THE TEENAGE BRAIN




Kevin the Teenager

Become moody and rude

Lose all rational thought

Become acutely self-conscious and susceptible to peer pressure
Value his friends over his parents

Struggle to get out of bed before noon and fight lethargy

Be permanently embarrassed, particularly by the behaviour of his
parents

Engage in reckless risk-taking

Obsess over losing his virginity

Develop a hunched posture

Be a slave to video games

Engage in syllable multiplication — Mu-um!
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Kevin the Teenager

e Changing tastes e.g. in fashion, music, food...
e Awareness beyond self-e.g. political awareness

e Development of sense of self — what we care about, what motivates
us, our moral compass...

e Growing independence from caregivers

e Development of ‘social brain” — used to help understand and
interact with other people

e More established social networks
e Developing cognitive abilities

e Enhanced creativity




The Pre-Frontal Cortex

® | ocated behind your forehead.

® |nvolved in high-level cognitive functions:
* Decision-making
* Planning

* Problem-solving
* Inhibiting inappropriate behaviour (e.g. stopping yourself saying something rude)
* Social interaction (e.g. understanding other people)

= Not fully developed until the mid-twenties.

® Consider the implications of this for a moment.



The Nucleus Accumbens

®» Part of the limbic system.

® Deeper brain structure.

® Processes reward.
®» Hypersensitive in adolescents compared to adults.

® Risk-taking can feel rewarding.



Risk-taking and Driving

The Stoplight Task
Adolescents (13-16 yrs)

I Young odults (17-24yrs)
- Adults (25+ yrs)

Driving video game

Complete the track as quickly as possible

Traffic lights on amber at different points on track
Decision:

Wait for the lights to turn green

Number of croshes

{

Chance it and drive through the amber light

Outcome:

Make it through before light turns red — faster completion time

WITH FRIENDS

Light turns red — crash — time penalty — slower completion time

ALONE

Conditions (repeated measures):
Drive track alone
Drive in presence of friends of a similar age. Friends are allowed to give advice

Can you predict the findings?



The Amygdala

Part of the limbic system.

Deeper brain structure.

Processes emotions, including strong emotions
ike fear.

Hypersensitive in adolescents compared to adults.

Hypersensitive to facial expressions and tone of
voice.



Increased vulnerability to Psychological
Disorders

®» Common period for psychological disorders to emerge.
For example:

* Depression
* Eating disorders
* Schizophrenia

e Substance abuse disorders



Check in with your teen regularly and encourage them to share their feelings

Encourage your teen to practice self-care and healthy habits e.g. healthy eating habits,
exercise, enough sleep

Encourage balance e.g. between schoolwork, paid work, time off

Normalise seeking help e.g. talk to tutor, talk to pastoral manager, school counsellor
referral

Avoid judgement/normalise making mistake — they are experiencing many things for the
first time; mistakes are to be expected. Remember: their prefrontal cortex is not yet fully
mature.

Work through conflicts — remember tone of voice and facial expressions
Give them space/independence

Help them to create and pursue achievable goals

Create opportunities for healthy risk-taking

Care for yourself so that you can care for them!
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