning, 
car rides, evening, bedtime, etc. Ask them? Usually through trial and error. Read cues. 
 
Provide advance notice for when you will have important conversations. Prepare them.  
Help them know that it’s less about their character or rules and regulations, and more about “hey, 
it’s my job to get you to adulthood safely, so we’re going to have this important conversation.” 
Take a long term view – our goal is to raise healthy 35-year-olds. 
We don’t have a few big, important conversations, like “the talk.” We have thousands of 
conversations. We’re like a GPS system. Our kids are in the driver’s seat and we’re trying to 
help them navigate, make decisions when we can’t be with them. We are navigating together, 
and it may not go perfectly, but we will get there together. Don’t be afraid – fear makes us 
overreact, behave way too intensely. Bring down the fear level. 
 
Don’t overreact. Some kids say they can’t tell their parents things because they will overreact. 
Keeping calm is a very important skill. It’s okay to ask if you can have a conversation after you 
have been able to calm down. If you have overreacted in the past, acknowledge that, and say you 
will work on earning back their willingness to talk by being calm and listening better.  
 
Also try increase the number of positive/neutral interactions with our kids, rather than most 
being instructive, critical, badgering. 
 
What reduces stress? Kids say “family dinners” (but ONLY if short and we don’t talk about 
school). Also, if you do something to make my life easier. Not asking about why I’m stressed or 
what you can do, but just little things to make my life a little easier, like bringing me ice cream 
or washing my uniform. Message: “I see that you’re stressed and I’m here to help.” It’s okay if 
they don’t yet have the skills at 15 that they need to have when they’re 35. It’s not always about 
character. 
 
Don’t think character, think coping. They probably have good character, but sometimes they 
don’t show the best coping skills. We need to stay calm and help them problem solve. Remember 
that kids are problem solvers and not problems to be solved. They need to give us their context to 
help us help them solve their problems more effectively. 
 
Session 2 – January 14, 2018 
 
Speak Up mnemonic: 
 
Suspend judgment in conversations with young people. Think less about character and more 

about skills. We should coach rather than instruct. 
Prioritize what’s on their minds. 
Experts in the own lives. They may not have no wisdom about the world but they know 

everything about what it’s like to be them, even if they don’t have the words to describe it. 



We have to learn to tap into that expertise in order to help them. Need to get on a level 
playing field, and it changes everything. 

Ask them how we can help. 
K – Calm. One of the most often stated wishes among kids is that parents would be calm. It 

would be so much easier to talk to them. 
Unconditional warmth, love and care. “I just wish I knew that my parents would love me no 

matter what.” 
Perfection is not necessary. It is also not possible. Kids don’t need perfect parents to have a great 

life. 
 
How do we have conversations where we are equal in the content, finding out what’s on their 

minds, yet not being equal in the decision-making? They do not get to help decide about 
drinking, drugs, sex, etc. 

The strictest parents have the sneakiest kids. But you don’t want to be their friends. 
It would be a lot easier if we could lecture and instruct them into positive behavior. 
When parents don’t parent their kids, the other kids need to act as their parents, which they don’t 

want to do. 
 
Risks of just instructing: 
1. They lie to us. 
2. They do all they’re supposed to, then go to college and go off the rails because they haven’t 

developed the skills to make the right decisions. 
3. They’re not going to come to you when they need help. They don’t want to tell you when they 

haven’t stayed on the prescribed path. 
 
Find your place on the continuum with them, between strict and permissive, and you do that 

through conversation. 
 
How do we help guide them in making better decisions along the way? 
It’s hundreds of conversations, day-to-day interactions. 
The very most protective thing in a child’s life that increases all the positives and reduces all the 

negatives is a positive relationship with a caring adult. 
Can’t just be guided entirely by other adolescents, without an adult to help process it. 
 
They have to actually believe you, through your words and actions, that you will still love them 

and accept them if they mess up. It’s so many little messages along the way. 
 
One child said his parents told him he didn’t have to have perfect grades, but the grade portal for 

their school was their home screen. That action speaks for itself. 
 
“Here’s what we hope for you – our goal is for you to share our values and that we can guide you 

with the wisdom that comes from our experience.” 
But we know that adolescents can’t really take in that guidance and wisdom when we’re just 

telling it to them. It goes much better when we let them lead the conversation. 
 
