
KEY: The more often children eat dinner with their 
parents, the less likely they are to smoke, drink, or 
use drugs.  

The nightly family dinner gives families a relaxed 
environment for coming together, connecting, talking and 
listening. Being there for dinner, without TV or technology 
at the table, helps you: 

• Stay up to speed on how your kids are doing in school 
and to intervene if there’s a problem.  
 
• See how your children are doing emotionally. ! 

Here are some dinner conversation starters from Joseph 
A. Califano’s book, “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid:” 

 

For preteens, appropriate conversation starters might be questions about their world:  
 
    • What are the best and worst things that happened today?  
    • What do you like about your friends? ! 
   • What’s your favorite toy (or game)? ! 
    • Using one word, how would you describe your family? ! 
    • What do you want to be when you grow up? ! 

For teens, dinner conversations are the perfect opportunity to instill values in your children. Talk 
about current events, family matters, topics that interest your family (film, sports, philosophy, politics, 
religion), goals, difficult situations, and questions like: ! 

• What are the best and worst things that happened today? ! 
• Did you see anything cool on YouTube today? ! 
• Who’s your favorite teacher (coach, role model) and why? ! 
• What’s your favorite subject in school? ! 
• What would you do if your best friend started using marijuana (OxyContin, Xanax, cocaine)? 

If you can’t make family dinners, seek out other times to have these conversations (i.e. in the car on 
the way to school or some activity, while watching TV, or playing a family game).  

Other ways to create regular family time with your kids if your schedule doesn’t permit family dinners 
are:  

• Have breakfast together. ! 
• Take your child out to lunch once a week or once in a while. ! 
• Go for walks together after work/school or on the weekends. ! 
• Take advantage of one-on-one time in the car; offer to drive your kids to or!from school, to  
   their activities, friends’ houses, movies. ! 
• Take mini-holidays together, such as afternoon trips to visit family, or go to museums, parks,  
   or other towns.  

Use dinnertime as an opportunity to monitor your child’s emotional and mental well-being. Sudden 
changes (beyond typical teenage mood swings) may help you spot signs of substance use early 
on.” ! 

 


