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Develop an understanding of the
adolescent brain
Recognize ways to create a positive
climate in the home
Identify practical discipline
approaches

The Teenage Brain:
A Work in Progress

Wondering what happened to your little princess?
Blame it on the brain.

Living with a 16 year-old is definitely a
mystery because you are not sure what
to expect from one day to the next.

The frontal lobe is located at the front of the brain
and is associated with reasoning, motor skills, higher
lever cognition, and expressive language.

`

`

The frontal lobe of the brain does the
bulk of its maturation between the
ages of 12 and 20
This region of the brain that inhibits
risky behavior is not fully formed until
the age of 25

` Lack of common sense
` Thinking that seems rigid
` Decisions that seem irrational
` Disorganization

` Impulsiveness
` Mood changes
` Inadequate emotional control
` Risk taking

The emotional brain
is often in charge
during the teen years.

Positive Communication
Creating a Climate of
Acceptance and Belonging

http://www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=11
61153n

Bad Listening:

Teen: “I hate school. I’m going to drop out.”
Parent: “That’s stupid. You don’t hate school. And I forbid you to
drop out.”
Teen thinking: “OK. Screw you. If I can’t drop out, I’ll just flunk out.”

Good Listening:

Teen: “I hate school. I’m going to drop out.”
Parent: “ I’m sorry school feels so terrible. Can you tell me what it’s
like for you?”
Teen thinking: “I feel better just having brought this up. It’s nice
Mom’s not flipping out on me. Maybe I’ll keep
talking. I really don’t want to drop out, but I’m having
this problem….”

`

Criticizing

`

Interrupting

`

Asserting your power

`

Asking too many questions

`

Show respect

`

Model good listening

`

Be aware of body language

`

Check for understanding

`

Say less

When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so
ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old
man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I
was astonished at how much he had learned in
seven years.
~Mark Twain

AUTHORITARIAN

EQUALITARIAN

PERMISSIVE

•Decisive
• Requiring
• Efficient
• Assertive
• Task-oriented
• Controlling
• Strict
• Rigid
• Inflexible
• Domineering

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Accepting
• Supportive
• Respectful
• Open
• Agreeable
• Assuring
• Conforming
• Motivating from
behind the scenes
• Relying on internal
structure
• Too lenient
• Too time-consuming

Collaborative
Team player
Sharing responsibility
Decision maker
Not bossy
Ingratiating
Avoiding leadership
Undisciplined
Reactive
Manipulative

`

Develop a respectful relationship

`

Establish enforceable rules

`

Utilize behavior contracts

`

Create a climate of acceptance

`

Be involved

`

Instill confidence

`

Help your teen find their passion

`

Focus on their strengths

`

Talk to your teen using “I” messages

`

Communicate the limits

`

Let your teen have a say

`

Be consistent

`

Be fair

`

Don't forget your values

`

Take your shoes off when you come in the
house

`

Put dishes in the dishwasher after eating

`

Keep your personal belongings in your room

`

Clean up after yourself

`

Call if you are going to be late

`

`

`

Specifically identify what the expectation is for
each behavior.
Specifically state what the privileges and
consequences will be when your teen is either
following the rules or chooses to break the
rules.
Set a date when the contract may be revised
and/or negotiated.

Nurture

Discipline

NURTURE by being
supportive, warm and
encouraging
DISCIPLINE by teaching how
to behave, set and enforce
limits, and monitor
behavior

Respect

RESPECT by encouraging
teens to develop their own
opinions and beliefs, model
civility and allow privacy

Most teens navigate the teen years quite well – often
these years are harder on parents
Open communication between parents and teens is
key to success
Parents need to connect with other parents to create a
community of support and to agree on similar rules
for teens
Show you care
Offer acceptance
Parents are the biggest protective factor when they
parent with love, limits and respect

Parting Thoughts
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10 Parenting Tips for Raising Teenagers
How do you breach the barriers of adolescence?

Your chatterbox son now answers your questions with a sullen "yes" or "no." Your charming daughter won't go to the store
with you at all anymore. They must be teenagers. Don't despair. It's natural -- and important -- for kids to break away from
their parents at this age. This emotional separation allows them to become well-adjusted adults.