“I’m not saying anything goes. I’m saying you can bring me anything and we can problem-solve 

through it together.”  



View your kids as problem-solvers, not problems to be solved. 
Engage them in the conversation, “Here’s my concern as a parent, help me understand your 

perspective. What’s it like as a teenager right now dealing with this (peer pressure, drugs, 
alcohol, whatever). These are my fears. How do we navigate through this?” 

 
Many kids with the most strict, militant, inflexible parents are doing the worst things. 
 
If you need to have an important, potentially emotionally-charged conversation, you can 

schedule it ahead of time so all are prepared and ready for it. Ask them to be a part of the 
conversation planning. 

 
Sometimes it’s like a non-walker becoming a walker – it happens so suddenly, you have to 

change your style and conversation quickly. From staying at home to going to parties; no 
boyfriend to serious boyfriend. Share concerns, experiences, guidance. 

 
How much to share about what WE did?  
We shouldn’t share all the details, which can be damaging, but share what we learned. 
But release them from the expectation or need to be perfect by helping them know you were not 

and are not perfect. 
Perfection isn’t possible, but seeking excellence is. I seek excellence for myself and our family. 
 
When kids were young, they found comfort in our knowing everything. As they get older, they 

can still feel safe with us even when they realize we don’t know everything, because they can 
count on us to find information and resources, we know how to talk about hard things and 
coach them through. 

 
Ask “how do I create stress in your life?” 
One child’s answer: “You made it look so easy. Everything worked well for you and you didn’t 

have failures or setbacks. I wonder why I’m struggling.” 
Some kids: “I’m so intimidated by my parents.” 
Sometimes we try to build ourselves up in front of our kids, but we can help reduce their stress 

by sharing our challenges, mistakes, disappointments. They do compare themselves to us, and 
many think it was easy to get into college, get jobs, find spouses, etc. 

 
Also share information about family history of mental health and addictions. It is very important 

and changes the game for them. It should be as normal as sharing medical histories about 
disease. 

 
When kids compare themselves to each other, help them find their place, their roles, their 

strengths. A wide variety of important strengths needed in the world. 
They are constantly comparing themselves. 
There are many roads to the same place, and there are many places. 
 
Overall themes to take away: 
Kids say, “We want to be heard before we are helped.” Sometimes they just want to vent. Ask, 

“How can I be helpful?” 



“If you want to help me with my stress, just do some little things to help me” – notice I’m having 
a hard day, bring me some ice cream, wash my uniform, etc. 

“You know when we mess up, you know we already feel bad, right?” So don’t begin the 
conversation making them feel bad about what happened. 

Kids admit that they’re constantly comparing themselves to other people, and they feel like 
they’re not good enough all the time. 

“Junior year is so hard – all of the sudden, I’m in direct, fierce competition with my best 
friends.” 

They are experts in their problems, and we have the wisdom to address them, so if we take the 
time and have the conversations to define the problem, we can go a long way. Marry what 
they know, their context, with our wisdom that comes from experience. Often, we’re giving 
the wisdom without understanding the problem, and we don’t do quite as well. We often think 
we know, but we really don’t. 

Just ask: “How can I be helpful?” It gets them thinking. 
“It’s okay to talk about what’s on your mind.” 
If they’re not talking, it’s okay to ask. If they always say, “I’m okay.” Ask them, “How would I 

know if you weren’t?” 
 
Just let kids know they can come to you. 
But just because you’re someone they can talk to about anything doesn’t mean that anything 

goes. 
 
Use your community – there are many people here in your own community—be honest about 

what’s going on in our lives. The sooner we talk about these things, the sooner we find 
solutions. 

There is so much support here. Find your network of support. And always use pediatricians and 
guidance counselors as first resources. It's easier to get kids to go to and talk to pediatricians 
than counselors. And after a Speak Up! event, kids are more likely to realize that talking to a 
counselor is easier than they thought. 

 
Use Speak Up! as a resource! Web site at www.speakup.org has great information and links. 
Also call and ask for Colleen Philbin for confidential guidance and resources. 
 
 
 


