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Last month, my ninth grade son ask me to help him pick out a Valentines present for his 
girlfriend. He seems so young to have a girlfriend. What age is normal for kids to start 
having dates?

First, it is great that your son still wants his mother’s input. When kids enter high school, they often start relying on 
their friends more than their parents. I hope you were able to help your son and that he had a positive experience 
around this very difficult time. 

There are no hard and fast rules about what age dating should start, but I have outlined stages of “dating” develop-
ment that will provide insight into your question and help you child negotiate their first romantic encounters. 

Stage One: Since I love you, I am going to call you names.
Believe it or not, most of us become attracted to the opposite sex at about the age of 10 or 11; we just don’t know 
what to do. First crushes form but many try to keep their “dream boats” a secret to avoid embarrassment. Some-
times, we are even mean to the objects of our desire to hide our true feelings. Kids are usually too young to under-
stand romance and, as a result, crushes are often not returned. This is a confusing time.  

Stage Two: I like you, but do you like me?
Things get a little better around 12 or 13.  We are still too young to truly understand romance, but members of the 
opposite sex begin to really intrigue us.  Group dating where large groups get together become popular events. Kids 
spend lots of time talking on the phone and instant messaging each other. There is safety in numbers, and, at this age, 
relationships probably don’t develop but true friendships begin to form.

Stage Three: Are we just friends, or do you like me this week?
About the age of 14 or 15, many really begin to identify with a particular crowd and the ability to have opposite sex 
friendships occurs. These friendships often lead to something more. Group dating gives way to “double dates” and 
quite often the “first date”.  We don’t need or even want our friends around. Some even experience their first “love” 
at this age, but that “love” often only lasts a few weeks. 

Stage Four: Time to meet the parents. 
Moving into the later years of high school and the first years of college are when most experience their first “real” or 
“adult” dating experience. Relationships last longer and we begin to understand what it means to “care” about 
someone other than ourselves. We invite our significant others to family events as infatuation is often replaced by 
true emotions.

Unfortunately, not every person goes through every stage at the same time which may cause some adolescent angst 
and stress.  Some may skip, miss, or repeat a phase all together.  However, going to school and spending time with 
friends gives everyone the opportunity and the skills to develop deep, meaningful relationships.  While romance can 
occur instantaneously, relationships take a lot work and are different for everyone. Stay involved in your teens life 
and be there for support when they need it. 

Defiant Teens

My teenager has been breaking a lot of house rules lately. Some of the things she does feel 
like normal teenage behavior, but other time it feels excessive. How do I know when my 
daughter has crossed the line?

As teenagers enter the driving years, their behavior often changes. This is usually related to an adolescent’s desire to 
develop her own identity as well as her own independence. Peers start to become more important than parents, and the 
ability to drive creates a new found freedom and opportunity to push the boundaries of household rules. When gauging 
the seriousness of your rule breaking teen’s behavior consider the following guidelines to help you determine when your 
child has crossed the line.  

1. Failure to comply with a request in a REASONABLE amount of time. 
 What is reasonable?  A minute or less! Yes, your child should respond to most requests almost instantaneously,   
 especially simple ones. Don’t necessarily expect your kids to always do what you ask, but they should acknowledge  
 your comments and provide some type of acceptable response.  

2. Failure to keep doing what has been requested until the task has been finished. 
 Many teenagers don’t follow through. They do the minimum, leave the job half finished, or take too long to respond  
 adding stress and anxiety to a parent’s life. If you have clarified expectations and your teen still insists on underper 
 forming, the situation is serious. 

3.   Failure to follow through on previously taught rules. 
 As parents we have expectations of our offspring such as keep their rooms clean, go to school, and be respectful to  
 adults. Kids get this. If, however, at every turn, you child is continually breaking the life taught rules—it is a problem. 

The point at which a teenager’s troubles become serious varies from family to family, and it is your job as a parent to 
determine what is acceptable. However, when you feel like you get no rest from the situation, your child has crossed the 
line and it is time to consult a professional. 