1. Give kids some leeway. Giving teens a chance to establish their own identity, giving them more
independence, is essential to helping them establish their own place in the world. But if it means he's going out
with a bad crowd, that's another thing.
2. Choose your battles wisely. Doing themselves harm or doing something that could be permanent (like a
tattoo), those things matter. Purple hair, a messy room -- those don't matter. Don't nitpick.
3. Invite their friends for dinner. It helps to meet kids you have questions about. You're not flat-out rejecting
them, you're at least making an overture. When kids see them, see how their friends act with their parents,
they can get a better sense of those friends. It's the old adage, you catch more bears with honey than vinegar.
If you flatly say, you can't go out with those kids, it often can backfire -- it just increases the antagonism.
4. Decide rules and discipline in advance. If it's a two-parent family, it's important for parents to have their
own discussion, so they can come to some kind of agreement, so parents are on the same page. Whether you
ban them from driving for a week or a month, whether you ground them for a week, cut back on their allowance
or Internet use -- whatever -- set it in advance. If the kid says it isn't fair, then you have to agree on what is fair
punishment. Then, follow through with the consequences.
5. Discuss 'checking in. Give teens age-appropriate autonomy, especially if they behave appropriately, but
you need to know where they are. That's part of responsible parenting. If it feels necessary, require them to
call you during the evening to check in.
6. Talk to teens about risks. Whether it's drugs, driving, or premarital sex, your kids need to know the worst
that could happen.
7. Give teens a game plan. Tell them: "If the only option is getting into a car with a drunk driver, call me -- I
don't care if it's 3 in the morning,", or make sure they have cab fare. Help them figure out how to handle a
potentially unsafe situation, yet save face. Brainstorm with them. Come up with a solution that feels
comfortable for that child.
8. Keep the door open. Don't interrogate, but act interested. Share a few tidbits about your own day; ask
about theirs. How was the concert? How was the date? How was your day? Another good line: "You may not
feel like talking about what happened right now. I know what that's like. But if you feel like talking about it later,
you come to me.”
9. Let kids feel remorseful. Feeling good about yourself is healthy. But people should feel bad if they have
hurt someone or done something wrong. Kids need to feel bad sometimes. Remorse is a healthy emotion.
When kids have done something wrong, we hope they feel bad, we hope they feel remorseful.
10. Be a role model. Your actions -- even more than your words -- are critical in helping teens adopt good
moral and ethical standards. If they have a good role model from early on, they will be less likely to make bad
decisions in their rebellious teen years.
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How the Adolescent Brain Challenges the Adult Brain
by Dr. Kathie F. Nunley
What makes the adolescent brain so challenging to the adult brain? Anyone who has ever tried to parent, teach or
mentor the adolescent brain knows it can create some frustrating moments. A lot of this frustration can be blamed on
some of the biology unique to the adolescent brain.
In any aged brain, the region responsible for basic survival needs (eat, flight/fight, sex) are handled by a region
known as the hypothalamus. For obvious reason, the hypothalamus is powerful, influential and ready to function right
from birth. Biologically speaking, if this area was not given top priority, the animal may not survive for long.
One of the frustrations with adolescents is due to the fact that hormones, environment, and learning, make this
survival region of the brain a "hot area" in adolescent brains.
In addition, the basic survival drives of the hypothalamus don't always agree with the social structure, morals and
safety of society. For the more "civilized" human behaviors we need to involve higher regions of the brain. Higher
brain regions, in the cortex, can over-ride the hypothalamus. Although these regions are not given biological priority,
they are the "logical" parts of the brain and are responsible for deciding when basic hypothalamus drives may not be
in our best long-term interest.
A region called the prefrontal cortex plays the role of arbitrator in making these critical decisions. It quickly sizes up
the situation and makes a determination which then drives our behavior. It is the prefrontal cortex then that tells us
when to act on our anger, or curtail it, eat that second piece of dessert, or go without, seek immediate gratification or
hold off for the long term.
Unfortunately some people have a poorly developed or poorly functioning prefrontal cortex. These people have a hard
time controlling impulsive behaviors. Head trauma, alcohol and drug abuse as well as possible genetic predispositions
can all lead to a dysfunctional prefrontal cortex. Maturity also plays a big role as this area takes about 20 years to
fully develop. Hence, adolescents may have problems quickly sizing up risks and making good ong-term decisions.
Other biological factors make adolescent brains even more hypothalamus driven. Children learn what to do with anger
by watching other people in their sphere of influence and what they do when they are angry. Peer-influence peaks
during the teen-age years which means that key role models for an adolescent are other adolescents.
The hormone, oxytocin, found in the brain during romantic relationships, tends to settle and stimulate the
hypothalamus during the beginning stages of the relationship. Anyone working with adolescents knows that they are
always in the midst of "new love", which only further hampers logical decision making.
So adolescents appear to have at least 3 strikes against them when it comes to using logic to weigh the risks in
dangerous or sometimes even everyday types of decisions. The more primitive regions of their brains are strong and
tend to drive behaviors. The immature region responsible for the logic of long-term benefits does not always override
the impulsive, survival-oriented hypothalamus. Add any additional trauma to the mix such as abusive households or
drug and alcohol use and the issue becomes even more severe.
The biology of brain shows that adolescents still need strong adult guidance and help with decision making throughout
the teen-age years . Time and good role models will fortunately allow the brain to eventually mature to match the
body.
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Door Openers vs. Door Slammers
The Influence of Language

Examples of Door Openers
◦

"What do you think?"

◦

◦

"Would you like to share more
about that?”

"Do you know what that
means?”

◦

"That sounds important to
you.”

◦

"Do you want to talk about it?”

◦

"That's just for boys/girls"

◦

"Why are you asking me that? “

◦

"You don't need to know about
that.“

◦

"Don't come to me if you mess
up."

◦

"That's a good question.”

◦

I don't know, but I'll find out"

◦

"I'm interested in what you are
saying.”

