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Roll With Resistance

how a therapist connects with teens

“This is wack,” fourteen-year-old 
Drew said in a low tone as he propped his 
Vans on my coffee table and sank into the 
couch. 

“You’re right, therapy is wack,” I said in 
the same low tone, propping my Pumas 
next to his Vans. I slouched down into my 
chair. 

“Really, you think therapy is wack?” he 
asked, amused. “Do you even know what 
‘wack’ is?”

“Sure. It means lame, stupid, a complete 
waste of time. You could be hanging out 
with your friends or doing things you like 
instead of going to some office to talk 
about stuff that you’d rather not talk about 
to some therapist you don’t even know. 
That’s wack.” 

“Really?” he asked, smiling. Drew likely 
expected to receive a lecture on how 
therapy could help him manage his anger, 
which had increased after his mother 
left. Perhaps he thought I would give him 

adults don’t understand just how difficult it 
is. I’ve heard frustrated parents say, “She 
doesn’t pay any bills,” “He has no idea how 
easy he’s got it,” and “It’s not the end of 
the world.” But, to their teen, it is the end 
of the world. From Emily’s point of view, 
her life was basically over. The prefrontal 
cortex–the area of the brain responsible for 
judgment, reason, and impulse control–is 
not fully developed in teens. In fact, it won’t 
be fully developed until they are in their 
mid-20s. Teens are biologically incapable 
of thinking like adults. As a result, their per-
ceptions may appear to be immature, un-
realistic, or dramatic. As their therapist, it’s 
my job to empathize with their experiences 
and perceptions. This process is not always 
easy; I haven’t been a teenager for a long 
time. I’ve found success in comparing teen 
stressors to adult stressors. Visualizing 
“adult equivalents” of various teen stressors 
has helped me and parents to experience 
empathy. Here are a few examples:

me. Not my parents, and not you.” She 
curled into a ball on my couch, unable to 
look at me. Emily was an A student until 
her sister started a rumor on Facebook 
that Emily had had sex with a teacher. 
Emily started skipping school, and her 
grades began to decline. Her mother 
told her it was silly to avoid school. Her 
mother suggested that if anyone said 
anything about it to “just ignore them.” But 
Emily continued to skip school, and now 
she was in danger of having to repeat her 
sophomore year. 

“That’s probably one of the worst things 
that’s happened to you,” I said. “I get it, 
why you wouldn’t ever want to go back 
there, with all those people talking about 
you.” I didn’t address her challenge that 
no one could make her; I needed her to 
know that I got it. And I did get it. From 
her perspective, this event was cata-
strophic, and she needed the adults in 
her life to understand just how bad she 
felt.
 
It’s tough being a teenager. At times, 

advice on ways to stay out of trouble at 
school, as he was one fight away from 
being expelled. He may have assumed 
that I would plead with him to participate 
in therapy. But those methods rarely work 
with teens. Plus, it’s not my style. 

I chose not to take a combative approach 
with Drew. No lecture, no advice, no 
pleading. Instead, I allowed him to be re-
sistant and I followed him down that path. 
In the field of psychology, this method is 
called roll with resistance. When working 
with teens, it’s a required skill. Resistance 
is to be expected, and combating this 
natural reaction creates distrust and dis-
tance. Rolling with resistance can involve 
a variety of methods. These methods are 
not specifically for therapists; they can 
be used by any adult who interacts with 
teens, especially parents. 

Empathy
“I’m never going back to school,” cried 
sixteen-year-old Emily. “No one can make 

Teen Stress

Rumors about you on Facebook

Being dumped after one month of dating

Faliling a grade/class

Death of a parent/family member/friend

Being bullied

Going to school every day

Having a reacher who doesnt like you

Going to therapy

Parents who don’t understand you

Adult Stress

Slanderous article about you on the front page of a newspaper

Divorce/end of a long-term romantic relationship

Losing a job/demotion

Death of a child

Being harassed in the workplace

Going to a stressful and unsarisfactory job every day

Having a boss who doesn’t like you

Being forced to go to the doctor once a week when you don’t think it’s necessary

Not understanding your child
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=

=
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These examples are not exag-
gerated; I wish they were. They 
are reflections of the teenage 
experience as perceived by 
teens and their developing 
brains. In my work with Emily, I 
constantly thought about how I 
would feel if a national news-
paper reported that I’d had sex 
with my boss. Would I want to 
go to work and be surround-
ed by whispering coworkers? 
No, I wouldn’t. In fact, I might 
consider looking for another 
job, but Emily didn’t have that 
luxury. She needed the adults 
in her life to understand how 
monumental this experience 
was for her. 

Due to my repeated and con-
stant expressions of empathy, 
Emily was able to build trust 
and feel safe with me. She 

eventually developed a new 
support system at school con-
sisting of teachers, peers, and a 
school counselor. She learned 
and implemented coping skills 
to use when she encountered 
the stares and whispers in the 
hallways. After a few months, 
she improved her grades and 
attendance. 

