
The 
Teenage 
Brain



Stereotypes:
What to 
Expect 
When 
You’re 
Expecting… 
a Teenager 
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Reflection time 

In pairs or by yourself, consider the following questions:

• Which three words best describe your adolescence?

Consider school, home, friends…

• Who were the key people in your life?

• What did adults do that helped?

• What did they do that you wish they hadn’t?

• What else impacted on your development into adulthood?



“Our youth now love luxury. They have bad 
manners, contempt for authority, they show 
disrespect for their elders and love chatter in 
place of exercise; they no longer rise when 
elders enter the room; they contradict their 
parents, chatter before company; gobble up 
their food and tyrannize their teachers.”

Socrates



Video 
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Development 
of the 
Teenage 
Brain –
The Science 

Significant changes in brain connections take 
place during different stages of adolescence:

Proliferation (10-12yrs)

• Rapid growth of brain matter and the formation of 
new connections 

Pruning (16-17 yrs)

• Cutting away of unused or unimportant connections

Myelination (late adolescence into adulthood)

• Insulation of brain pathways to make them more 
efficient 



Reflection Time 

In pairs or by yourself, consider the following questions:

• What effects do you think the changes in brain 
development would have on an young people?

• Consider impact on:

• Learning, behaviour, social and emotional 
development



Effects of the Changes 

Slower processing speeds/providing response, processing errors 

Ability to read emotions and think things through can be affected – more reactive to situation, use of emotions rather 
than being rational

Behaviour likely to be inconsistent: - they lack experience and are still learning to use their brains’ new networks

Need more sleep  - 9¼ hours and critical for memory and learning

Stress, tiredness & challenge can cause misfire “neural gawkiness” 

Brains very adaptable (to environment) and capable of huge amount of learning



More on 
Sleep 

As mentioned, teenagers should be getting over 9 hours of sleep to help 
consolidate memories and learning…

but:

• Around the time that puberty hits, the body clock starts to work 
differently  

• When our body clock switches off, we begin to produce melatonin, 
but studies have shown that in adolescents melatonin is produced 
much later than in younger children

• For teenagers, this happens at around 11pm (though it can vary)

• On school days, if they don’t fall asleep until after 11, it is difficult for 
them to get the 9 hours their body needs, which means they are 
running at a constant deficit 

• Being woken early also means teenagers often miss out on some of 
their deepest sleep, REM sleep, which is vital to memory and learning 

Morgan, 2013



Thrill seeking 
and Risk-Taking 

Behaviours 

• We’re all risk takers to some extent, and to be 
successful some risk is necessary. With risk comes 
reward – for example the stress of a job interview 
versus the satisfaction of getting the job

• Some of us are naturally more risk averse than 
others, and this is the case for teenagers too –
some may sail through their teenage years without 
giving their parents a heart attack!

• Risk is not only about danger, but also about trying 
something new, something which is happening 
constantly throughout adolescence

• Surviving risk gives us a boost of dopamine, the 
pleasure hormone 

Morgan, 2013



Thrill seeking and risk-taking behaviours

- Can be positive and negative

- Motivated to seek out new experiences, people, learning 
& environments

- Exploration; finding new interests and passions

- Excitement of the world - innovation, creativity

- Dopamine influences the experience of ‘thrill’ and 
pleasure

- Need greater risk to experience same level of dopamine

- Can be socially mediated



Reflection 

How do you think a teenager or 
pre-adolescent would describe 
‘typical parent behaviour’?

Think of some examples. 

How might these impact on 
relationships within the home? 



Seven Things 
Teens Wish They 
Could Say to 
Their Parents 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mkTec5g1FFE
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How can we help? 

More gentle (less confrontational) 
approach to discussing emotions, ‘you 
look as if…’, I’m going to say something 
and I want you to tell me if I have got 
this right and if not you can tell me 
what I should have said. 

Manage miscommunications by 
modelling self-talk, e.g. ‘let’s think’, 
and engaging in a containing and 
thoughtful dialogue ‘I didn’t really 
understand/hear/listen to what you 
were saying – could you just tell me 
again about ...’ 

(Hookman, 2016)



How can we help? 

Help recognise 
strengths/abilities – give 
positive feedback and 
encouragement

1

Model and encourage a 
‘growth mindset’ in which 
problems are useful, skills 
take time to develop and 
practice is everything

2

Great time to learn new 
skills and info (use it or lose 
it!) – support to find out 
where interests/passions lie, 
e.g. BGE/extra-curricular 
activities

3

Promote secure 
attachments– adolescents 
value opinion of adults, 
especially ‘significant others’ 

4

Encourage independence –
development of being an 
individual/sense of self

5

(Hookman, 2016)



How else can 
we help? 

• Support development of pre-frontal 
cortex:

• Talk through choices/problem solving 
options, e.g. ‘what would you do if…?’
as a dialogue

• Structures around planning/prioritising, 
e.g. study plan

• Discuss facts, e.g. alcohol/drugs, discuss 
potential risks/rewards – balance of these

• Encourage healthy sleep patterns
• Encourage relaxation

(Hookman, 2016)
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Thank You
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