Examples of Door Closers
◦
◦

"You are too young to
understand."
"If you say that again, I'll...“

◦

"That's none of your business. “

◦

"I don't care what your friends
are doing! “

◦

"We'll talk about that when you
need to know. “
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Kind and Firm Parenting for Parents of Teens
by Melanie R. Miller, M.Ed., Parent Educator, School Counselor and Certified Positive Discipline Associate

I’m sure we all remember those toddler days when our kids were really good at saying “no”, running away
when it was diaper changing time or throwing a fit because their favorite shirt wasn’t clean and ready to
wear. Weren’t they suppose to grow out of this? If you’re feeling challenged, provoked, threatened or
defeated by your teen’s behavior, cheer up, you’re not alone! Even though our teens have gained a few
years, they can still be experts at successfully engaging us in power struggles.
Think of the teen that finds every distraction possible rather than getting ready for school on time. Or the
teen that digs in their heels saying “you can’t make me do my homework, and I’m not going to do it, I
don’t care if I go to college!” Or how about the teen that argues about everything!
Whenever your teen’s behavior leaves you feeling provoked, challenged, threatened or defeated, take a
few minutes to calm down. Leave the room, count to ten, call a friend. Then, when you’re feeling calm,
take a moment to get into your teen’s world. Don’t just think about their world, but really get into
it….what is important to them? Are they thinking about when they can clean their room or do the dinner
dishes, or how they want to spend the whole evening preparing for their Science test? Probably not!
Most likely a teen is thinking about….”what am I going to wear to school tomorrow? should I e-mail that
boy in my second period class? My best friend is ignoring me! How can I be more popular? I wonder if I
could sneak out this weekend to go to that party.”
Our adult world looks very different than our teen’s world. Our priorities are different and that is okay.
We’re adults, we’ve been there, done that….Now it is our teen’s turn to go through the process of growing
up. This process is sometimes referred to as “individuation”. Individuating is a process that kids go
through to become more of themselves, to become independent from their parents. It often looks like
rebellion because it appears that they are doing everything possible to go against our values and our
morals. What is important to us, as parents, may become a place of rebellion for our teens. By
individuating they get to experience the other side, they get to experiment with life in a different way.
This can be a very scary time for parents, and believe it or not, a very scary time for teens.
The next time you are feeling challenged, provoked or threatened, take time to calm down and then try
one of these Kind and Firm Parenting Tools…(adapted from Positive Discipline for Teenagers, Nelsen, Lott.)
1. Talk with your teenager-not to, at, or for him or her. (It is okay to share your feelings using “I”
messages)
2. Use “what and how” questions to help your teenager explore the consequences of his or her
choices….this is different than imposing a consequence on your teen. Do this with a tone of curiosity and
respect. Stay away from questions that begin with “why”. “Why” creates defensiveness and sets a tone
of blame.
3. Increase a sense of understanding by sharing a time when you had had a similar experience.
4. Decide, with dignity and respect, what you will do. Make an agreement with your teen and be willing
to follow-through. (State what you will do instead of what you are going to try to make your teenager do.)
5. Let the message of love get through. Never do or say anything that will drive a relationship apart.
Do and say only that which will bring a relationship closer.
Our teens need “Kind and Firm” parenting. Parenting that tells them, “I love you and respect you, and I
also love and respect myself. Kind and Firm parenting creates balance, communication and respect within
families. It is respectful to the teen, the parent and the situation at hand. It gets ourselves and our teens
through the challenges of the teen age years and brings us to the young adult years with our dignity, and
our child’s dignity, in tact.
Article based on the work of Jane Nelsen, Ed.D, Lynn Lott, LMFT et.al.
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Parenting Style Questionnaire

Please answer each question with

A-Agree 4

MA-Mostly Agree 3

MD-Mostly Disagree 2

Section A

D-Disagree 1

A

MA

MD

D

1. I believe that I have clear expectations for how my children should behave,
and I make sure they are rewarded or punished, according to that expectation.

4

3

2

1

2. I feel that it is my responsibility to set goals for my family and serve as
their guide.

4

3

2

1

3. I believe that my values should be taught to my family and if my children
have different values, they can choose those for themselves when they are
old enough to make those choices.

4

3

2

1

4. I feel that one of my roles in the family is to determine the social image that
our family displays to the public.

4

3

2

1

5. I think that I need to serve as a controlling force until my children can make
their own decisions.

4

3

2

1

6. I may not be smarter or stronger than anyone else in the family, but I have the
role of setting and enforcing values.

4

3

2

1

7. As long as my children live in my house or under my supervision, they will
follow the rules.

4

3

2

1

8. This family is not run by democratic vote. I take full responsibility.

4

3

2

1

9. Most times I have to make decisions about the family behavior and discipline
by myself.

4

3

2

1

4

3

2

1

11. I believe that it is more important for my family to learn how to accomplish
goals than to actually accomplish goals.

4

3

2

1

12. My philosophy is to develop a team spirit with my family in dealing with
our problems.

4

3

2

1

13. Accomplishing a common goal is more important than the personal
achievement of any one member of the family.

4

3

2

1

14. I feel that one of a parent’s most important tasks is to teach a child how to
set realistic goals for himself.

4

3

2

1

15. Learning how to trust one another in difficult times and relying on one
another’s abilities are very important skills for all family members.

