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New neuroscience research has shown that a crucial part of the brain undergoes extensive changes during puberty -- precisely the time when the raging hormones often blamed for teen behavior begin to wreak havoc.  These discoveries could change the way we parent, teach, or perhaps even understand our teenagers.  The connections in the teenage brain to make good decisions, anticipate the future, and manage one’s emotions are not fully wired up. 

The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain just behind the forehead and between the temples, serves as a person’s “supervisor.”  Unfortunately, the prefrontal cortex does not fully mature until we reach the age of twenty-five years old.  The result is that teens truly cannot “see” the consequences of their actions.  

Why do teens do what they do?

Risk-taking is normal; anticipate it as a part of your teen growing up.  Young people take risks to find out who they are, what their values are, how far they can take things.  Common teenage risk-taking occurs through experimentation. Perhaps your 16-year-old is trying on pink hair one week and purple the next week.  Or your son is wearing nail polish.  Clarify what types of risk-taking are acceptable and which are unacceptable (for example, using alcohol or other drugs or drinking and driving).  After weighing all of the issues, you may decide to tolerate your teen’s decision to wear only black t-shirts throughout their sophomore year.  

Have your wondered why your teen overreacts to you even if you haven’t said anything?

Science shows us that teenagers are not skilled at reading facial expressions correctly.  Teens aren’t (usually) trying to ignore their parents or conveniently forget a parent’s request.  They truly don’t “read” our non-verbal communication.  It’s important to clearly SAY what you want your teen to do.

Have you ever wondered why your teen’s sleep patterns are different?  

Throughout the day our brains produce melatonin, a hormone that makes us sleepy.  During adolescence, the brain secretes melatonin two hours later than when they were younger. This results in teens staying up two hours later and sleeping in two hours later in the morning (when they can).  Sleep plays a critical role in adolescent growth and development.  Massive brain cell growth occurs only during the sleep phase.  Sleep is also necessary so that nerve cells can “rest.”  So, it’s okay to let your teen sleep past noon on the weekend.  

Remember – teens need their parents.

Many experts agree that the most beneficial thing for teenagers is good relationships with their parents.  Anticipate your child’s adolescence just like you did when they turned two-years-old.  Remember, YOU, the parent, have the most influence on your teen’s values, risk taking, and choices. Enjoy the ride!

Web Links for more information:

· PBS: Inside the Teenage Brain: (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/)

· Dr. Daniel Amen:  (http://www.amenclinic.com/ac/)
· Dr. David Walsh: The National Institute on Media and the Family: www.mediafamily.org/teenwiseparents/index.shtml
· information compiled by Dakota County Public Health Department.
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