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Setting Up Clearly Written House Rules

The Challenge

Your teen broke curfew. Again. It’s 11:48 P.M. at the end of a very dif-
ficult day— and you are fuming. “Who has time for this?” you ask 
yourself.

“Not me,” you respond to yourself, because you are a pleasure to 
talk to.

“Plus, I am worried sick,” you say (to you).
“What if they are in a ditch somewhere?” you add, starting to sound 

a bit like your mother.
You are now a Mount Vesuvius of rage, and when that kid walks 

through that door, you are going to blow. You will take away the car 
keys, cancel the cell phone plan, ground him or her for six months, 
even change the Wi- Fi password while you’re at it.

At 11:52 P.M., your teen shuffles in. You (understandably) yell and 
threaten. Your teenage human mutters a defensive excuse and heads 
directly to his or her room. Deflated and exhausted, you go to bed as 
well. And when you wake up in the morning, you find you’re too weary 
to follow through on all those consequences you’d mentally envisioned 
the night before.

Sound familiar?
One thing every parent knows for sure is that teens make mistakes. 

But then again, so do we. Sometimes we let our emotions get the best 
of us, causing us to dole out consequences in the heat of the moment 
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TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON TEENAGE CHALLENGES116116

and overreact in a big way. Sometimes we’re just so sick and tired of 
the whole “parenting a teen” gig that we throw our hands up and fail 
to follow through at all.

I get it, and I’ve certainly been guilty of overreacting myself. So 
whether you find yourself at the end of your rope due to that D minus (in 
Gym? REALLY?!) or because your car was returned to the garage with 
nothing left in its tank but fumes and optimism, you need a new way of 
dealing with these frustrating— and yet totally predictable— conflicts.

Behold! A simple strategy that can radically transform your rela-
tionships, your home, and your sanity: house rules.*

Sound intimidating and legalistic? Fear not. Creating house 
rules simply means putting together a document that details your 
values and expectations as a family. And if your teenager wants 
privileges— which, according to Merriam Webster, are special rights 
or advantages— like later curfews, or access to the family vehicle, or a 
cell phone, they need to abide by the house rules.

House rules are effective because they take the pressure and emo-
tion out of following through on logical consequences. Since both you 
and your teen agree to the terms ahead of time, they know they have 
no one to blame but themselves if they screw up.**

If you’re dealing with frustrating power struggles with your teen, if 
you’re tired of yelling, if you’re sick of ineffective lectures, you should 
try this. Here’s how to get started.

Your Goal

To create and implement well- constructed, clearly defined house rules 
that will help teens make wise decisions with or without your physical 
presence.

*  What? Something that will accomplish all that? What kind of sorcery is this?
**  “If” they screw up?! Who are we kidding? More like “when.”
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Relationship and Communication Challenges 117

What to Expect

CREATE HOUSE RULES DURING A TIME OF PEACE, NOT WAR.

The time to sit down and calmly, rationally discuss hopes, dreams, 
rules, and consequences is not five minutes after a shouting match. If 
cooler heads are going to prevail, you and your teen both need to have 
cool heads to start.

If you sit down with your teen to discuss the house rules and it 
blows up, don’t panic. Instead, give them two options. Say something 
to this effect: “It seems as if this is the best time for us to do this. So, 
we have two options: We can push through and get this done today, or 
we can postpone until tomorrow. I’m going to leave that choice up to 
you. But we do need to do this. What would you prefer?”

HOUSE RULES MUST BE WRITTEN TOGETHER.

The beauty of house rules is that they work because two different par-
ties agree upon a common course of action. The key phrase here is 
“agree upon.” This should be a productive conversation between you 
and your teen.

YOU’LL HAVE TO BE INTENTIONAL TO MAKE THIS HAPPEN.

Believe it or not, time is often the biggest hurdle in putting together 
house rules. Between school, sports, and social events, your teen is 
probably even busier than you are. And sitting down for a family meet-
ing may sound about as appealing to him as shoveling up the family 
dog’s droppings.

So, try to make it fun. You can hammer out your family’s house 
rules at your favorite restaurant, or sandwich it in between two fun 
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TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON TEENAGE CHALLENGES118118

events (ice cream and a shopping trip). But whatever you do, put it on 
the calendar, and make it a non- negotiable. This is important stuff.