Adults who express empathy 
will find themselves making 
more headway in earning the 
trust and cooperation of teens. 
One thing I have to remind 
parents is that empathy does 
not equal agreement. I never 
agreed with Emily’s choice not 
to attend school, and I nev-
er communicated any such 
agreement to her. I simply 
made efforts to understand her 
and to let her know that I got it; 
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I got her. 

Attunement 
When adults sincerely seek to harmonize 
with teens, teens find it difficult to initiate 
and maintain resistance. I achieve 
attunement by matching a teen’s body 
language, tone of voice, and choice of 
words. It sounds simple, but it can make 
all the difference in the world. 

When I first met Drew, I placed my 
feet beside his on the coffee table and 
slouched down in my chair. I used the 
word wack, the same word he used. 
When he smiled, I knew I had achieved 
attunement. Drew grew to trust me over 
time, but what would have happened if 
I had interacted with him in a different 
way? 

“This is wack,” Drew said in a low tone 
as he propped his Vans on my coffee 
table and sank into the couch. 

“Drew, please remove your feet from 
the furniture,” I said firmly, because I 
was the adult and his manners needed 
improvement. I’m an adult and I have to 
help him improve his manners. I sat up 
straight and smiled, not acknowledging 
his wishes, perceptions, or opinion about 
therapy. 

“Just what I thought, wack,” he smirked, 
and dropped his feet to the floor with a 
rebellious thud. 

“Well, let’s talk about why you’re here. 
Your dad says you’re getting into fights 
at school and using marijuana,” I said, in 
an attempt to redirect him to the topic we 
really needed to discuss. His father was 
very concerned, so I wanted to get right 

to the point. 

“Lady, I’m not talking to you.” He looked 
away and refused to speak to me for the 
remaining 40 minutes of our appoint-
ment. That was when I lost him. 

As a young therapist, I saw this scenario 
occur repeatedly—until I learned the 
importance of attunement. I was more 
concerned with things like manners, 

talking about the issues, and setting a 
good example. I should have focused 
on creating opportunities for connection. 
Who cared if his feet were on the coffee 
table? He was in pain. In this fictional 
scenario, my firm tone of voice, erect 
posture, and efforts to control the con-
versation were all communicating one 
thing: that I thought I was better than he 
was. When I failed to create attunement, 
Drew shut down, and I don’t blame him. 

I create attunement by observing, 
listening, and matching as best as I can. 
I observe nonverbal and verbal commu-
nication, keeping in mind that matching 
the nonverbal communication is most 

important. Studies have shown that over 
ninety three percent of communication 
is nonverbal, so teens are quicker to ex-
press and interpret nonverbal communi-
cation. After I matched Drew’s nonver-
bal communication (posture, placement 
of feet,) I then focused on his verbal 
communication (tone, word usage). 

This is how our interaction continued af-
ter we established that we both believed 
therapy to be wack. 

“So, why does your dad want you to 
come to wacked out therapy?” I asked 
nonchalantly, slumped so low that my 
head was now resting halfway down the 
back of my chair. 

“It’s the weed, he doesn’t like it,” he 
shrugged. 

“How did he find out about the weed?” 
I asked, keeping my tone level and 
making sure to use the term weed, not 
marijuana, or cannabis, or drug. 

“I told him,” he whispered. 

Drew and I talked a lot about the weed. 
We talked about how he started to 
smoke weed after his mom left. How it 
helped him control his anger, but didn’t 
always work. We talk about how none of 
this was really about weed; it was about 
him just wanting his mom to come back. 
We talked about how he felt it was his 
fault that she left, and this was why he 
was angry. 

I never told Drew to stop using weed. I 
didn’t give him a lecture or advice. As 
therapy progressed, Drew decided to 
cut back on his use. He learned coping 
skills to help him manage anger, and 
he started seeing his school counselor 
when he became angry at school so he 
didn’t feel the need to get into fights. In 
all our discussions, I never uttered the 
word marijuana, just like I never asked 
him to remove his feet from my coffee 
table. 

Boundaries 
“Shut the hell up!” yelled thirteen-year-
old Mark.

“All right, I’ll stop talking,” I responded 
calmly. 

“You’re an idiot,” he sneered. 

“Mark, I’ll stop talking if you’d like. But 
you’re not going to call me names,” I 
said, making sure my tone was quiet 
and gentle. 

“Shut up, you stupid idiot.” 

“Ok, tell you what. You can choose to 
stop calling me names and then we 
can continue your session, or you can 
choose to continue to call me names and 
then we’ll have to end your session.” 

“Idiot…idiot…idiot,” he said slowly. 

“Ok, we’ll end the session.” I stood up 
and walked out of my office. 

Mark didn’t move. When I stepped back 
into my office, he looked shocked. “We 
still have twenty minutes,” he protested.
 
“I know, but you decided to end the 
session early today, and I respect your 
decision,” I said. Once again, I walked 
out of the office. Mark left, appearing 
angry and confused as he passed me on 
his way to the lobby. 