4

3

2

1

10. I think that the most important attitude my family can have toward me is
respect.

Section E

Please answer each question with

A-Agree 4

MA-Mostly Agree 3

MD-Mostly Disagree 2

D-Disagree 1

16. It is important for the parent to listen to the child and respect what the child
wants and needs.

4

3

2

1

17. Although the parent has the responsibility for the child, it is important
to share the decision-making.

4

3

2

1

18. Children’s behavior should always have consequences, good or bad.

4

3

2

1

19. A parent’s rewards are in seeing the child achieve his goals.

4

3

2

1

20. The parent-child relationship is the most important lasting legacy in a family.

4

3

2

1

21. I feel responsible for my family’s success or failures and would probably
do some of their work for them rather than let them fail.

4

3

2

1

22. I am too lenient with my child and allow him or her to get by when I should
be more consistent.

4

3

2

1

23. It is probably partly my fault if my child gets into trouble, because I did not
do my job as a parent as well as I should have.

4

3

2

1

24. My parents were too hard on me, so I try to give my children what I didn’t
have in terms of freedom to be their true selves.

4

3

2

1

25. My child sometimes blames me for a problem and part of me agrees because
I feel guilty.

4

3

2

1

26. I try to motivate my family by making them feel guilty if they don’t do the
right thing.

4

3

2

1

27. I want my child to behave and be a good person because he wants me to be
proud of him.

4

3

2

1

28. My child often expresses the thought that I owe him a good life because I
am the parent.

4

3

2

1

29. I would like my family to remember how much I sacrificed for them.

4

3

2

1

30. I try not to put too much pressure on my child because it is not fair to him.

4

3

2

1

Section P

Scoring the Parenting Styles
Add up your totals for each section separately and write them here:
A:_____
E: _____
P: _____
Circle the meaning of your score in each of the three categories below:
Section A: Authoritarian
33–40 High identification with the Authoritarian style
25–32 Dominant behaviors for the Authoritarian style
18–24 Average or moderate behaviors for the Authoritarian style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Authoritarian style
Section E: Equalitarian
30–40 High identification with the Equalitarian style
23–29 Dominant behaviors for the Equalitarian style
15–22 Average or moderate behaviors for the Equalitarian style
10–14 Low behaviors for the Equalitarian style
Section P: Permissive
34–40 High identification with the Permissive style
27–33 Dominant behaviors for the Permissive style
18–26 Average or moderate behaviors for the Permissive style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Permissive style

Behavior Intervention Services
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If you scored in the dominant-to-high range in Section A, your dominant parenting style tends to be Authoritarian. This
parent tells a child what to do and what not to do; the rules are clear and usually inflexible. It would not be surprising to
find that an Authoritarian parent controls most of the decision-making processes in his or her family. Using the
Authoritarian style, a parent sets family goals, gives the rewards and handles the punishment—and does so sensitively and
usually not in an arbitrary fashion. There is absolutely no ambiguity in terms of what is expected, who does what in the
family or how misbehavior will be disciplined. The Authoritarian style tends to be confrontational at times.
Scoring in the dominant-to-high range in Section E indicates that you tend to use the Equalitarian style when parenting
your children. You give your children a role in making choices; your family operates like a team, and decisions are made
somewhat democratically up to a point. Your entire family is involved in goal-setting, decision-making and problemsolving, and there is usually an atmosphere in your family of effective communication and team spirit. The Equalitarian
style of parenting is usually successful at negotiating compromises. A parent using the Equalitarian style believes in
giving children choices. Children in these families learn that their opinions and thoughts count. Rules in the household are
simple, with reasonable consequences for breaking them, and children understand the reasons behind the rules. There is
room for flexibility, however. Generally, a parent using this style is responsive, attentive and sensitive to children’s needs.
Discipline is viewed as an opportunity for a teachable moment.
If you scored in the dominant-to-high range of Section P, yours is a Permissive style of parenting. You generally take a
more gentle approach, intervening only when your kids get off track or into trouble. You keep your children within broad
boundaries, plus work to make everything seem as if it were your child’s idea in order to give a lot of ownership.
Adopting this style, you act compassionately, empathetically, and encouragingly. You have the ability to tap your
children’s internal motivations, such as need for self-improvement, more personal goal attainment or even guilt. As a
result, you know how to push the right buttons to motivate your child in the right direction. Permissive parents generally
encourage freedom of expression so as to enhance their children’s creativity and allow them to voice their opinions.

AUTHORITARIAN

EQUALITARIAN

PERMISSIVE

•Decisive

• Collaborative
• Team player
• Sharing responsibility
• Decision maker
• Not bossy
• Ingratiating
• Avoiding leadership
• Undisciplined
• Reactive
• Manipulative

• Accepting
• Supportive
• Respectful
• Open
• Agreeable
• Assuring
• Conforming
• Motivating from
behind the scenes
• Pushing the child on
self-goals
• Relying on internal
structure
• Too lenient
• Too time-consuming