Are you afraid your teen might balk at the idea of a parent meet-
ing? Truthfully, he might. Try saying something like this to take the 
pressure off:

“Listen, I know you don’t want me to nag you all the time, and I 
don’t want that either. I’ve got an idea that will help you do more of 
the stuff you want to, while I make sure you’re taking care of the stuff 
you need to. Let’s sit down together and hammer out a few of the fun 
things that are most important to you, and then I’ll let you know what 
you need to do to make those things happen. After that, we’ll both 
have a better idea of what we expect from each other.”

What to Do

1. Review the House Rules Template provided below. I’ve sketched out 
the big pieces to get you started. Of course, this is your family and 
your kid— so edit the house rules as needed to make them your own.
2. Find out what privileges your teen wants, listen carefully, and nego-
tiate. Start by asking your teen what privileges she wants to include in 
the house rules. Listen closely without reacting— even if you think the 
request is ridiculous. Remember, every day that passes brings your 
teen that much closer to adulthood. You want her to have privileges 
and freedoms, because that will help her practice for independence 
and grow in self- governance.

Once your teen has shared his or her requests, it’s time to negotiate. 
Your teen might want to be allowed to stay out until 3 A.M. every night, 
but that doesn’t mean you’re obligated to work that into the contract. 
Compromise, but hold firm on the non- negotiables. You are the par-
ent, after all.
3. Sketch out the rules and consequences. Now it’s your turn. Take a 
few minutes to review the rules you have for your teen, and the privi-
leges she’ll lose if she doesn’t follow through. Make sure that the pun-
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ishment fits the crime. Remember, this is a road map that tells your 
teen exactly what she has to do to earn the privileges and freedoms 
she wants.
4. Write it all out and have everyone sign the document. Write out 
the house rules and sign them together. Verbal contracts are fine for 
buying things at garage sales, but with something this important, you 
want to clearly spell things out. And if there are questions or disagree-
ments later, you can simply review the document instead of arguing 
about what you think you said or what your teen thinks you meant. 
By signing the house rules, every family member is agreeing to the 
terms.

Note: If you are coparenting, do everything in your power to get the 
other parent to agree to one set of rules, privileges, and consequences. 
One set of house rules should apply, regardless of which house your 
teen is at. This consistency will be helpful for all parties involved, in-
cluding your teen.
5. Follow through. The most crucial part of the house rules? Fol-
lowing through. Luckily, the prewritten, predetermined document 
makes that a bit easier. When your teen fails to meet an expecta-
tion, the document is there to tell you exactly what to do. Refer to 
it often, and when it’s time to enact a consequence, simply remind 
(and show) your teen what he agreed to and why he will be losing a 
privilege. You can also remind him what he needs to do to earn that 
privilege back. The real beauty of this is that you are no longer the 
“Bad Guy.”

As the adult, you must stick to the rules, just as you expect your 
teen to do. It’s not fair to add on additional punishments because 
you’re upset— let the document do the work for you, and kindly, but 
firmly, remind your teen of what was agreed upon.

Warning: There will be times when your teen won’t be happy with 
you. Even if you’re following the house rules exactly, your teen isn’t 
going to like it when she breaks the agreement and loses a privilege. 
Expect a reaction, and just remember that even if she’s angry, her log-
ical side knows you’re right.
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HOUSE RULES TEMPLATE

Here’s a basic template from which to start developing your 
house rules.* Feel free to edit the rules as needed to make 

them your own, so that they work for you and your teen.

Privileges

CAR OR TRANSPORTATION
I can use the family car to drive to my friends’ houses, school, 
and other places I need or want to go, or I can ask my parents 
to drive me (as long as they aren’t busy and don’t play embar-
rassing music).

CASH
My allowance is $____ /week for miscellaneous spending. If I want 
more money, I can ask to do extra work around the house or find 
a job in town.

CURFEW
I can stay out until ____ on weekends and ____ during the week.

TECHNOLOGY:  
Computer, Tablet, Cell Phone, or Wi- Fi

My parents, because of their never- ending awesomeness, will 
allow me to have access to a computer, tablet, cell phone, or 
Wi- Fi as appropriate. I understand this is a privilege and not 
an inalienable right protected by Article 4 of the US Consti-
tution.

