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Parenting and the Teenage Brain

Many parents and concerned citizens are asking why.  Why do bad things happen to good kids?  Why do teens, who were raised by caring parents, participate in senseless and sometimes violent behavior? 

Recent brain research may hold some answers to these questions.  Scientists have found that critical brain growth isn’t completed until the mid-twenties.  The part of the brain that helps us anticipate the consequences of our decisions, the pre-frontal cortex, takes longer to mature than the rest of the brain.  

Dopamine, a powerful brain chemical that peaks during adolescence, also plays a role in teen risk-taking.  The teen brain seeks to maintain a high level of dopamine through the “rush” from participating in risky activities, such as driving recklessly in a car or ATV, or experimenting with alcohol and other drugs.  Parents should provide their teens with safe, supervised experiences such as sports or other recreation that provide the thrill their brains seek.  

· Communicate with your teens about your concerns and your expectations about their behavior.  Let them know that it is because you care that you want them to take precautions, such as wearing a helmet when skateboarding.  

· Set firm boundaries.  

· Communicate your values and beliefs.  Though it might not seem like it, teens often establish their own personal set of values based on those of their parents.  

· Focus on issues that affect health and safety.  For example, help your teens understand the health dangers involved in body piercing and tattooing, and perhaps tolerate their desire to dye their hair. 

· Actively monitor your teen.  Insist on knowing where your teens are and who they spend time with.  Talk with other parents to find out how they will be chaperoning.  (For example, will other parents actually walk throughout the entire party periodically or will they go to sleep and leave the teens on their own?).

All youth are at risk because adolescence is inherently a risky time of life.  Good kids do find themselves in bad situations.  The research is clear -- parents are the primary influence on their teen’s behavior.  Communicate your expectations.  Reinforce your values.  

For more information on the adolescent brain or on parenting teens:

· Shoulder-to-Shoulder website:  www.shouldertoshoulderminnesota.org/
· Strauch, Barbara. The Primal Teen (2003)

· Walsh, David. Why Do They Act That Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain for You and Your Teen (2005)

-information compiled by the Dakota County Public Health Department.
Adapted by the Alcohol & Drug Council of Tompkins County, 6/09.
Longer Version 

Parenting and the Teenage Brain 

Many parents and concerned citizens are asking why.  Why do bad things happen to good kids?  Why do teens, who were raised by caring parents, participate in senseless and sometimes violent behavior? 

Recent brain research may hold some answers to these questions.  Scientists have found that critical brain growth isn’t completed until the mid-twenties.  The part of the brain that helps us anticipate the consequences of our decisions, the pre-frontal cortex, takes longer to mature than the rest of the brain.  The pre-frontal cortex helps curb impulses, serves as an emotional brake and contributes to logical reasoning.  In a sense, the teenage brain is like a full-throttle engine without a driver.  

Teens often don’t have enough experience to make good decisions.  Parents should talk with their teens and help them anticipate potentially dangerous situations such as riding with an impaired driver.  Parents of teens and young adults need to see themselves as their kid’s “pre-frontal cortex.”  Parents can help their teen make better decisions by anticipating situations -- by discussing ahead of time possible outcomes. 

Dopamine, a powerful brain chemical that peaks during adolescence, also plays a role in teen risk-taking.  Dopamine is a natural chemical produced in the body that is associated with pleasure and reward. The teen brain seeks to maintain a high level of dopamine through the “rush” from participating in risky activities, such as driving recklessly in a car or ATV, or experimenting with alcohol and other drugs.  Parents should provide their teens with safe, supervised experiences such as sports or other recreation that provide the thrill their brains seek.  

Experimentation is a fact of life for teens; they define their identity by taking risks.  Teens feel invincible and tell themselves, “It can’t happen to me!”  How do parents break through these physical and psychological barriers to help reduce the risks for their teens?  Here are some tips from the experts:

· Communicate with your teens about your concerns and your expectations about their behavior.  Let them know that it is because you care that you want them to take precautions, such as wearing a helmet when skateboarding and not using alcohol, tobacco or other drugs.  

· Set firm boundaries.  State your expectations and hold to them.

· Communicate your values and beliefs.  Though it might not seem like it, teens often establish their own personal set of values based on those of their parents.  

· Focus on issues that affect health and safety.  For example, help your teens understand the health dangers involved in body piercing and tattooing, and perhaps tolerate their desire to dye their hair. 

· Actively monitor your teen. Adolescence is not the time to be less vigilant.  Insist on knowing where your teens are and who they spend time with.  Talk with other parents to find out how they will be chaperoning.  (For example, will other parents actually walk throughout the entire party periodically or will they go to sleep and leave the teens on their own?).

· Be your teen’s parent first – be a friend second.   

All youth are at risk because adolescence is inherently a risky time of life.  Good kids do find themselves in bad situations.  Talk often with your teen.  The research is clear -- parents are the primary influence on their teen’s behavior.  Communicate your expectations.  Reinforce your values.  Be an “askable parent.” 

For more information on the adolescent brain or on parenting teens:

· Shoulder-to-Shoulder website:  www.shouldertoshoulderminnesota.org/
· Strauch, Barbara. The Primal Teen (2003)

· Walsh, David. Why Do They Act That Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain for You and Your Teen (2005)

-information compiled by the Dakota County Public Health Department.
Adapted by the Alcohol & Drug Council of Tompkins County, 6/09.
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Audience for these articles:  parents of middle, and high school students


Two versions: 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Short" ��Short version� (421 words)


Longer version (625 words)


Suggested Timing:  you may wish to print the article anytime during the school year  


Personalize it for your district:  


Add any additional information about programs in your school


Add any contact information for your district 

















Articles for School Newsletters - prepared by Dakota County Public Health Department, Adapted by the Alcohol & Drug Council of Tompkins County