• Requiring
• Efficient
• Assertive
• Task-oriented
• Controlling
• Strict
• Rigid
• Inflexible
• Domineering
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The Behavior Contract
You thought the "terrible twos" were bad. Now there's dating, driving, drugs, alcohol, chores, grades
and a whole slew of other issues waiting to ambush you as a parent. Besides begging and pleading, what
can you do to keep your child safe and happy?
A behavior contract is a written set of expectations that parents have of their teens, preteens, and younger
children. The contract includes basic rules, consequences and privileges.
The primary purpose of a behavior contract is for children to be held accountable for their behavior while
allowing moms and dads to maintain a reasonable amount of control. A behavior contract will teach teens that
there are consequences to breaking rules, the knowledge of which hopefully will transfer in the child's mind to
school rules as well as the legal system.
A behavior contract will not resolve the issues of feelings and emotions involved within the relationships
between parents and teens. It can only act as a basic agreement that may allow you to work toward a
resolution for problem behaviors, minimizing the disruption and interference that can many times occur during
the process of getting bad behavior under control and restructuring a family's rules.
Sometimes your teen will refuse to participate, and if that's the case, then you may let him know that this
contract will be implemented with or without his cooperation, and if he makes the choice not to participate, you
fully intend to follow the contract to the letter. If he ultimately doesn't like something that is put in the contract,
then that will be his problem because he didn't participate in writing it. Again, the participation of each person in
the family who will be involved, if at all possible, is vital to the success of your contract, but don't allow yourself
to be undermined by a teen who is threatening noncooperation!
Your final contract should be the results of negotiation and compromise, taking everybody's ideas into
consideration. If the whole idea of a Behavior Contract threatens to break down when an agreement cannot be
reached between two or more parties, particularly parents, the entire family should strongly consider visiting a
social worker or family therapist, even if only for one visit, to get an objective third party to help break the log
jam and create a Behavior Contract that everybody can live with. However, some items should not be
negotiable, such as a child demanding a curfew that is later than what the law in your area would allow for his
or her particular age group.
Parents should provide progressive consequences for refusal to follow rules and directions. Unfortunately,
some parents, in an effort to "get tough" on their wayward teen, will go overboard and ground the child for
weeks and weeks for a single incident. The rationale behind punishment should be primarily to offer an
unpleasant learning experience so that the teen will learn to correct his own behavior and not repeat the
offending action. For most teen, a punishment that consists of weeks of grounding on a first offense is too long
and will cause further resentment rather than be a learning experience for the child.
A list of possible priorities to include in a Behavior Contract includes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alcohol/drug use
Chores
Computer use
Conflict resolution (helpful when two siblings
are at each other's throats)
Curfew
Expression of anger or violence, including
profanity

•
•
•
•
•
•

Medication issues and compliance (for
those who take regular medicines, such as
Ritalin)
Running away
School behavior and grades
Smoking
Telephone use
Use of the car
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Spending Quality Time Can Improve Teen Behavior
Positive Discipline Tool Focuses on Parent-Child Relationship
Kelly Pfeiffer

As well as strengthening the parent-teen relationship, one on one time between parents and teens can
significantly decrease teen behavior problems.
A popular public service announcement on television once asked parents the question, “Do you know where
your kids are?” The authors of Positive Discipline for Teenagers (Three Rivers Press, 2000) stress that as well
as knowing “where” kids are, parents should know “who” their kids are. According to the book authors, Jane
Nelsen and Lynn Lott, spending one on one time that improves the parent-child relationship can have a
profoundly positive effect on teen behavior.

Prioritizing the Parent-Child Relationship
In the developmental stage of individuation, teens are naturally pulling away from parents and valuing time
with peers. The busy lives of both parents and teens can be a challenge for spending quality time together.
Parents of teens must make extra efforts to stay connected with teenagers.
Although it may be tough to schedule one on one time for a parent and teenagers, the benefits can be amazing
for both parents and teens and often change teen behavior for the better. “Short periods (even minutes) of
quality time a day, a week or even a month can do wonders to improve your relationships with your teens,”
write Nelsen and Lott in Positive Discipline for Teenagers.

Positive Discipline Tips to Make Quality Time Count
A parent’s attitude and actions while spending quality time together are important factors in improving teen
behavior. Teens are more likely to want to stay connected with parents who put nagging and harping aside at
times. “Imagine the effect on your teenager of receiving five minutes a day with you without hearing your
lectures, your judgments, or your disappointments,” write Nelsen and Lott in Chapter 9 of Positive Discipline
for Teenagers, “How Do You Spend Time That Counts?”
The authors offer a list of suggestions to improve the parent child relationship when spending quality time
together. Parents are advised to keep their mouth shut, use their sense of humor and focus on understanding
their teen's world. The general idea is that parents learn to listen to teens, have fun with the kids and not expect
anything (such as immediate openness, excessive gratitude or an instant behavior improvement) from them
while spending one on one time together.
Outside of quality time, the authors strongly recommend that parents train and expect teens to contribute to
household cleaning, do laundry, complete family chore charts, etc. Teaching life skills is as important as
spending one on one time. But parents can improve the parent-child relationship and work to stay connected to
teens by making sure there are times in each day when parents focus on getting to know a teenager.

Scheduling One on One Time With Teens
In order to stay connected on a routine basis, it’s helpful for a parent and teen to schedule a weekly time for
spending 30 to 60 minutes of time together. A parent and teen can visit a coffee shop, go for a walk, play a
game together, take a class together, etc. The ideas for bonding through the parent-child relationship are
endless. If a parent and teen have a tough time deciding on activities they both enjoy doing, the parent can
choose an activity one week and the teen can choose an activity the next week.