*  Visit joshshipp.com/ggtth to download an editable version.
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OTHER PRIVILEGES (DISCUSS WITH YOUR TEEN)

Rules

THE PURPOSE OF HOUSE RULES
I understand that even though my parents can be embarrass-
ing, they love me more than anything in the world. I understand 
that these rules are not a form of punishment. Instead, my par-
ents care about me so much that they created these guide-
lines to help me become an awesome/respectable adult. Initial  
here: _________

MUTUAL RESPECT
I promise to treat my family with respect. This means no yell-
ing, swearing, or saying anything to them that I wouldn’t want to 
go viral on YouTube. Even when we are upset, mad, or having a 
heated argument, we will fight for each other, not against each 
other. Initial here: _________

CURFEW PROMPTNESS
Because my parents don’t want to find me in a ditch or learn 
that I was abducted by aliens, I’ll be home (in the door!) by _____ 
on weekends and _____ during the week. I will plan for situations 
and circumstances that might make me late. And I will quickly 
communicate with my parents if something reasonably unex-
pected happens. Initial here: _________
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HELPING OUT
If my parents ask me to help out, I’ll do it. Additionally, I will look for 
ways to help out— even if the task isn’t my responsibility. Not be-
cause it’s my job, but because (1) I want to show them how thankful 
I am for everything they do for me, and (2) it’s proof that I’m ba-
sically a ninja and can tackle any challenge. Initial here: _________

RADICAL HONESTY
I promise to never lie to my parents, even if I’m embarrassed or 
afraid to admit a mistake. Even though their high school hairstyles 
suggest otherwise, they’re not dummies and they will know if I’m 
lying anyway. Additionally, I understand that if I’m ever in a situa-
tion that feels unsafe or simply uncomfortable, I can always text 
the code word _______  to my parents. My parents will pick me up, 
and I can tell them as much or as little as I want. I understand my 
parents will never judge me for asking for help. Initial here: _________

ACADEMIC EFFORT
Because I want to have an awesome job and not live in the base-
ment forever, I understand that my parents expect me to main-
tain at least a ________ grade point average in school. I promise to 
try my best, ask for help when I need it, and not beat myself up if 
I get a less- than- stellar grade. Working hard makes me and my 
parents proud. Initial here: _________

TECHNOLOGY USE
Technology is an incredible tool that helps me learn about the 
world, connect with friends, and even order late- night pizza. I 
understand that my behavior on these devices can directly im-
pact my reputation and future, so I promise to use technology 
responsibly. In our family, that means ______________________ and 
______________________ . Lastly, I will exercise intentional restraint 
and not let technology interfere with my important relationships 
or obligations. Initial here: _________
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NO DRUGS OR ALCOHOL
Because I respect myself, I will say “no” to alcohol and drugs and 
“yes” to safe, fun adventures with my friends and family. Because 
both drugs and alcohol can severely hurt me and my future, I will 
choose not to use them. My parents are not trying to rob me of a 
good time, but they want me to realize my full potential and not 
end up in legal trouble, jail, or a body bag. Initial here: _________

HAVE FUN
Although my parents are sometimes totally lame and pretty 
embarrassing, I know that they love me and want the best for 
me. My relationship with them will last the rest of my life. I com-
mit to having fun with my family and seeing the best in them and 
myself. Initial here: _________

OTHER RULES (DISCUSS WITH YOUR TEEN)

Consequences

I understand that if I choose to disregard any of the above rules, 
there will be consequences. It’s not because my parents are jerks, 
but because they want to help me become a respectable adult.

THE FIRST TIME I BREAK A HOUSE RULE,
I will lose ONE privilege for ___________ or until I ___________________________ .

       (period of time)     (way to earn privilege back)

IF I BREAK THE SAME HOUSE RULE AGAIN,
I will lose TWO privileges for ___________ or until I __________________________ .

       (period of time)     (way to earn privilege back)
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IF I BREAK THE SAME HOUSE RULE A THIRD TIME,
I will lose ALL privileges for ___________ or until I ___________________________ .

      (period of time)     (way to earn privilege back)

IF I BREAK THE SAME HOUSE RULE A FOURTH 
TIME OR IF THE ACTION IS UNLAWFUL:

Because of the severity of this infraction, and the potential (or 
imminent) harm this could cause to myself and/or others, we will 
seek the help of a local mental health care professional together 
for the benefit of the entire family.

I have read this document and agree to the above rules and 
consequences. I know that my parents created these rules out 
of love, and I understand that if I have any questions, I should 
talk to them.

Teen Signature

Parent(s) Signature
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