
ed
uc

at
io

na
l+

ps
yc

ho
lo

gi
ca

l s
er

vi
ce

s, 
LL

C
e p s

Educational Evaluations,
Psychological Assessments, 
and Adolescent/Family Therapy

9648 Olive Blvd, Ste. 311
St. Louis, MO 63132
www.ed-psy.com

Educational Evaluations, Psychological Assessments+Adolescent/Family Therapy

1201 Bellevue Ave
St. Louis, MO 63117  

314.647.4488 tel
314.647.6305 fax
314.691.7640 direct
www.ed-psy.comeducational+psychotherapy services, LLC

e p s

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. 

Wilderness Program

Our daughter is really out of control. My husband and I are considering sending her to a 
wilderness program or therapeutic boarding school, but we are very hesitant. We really feel 
we are out of options. How did this happen and what do we do?

This is a difficult question for any parent to ask, but you are not alone. Many families have faced this same concern; 
however, wilderness programs and therapeutic schools can change lives. 

Many children act out during their adolescent years; this is a normal part of the maturation process. However, when the 
turmoil is beyond typical teen troubles, a major intervention is often needed. Students are sent to therapeutic programs 
for a variety of problems such as drinking, drugs, depression, bi-polar disorder and the list goes on. The common feature 
that underlies all of these issues is self destructive behaviors that create crises. 

Parents, typically, are not at fault when their teenagers misbehave. Unfortunately, many feel they are bad caregivers if they 
use a wilderness program. It is important to understand that there are multiple factors that contribute to the destructive 
downward spiral of teenage behavior, and it is a good parent that realizes the situation is beyond their control.

Consider that most parents have experienced multiple failed interventions by the time they decide to send their child 
away. Typically, most have talked with multiple doctors, visited with a variety of therapists, and interacted with numerous 
school professionals. Unfortunately nothing seems to work and these parents rightfully fear that their children will fail out 
of school and become unproductive members of society. 

The teenager is not happy either. On some level, they know they are struggling, but they often lack the maturity to reflect 
on the depth of their circumstances. They become angry and decide that it is easier to lose their thoughts in drugs, 
alcohol, and/or the computer, than it is to participate in a healthy, productive lifestyle. These kids lack the ability to change 
and need assistance to transform.

Any parent would be saddened by the thought of sending their child away. Some parents, however, understand that a 
residential environment is the best choice for their family. It is also a particularly complicated decision as there are 
hundreds of programs that offer a variety of services, and a very small number of programs have received some bad 
press for a variety of reasons. 

To avoid any pitfalls and to ensure that you are using a reputable program with a quality therapeutic staff, I highly recom-
mend working with an educational consultant. These professionals have extensive training and background with placing 
troubled teens. Consultants spend a significant amount of time on the road visiting schools and meeting with staff.  They 
are extremely knowledge individuals that will not only help you choose the best programs, but also guide and support 
your family through the entire process. 