One on One Time Also Prevents Teen Behavior Problems
Spending quality time can improve teen behavior issues and can also prevent them. Most all of the Positive
Discipline books recommend spending one on one time with children and teens on a routine basis as a tool to
stay connected with kids and to prevent behavior issues.
Sometimes strained during the teen years, the parent-child relationship can be strengthened through consistent
one on one time. Spending quality time together addresses some of the beliefs behind teenage behavior
problems. One on one time helps parents and teens stay connected and can even be an effective tool for
improving teen behavior problems. Positive Discipline for Teenagers authors Nelsen and Lott recommend to
parents, “You might be surprised at how many conflicts are resolved when you focus on spending quality time
instead of spending time on the problem.”
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The Teen Brain
1. We often refer to teenagers as "young adults" because their brain development gives
them complete adult skills, although they lack the experience of older adults.
True

False

2. The teenage brain has less matter in the areas that control planning and problem solving
than does the adult brain. That's the reason teenagers make bad choices.
True

False

3. Teenagers stay up late because they require less sleep than adults.
True

False

4. The reason many teenagers seem emotionally reactive is that they respond to subtle
cues that adults miss.
True

False

5. Teenagers should not blame their inappropriate behavior on "raging
hormones."
True

False

6. The teenage brain develops in a way that promotes impulsive and risk-taking activities.
True

False

7. Teenagers are more at risk for drug addiction than adults.
True

False

8. Adolescents often drink more than adults because they get less sleepy from
alcohol, but they also typically get more buzzed.
True

False

9. Parents don't have much influence on teenagers because their brain
development makes them more sensitive to social cues from their peers.
True

False

10. You have the brain you are born with, and there's not much you can do about it.
True

False

Answers to Teen Brain Quiz
1. We often refer to teenagers as "young adults" because their brain development gives them
complete adult skills, although they lack the experience of older adults.
False. From the standpoint of brain development, a "young adult" brain is that of at 25-year-old. Through the teenage years and
into the early 20s, the brain is still getting organized. Some areas are growing in size, some areas are pruning unused connections,
and connections are being strengthened between many areas. Still, a surprising number of cognitive functions are similar in
adolescents and adults.

2. The teenage brain has less matter in the areas that control planning and problem solving
than does the adult brain. That's the reason teenagers make bad choices.
False. The final maturation process in the adolescent brain involves the "pruning" of nerve cell material, or "grey matter," rather
than adding more. New connections are being made, but circuits that are unused also are being cut out. As adolescents approach
adulthood, the active connections are insulated with myelin, which helps information flow more quickly and efficiently among regions
of the brain. It's like having a computer that does massive parallel processing, rather than a single switch.

3. Teenagers stay up late because they require less sleep than adults.
False. Adolescents require more sleep than adults—likely about nine hours—and there is a shift in the onset of sleep to later hours,
accompanied by later waking. This is well established by research, but we have not discovered the biological mechanisms that
underlie these differences.

4. The reason many teenagers seem emotionally reactive is that they respond to subtle cues
that adults miss.
False. Brain imaging studies show that teenagers have less capacity to recognize anger in facial images than adults. That suggests
that brain areas important for the processing of subtle changes in facial expressions are still developing through adolescence.
Teenagers also may be more emotional because the parts of their brains that control social interactions develop earlier than the
parts that censor overreactions.

5. Teenagers should not blame their inappropriate behavior on "raging hormones."
True. Puberty usually begins before the teenage years, with hormonal changes peaking at ages 12 to 15. Hormones then even out,
reaching adult levels by age 18. Instead of hormones, teenagers can blame their behavior on the fact that they have a developing
brain that is not yet capable of full regulation of behavior.

6. The teenage brain develops in a way that promotes impulsive and risk-taking activities.
True. The brain circuits that lead humans to expect good things to happen develop earlier than the circuits that allow people to
anticipate the consequences of their actions. For example teenagers take greater (and inappropriate) risks in gambling experiments
than adults do.

7. Teenagers are more at risk for drug addiction than adults.
True. Studies of human behavior show that the probability of becoming "hooked" on something is greater during adolescence.
Animal studies suggest that the brain's positive reaction to drugs may be greater in adolescence, while at the same time negative
effects hold less sway.

8. Adolescents often drink more than adults because they get less sleepy from alcohol, but they
also typically get more buzzed.
True. Animal research shows that alcohol inhibits the firing of nerve cells less in adolescents than in adults, and thus they become
less sleepy. But the effects that produce the buzz may be greater in adolescents than adults. So, there's a reason why older people
say, "I can't drink like I used to."

9. Parents don't have much influence on teenagers because their brain development makes
them more sensitive to social cues from their peers.
False. While it's true that teenagers take more risks in experiments when they're with other teens than when they're alone, a large
body of research shows that parents have great influence over teenagers' attitudes and behaviors.