Ending the session was my way of es-
tablishing a boundary with Mark. In our 
relationship, I would not tolerate being 
called names. This wasn’t what Mark 
expected; he expected a reaction from 
me. He wanted me to express irritation, 
frustration, or anger. This was the reac-
tion he usually received when interacting 

he was a teen. When adults lack bound-
aries, it creates unsafe and confusing 
relationships for teens. 

I’ve heard teens say, “Dad says I’m 
grounded but I’m really not. He won’t 
stick to it,” “I can get away with it as long 
as I tell mom that I don’t love her, then 
she feels bad and backs down,” and “My 
mom and I are like siblings, we argue all 
the time.” These teens have learned that 
their relationships with their parents lack 
boundaries. Like any teenager would, 
they take full advantage. 

A method that has helped me to estab-
lish and maintain boundaries with teens 
is to remember that I am the adult. I can 
provide attunement by using slang and 
matching their body language, but I am 
not their peer. As an adult, there is no 
reason for me to fall into a pattern of 
arguing or yelling at a teen. My prefrontal 
cortex has developed; theirs has not. 

Parents have asked me, “Well, what do I 
do when he’s arguing with me?” 

I respond, “You don’t participate in the 
argument. It takes two to argue.” 

Peers yell, argue, and bully one another 

with adults who lacked boundaries. 

Mark’s parents told me that he was often 
angry and defiant. He refused to do 
chores, complete homework, or respect 
members of the family. No one knew 
why Mark was so angry or why he didn’t 
wish to follow the rules. After spending 
time with Mark and his parents, I realized 
that Mark simply didn’t have to follow 
the rules, nor did he have to control his 
anger. In Mark’s home, there were few 
consequences for his actions, and any 
consequences that were in place were 
not consistent. In addition, most of his 
interactions with his parents consisted 
of arguments, yelling, and name-calling. 
Mark didn’t need to control his anger or 
follow rules because his parents had 
never established boundaries, and as 
a result, Mark was free to act as he 
wished. 

Over the years, Mark developed the 
belief that he was in control of adults. 
He once told me, “All I have to do is get 
them angry enough, and then I get what 
I want, ‘cause they don’t want to bother 
with me anymore.” I needed to show 
Mark that he couldn’t control me and 
that our relationship would be safe—a 
relationship in which I was an adult and 

Instead of instigating, 
perpetuating, or ignoring 

their resistance, 
I chose to roll with it. 

I provided these teens 
with empathy, attunement, 

and boundaries, 
and I watched their resistance 

retreat as trust, safety, 
and connection took its place.

I create attunement by observing, 
listening, and matching as best as I can. 
I observe nonverbal and 
verbal communication, 
keeping in mind that matching 
the nonverbal communication 
is most important. 
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in hopes of a desired outcome. I ensure 
parents that they are not going to 
achieve their desired outcome by inter-
acting with their teen as a peer. Estab-
lishing and maintaining boundaries can 
be difficult, and it can leave you feeling 
like the “bad guy.” Yet this is required in 
every adult–child relationship. 

I did not want to end the session with 
Mark so abruptly. He was in pain, and 
he needed time in therapy. But the 
need for him to feel safe enough to 
connect with me outweighed the need 
for time spent in session. After that 
session, Mark did not call me names. 
He never liked me, but he respected 
me, and I was able to help his parents 
create a safer relationship with him 
by improving their boundaries. After 
six months, Mark began to work on 

at school were a catastrophic event. 
Mark’s parents implemented bound-
aries, which drastically improved their 
relationship with him. Drew, Emily, and 
Mark’s parents desperately wanted 
to connect with their children, and by 
rolling with their resistance, they were 
successful.

And, just for the record, Drew was right;
 

therapy is wack. 

managing his anger, which significant-
ly improved his relationship with his 
parents. 

Drew, Emily, and Mark were each 
gearing up for a battle. Yet instead of 
instigating, perpetuating, or ignoring 
their resistance, I chose to roll with it. 
I provided these teens with empathy, 
attunement, and boundaries, and I 
watched their resistance retreat as 
trust, safety, and connection took its 
place. Teens don’t need to attend thera-
py to find this connection; every adult 
who interacts with teens can employ 
these same methods. Drew’s father 
practiced attunement and learned 
that Mark’s marijuana use was not the 
core issue; it was his guilt about his 
mother leaving. Emily’s mother utilized 
empathy to understand that the rumors 

Adults who express empathy 
will find themselves making more 
headway in earning the trust 
and cooperation of teens.
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“You’re right, therapy is wack,” 
I said in the same low tone, 
propping my Pumas next to his Vans. 
I slouched down into my chair. Luke 15-20

All your wrong-doings
Can never loosen me
So content am I to clutch
At the stirrings in your wake

You have home here
Below my heart, over my guts
Where nothing is altered
Only aches to consider it

Your way back is clear
As you’ve never truly left
The depths where I hold you
Can not be disturbed

How I want to gather you up
And shout praises to the sky
So blessed am I to have you
Precious, precious boy

Forgiven all transgressions
Now, anyhow
Return, my son
Be always coming home

© Marte Stuart
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