10. You have the brain you are born with, and there's not much you can do about it.
False. Animal studies show that the structure of the brain changes with experience. Based on imaging experiments in people, we
also know that the ability to use parts of our brain changes over time. People who learn how to play the violin, for instance, have
different brain connections than people who don't play that instrument. And as people become expert at playing music (or another
such skill), the theory is that their brains become more efficient and use less "bandwidth," so to speak, for that task.
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How Better To Communicate With Your Teen and/or Parent
One of the most common problems that parents and teens experience is a gulf in understanding. The
proverbial "ships passing in the night" or "speaking totally different languages" are common descriptions of
teen‐parent communications. It often happens that both a parent and a teen are experiencing the same sorts
of feelings and frustrations, without ever letting the other know it. Completing this worksheet together can be
a first step toward better communication.
To help you to re‐establish and improve communication, complete the following worksheet separately, then
ask your parent or teen to complete and share their responses

Check off as many of the following words that describe a typical conversation or how you feel when you
are talking with your teen or parent.
comfortable

frustrating

not heard

angry

understood

used up

annoying

exciting

impatient

sincere

stimulating

edited

loud

gentle

clear

confusing

frequent

seldom

happy

meaningless

sensible

pointless

meaningful

despairing

endless

open

warm

boring

hopeful

optimistic

embarrassing

uplifting

non-existent

respectful

muddled

tense

controlling

considerate

uncomfortable

predictable

depressing

spiritual

hurried

draining

speaking different
languages

enjoyable

anxious

repetitive

Now, answer the following questions in a phrase or two:
•

How often do you feel you have [or had] the same conversation?

•

Do you feel as though you can predict exactly where each conversation is going?

•

What do you usually talk about with your teen or parent?

•

What was the last meaningful conversation you had? How did it end?

•

When you are having a conversation with your teen or parent, what do you appreciate most about it?

•

When you are having a conversation with your teen or parent, what do you dislike most about it?

•

Are there things you would like to discuss with your teen or parent but feel you can't? If your answer is
yes, why not?

Check off the following statements that apply to your relationship and/or communication with your teen
or parent:
I know he/she really understands and cares about
me and my thoughts and feelings.
I know he/she really understands and cares
about me and my thoughts and feelings, but ...

I never know how we get to the place we get to.
I just want it to be over.
She/he is always lecturing me.

He/she doesn't understand how I feel.

I've heard all this before.

He/she wants to understand, but just can't.

I don't believe a word.

He/she just rambles on and on and on.

I don't even bother to listen.

It never even makes any sense.

I appreciate his/her point of view, but ...

I've heard it all a million times before.

That's just the way adults/teens talk.

Isn't he/she ever going to get it?

I want to believe, but ...

I'm tired of taking all the blame/responsibility.

I don't feel I'm being heard

Why is he/she making this so difficult?
Describe your experience of a good conversation. A bad conversation.

How do you feel about your parent's or teen's side of the conversation?

Exchange your questionnaires and use each other's responses to begin a conversation about your
communication. This exercise will work best if each person agrees to listen closely to what is being said with an
open mind and without interrupting. You may also want to establish some ground rules for your conversation
such as speaking about yourself before speaking about your teen or parent and no criticizing or blaming.

Reflections for Better Communications
•

•
•
•
•
•

It's natural to have preconceived ideas about the world, ourselves, and those we love and our interactions
with them. If you are able to place imaginary "brackets" around those preconceptions and set them aside
before you have a conversation with your teen or your parent, you may be surprised at what you
discover.
Each person shares equal responsibility or blame when communication is difficult or isn't working.
Remember the old adage: "Try walking around in the other person's shoes for a day." Try looking at the
world from your parent's or teen's perspective.
It's easier to say that the other person doesn't or can't understand than to work to understand the other
person.
Do you ever feel that your teen or parent is trying to confuse or manipulate you? If so, what does that
mean?
Who is more frustrated when someone doesn't "get it" or understand what is being said -- the speaker or
the listener?
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The Behavior Contract
You thought the "terrible twos" were bad. Now there's dating, driving, drugs, alcohol, chores, grades
and a whole slew of other issues waiting to ambush you as a parent. Besides begging and pleading, what
can you do to keep your child safe and happy?
A behavior contract is a written set of expectations that parents have of their teens, preteens, and younger
children. The contract includes basic rules, consequences and privileges.
The primary purpose of a behavior contract is for children to be held accountable for their behavior while
allowing moms and dads to maintain a reasonable amount of control. A behavior contract will teach teens that
there are consequences to breaking rules, the knowledge of which hopefully will transfer in the child's mind to
school rules as well as the legal system.
A behavior contract will not resolve the issues of feelings and emotions involved within the relationships
between parents and teens. It can only act as a basic agreement that may allow you to work toward a
resolution for problem behaviors, minimizing the disruption and interference that can many times occur during
the process of getting bad behavior under control and restructuring a family's rules.
Sometimes your teen will refuse to participate, and if that's the case, then you may let him know that this
contract will be implemented with or without his cooperation, and if he makes the choice not to participate, you
fully intend to follow the contract to the letter. If he ultimately doesn't like something that is put in the contract,
then that will be his problem because he didn't participate in writing it. Again, the participation of each person in
the family who will be involved, if at all possible, is vital to the success of your contract, but don't allow yourself
to be undermined by a teen who is threatening noncooperation!
Your final contract should be the results of negotiation and compromise, taking everybody's ideas into
consideration. If the whole idea of a Behavior Contract threatens to break down when an agreement cannot be
reached between two or more parties, particularly parents, the entire family should strongly consider visiting a
social worker or family therapist, even if only for one visit, to get an objective third party to help break the log
jam and create a Behavior Contract that everybody can live with. However, some items should not be
negotiable, such as a child demanding a curfew that is later than what the law in your area would allow for his
or her particular age group.
Parents should provide progressive consequences for refusal to follow rules and directions. Unfortunately,
some parents, in an effort to "get tough" on their wayward teen, will go overboard and ground the child for
weeks and weeks for a single incident. The rationale behind punishment should be primarily to offer an
unpleasant learning experience so that the teen will learn to correct his own behavior and not repeat the
offending action. For most teen, a punishment that consists of weeks of grounding on a first offense is too long
and will cause further resentment rather than be a learning experience for the child.
A list of possible priorities to include in a Behavior Contract includes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alcohol/drug use
Chores
Computer use
Conflict resolution (helpful when two siblings
are at each other's throats)
Curfew
Expression of anger or violence, including
profanity

•
•
•
•
•
•

Medication issues and compliance (for
those who take regular medicines, such as
Ritalin)
Running away
School behavior and grades
Smoking
Telephone use
Use of the car
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The Teenage Brain
by Barbara Cooke

"What Were You Thinking?!"
You climb into your car, turn the key in the ignition, and are assaulted by rap music so loud the
windows are vibrating. You just know your hearing will never be the same.
Blame it on the amygdala!
It's a record-breaking frigid day. You're worrying about the pipes bursting and your teen is going to school
without her jacket. You ask her where it is and you get a blank look, then, "Oh, it's in the car" or "It's in my
locker at school". Blame it on the amygdala!
While you're muttering to yourself, ''What is she thinking?!'' your teen's amygdala is having a field-day. Now,
confess: You think the amygdala is a new kind of club drug, don't you? No, the amygdala is an almond-shaped
part of the brain, nestled deep in the back that pretty much controls the way teens act for their middle-school
and high-school years. So the next time you're ready to bellow, "WHAT in the world were you thinking when
you did that?” remember this intriguing fact: Teens are NOT thinking the way adults think because they
absolutely, positively can't do that yet. Adolescent brains just aren't ''hard wired'' like adult brains.
Researchers recently discovered that adults think with the prefrontal cortex, the rational part of the brain; teens
process information with the amygdala, the instinctual, emotional part of the brain. Teens don't think, ''Binge
drinking is very dangerous and stupid.'' Rather, it's ''Oh, boy, a chugging contest! Wouldn't it be cool if I won?''
What the Experts Say
Up until 1997, conventional thinking, heralded during the White House Conference on Early Learning and
Childhood Development, held that the greatest time of brain growth occurred before the age of 18 months, and
was set forever by the age of three. But scientists spent the following years scanning teens' brains in a
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) machine and discovered that the prefrontal cortex, which makes people
''act like an adult,'' is not fully developed in a teenager until after the age of 18.
So parents watch their teens whiz through life manipulated by the wild whims of the amygdala, home to primal
feelings such as fear, rage, and impulse. And to complicate things even more, the amygdala gangs up with all
kinds of hormones, and pumps them through puberty-ravaged bodies, making them moody, unpredictable, and
seemingly irrational. It's a constant struggle to see if the still-developing prefrontal cortex can head off the
amygdala and shout: ''Stop! Use good judgement on this one! Think about what can happen!''
And that's why teens parade through adolescence doing all those things that keep parents up at night.
Sneaking out late at night. Moving from hysterics to hugs in warp-speed. Flaunting purple hair. Binge drinking,
sampling drugs, and smoking cigarettes. Waiting until the last minute to do the term paper...and the list goes
on and on.
But just because they may not naturally think before they act isn't an excuse for bedlam during the teen years.

So, what's a parent to do?!
Tips for Parents
''Adolescence is a time when everything is out of kilter, and nothing is stable in the body or mind. It's the
second time that kids act like they're two years old,'' laughs Ruth Kraus, Ph.D, assistant professor of clinical
psychology at the University of Chicago's Child Psychiatry Clinic. ''The difference is that when they're young
you say, 'They're only kids. Give them a break.' But when they're teens you expect them to act like
adults...and they're not.''
Her advice? Parents have to step in as the "designated" prefrontal cortex and dispense common sense,
guidance, and advice. In other words, don't just walk away from your teen and think that he or she is ready to
make all the decisions without your input.
• Empathize and let your teen understand that impulses are hard to fight, but the end results could be

disastrous. Teens must take the time to ponder important decisions and weigh the options. They
should look at both sides of an issue and consider the consequences.
• Help them get organized with calendars and planners. Teach them to write down deadlines, meetings,
and dates and then post them in visible places. Help them understand that waiting until the very last
minute to complete an important assignment is a sure bet for stress and disappointment.
• Be there for them. Remind your teens that while you're not running their lives anymore, you are
ALWAYS available for advice and help, no matter what comes up.
• Develop a sense of humor! Enjoy your teens as they develop into adults. After all, you can always
blame it on the amygdala, right?

