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From a parental standpoint, teenage behavior is oftentimes confusing to understand and even more difficult to manage. Good faith attempts to oversee and guide teen behavior meet with stiff resistance a good share of the time and the inevitable conflict that results can leave all sides frustrated and emotionally frazzled. For many of us, teen behavior creates the desire for more information about adolescent development to help make sense of it all. 


Dr. David Walsh is the President of the National Institute on Media and the Family. In his recent book, “Why Do They Act that Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain” Dr. Walsh highlights key research findings on adolescent brain development and the implication for effective parenting of teens. The good news—the recent brain research studies shed new light on how teens perceive the world and process information. Contrary to popular belief, while the adolescent brain has grown to its full extent physically, it is only part way into the process of internally connecting the neural pathways that will eventually allow it to utilize all of its reasoning capabilities. The bad news—the fact remains that adolescents still need to go through an individuation process whether their brain is ready to handle the challenge in a responsible fashion or not. Therein lies a good share of the conflict!


As mentioned above, we now know that the adolescent brain is a work in progress. It has much of its development yet to come in terms of neuron (brain cell) connections and networking that will take it to the point of full maturity. The good news in this development process is that experience plays a large role in the connections that are made and reinforced. “Use it or lose it” is an accurate way to understand the neural networks in the brain that are formed as this development takes place. Those connections that aren’t reinforced eventually wither and die. Those that are reinforced, for better or worse, take hold and thrive. 


One of the more challenging aspects of parenting teens is the impulsive, risk-taking nature of some of their behavior. This is the kind of behavior that leaves you scratching your head, wondering, “What were they thinking???” Adolescent risk taking occurs in many ways—alcohol and drugs, sexual behavior, and unsafe driving are just a few. Brain research has now shed some light on the thought process in the adolescent brain that influences these reckless decisions. The prefrontal cortex is the executive area, or reasoning center of the brain. It acts to control impulses and assert more thoughtful behavior. Unfortunately, this area undergoes a big growth spurt in adolescence and is virtually “under construction” much of that time. As a result, adolescents aren’t fully equipped to think before they act. Emotions tend to be the bigger influence on decisions adolescents make since the “reasoning center” is just coming into its own.


An active parenting presence throughout this adolescent developmental process can help reinforce brain connections that influence appropriate impulse control, relationship behavior, and communication skills and patterns. Holding your teen accountable for controlling their impulses and making good behavioral choices influences and reinforces the growth of those type of brain cell connections. Encouraging your teen to participate in environments that model healthy ways to deal with the various interpersonal and developmental challenges they face is another important component of healthy brain development. 


What we now know about the developmental process going on in an adolescent brain clearly indicates the need for active involvement and connection and guidance from parents, so that teens can manage this process as well as possible. To some extent, parents and concerned adults need to be the braking system for teen impulsiveness, while also being the role model for a respectful and rational thought process they are only beginning to learn. Dr. Walsh offers many suggestions for ways to connect with your teen and offer loving guidance.


Suggestions for connection include:


Know your teen’s teachers


Support family activities and traditions that brings everyone together


Talk to your teens daily about “their world”


Include your teen in family chores and responsibilities


Take family vacations


Encourage your teen’s involvement with other caring adults for support


Listen to your teen


Use humor


Suggestions for ways to provide guidance include:


Don’t buy into power struggles but create alliances instead


Maintain reasonable rules and expectations for your teen (choose your battles wisely). Consistently enforce those rules


Role model adult behavior and responsible lifestyle choices so teens can learn to do likewise


Don’t lecture; don’t grant your teen the divorce from the family they believe they want; don’t stop going to school and extracurricular activities


Talk often about values and attitudes


Knowing that teens are going through a variety of development challenges with a brain that’s only beginning to find its way into the adult world will hopefully reinforce that notion for all of us that this is the time to fully engage with our teens and to do our best to practice loving oversight.


Dr. Walsh’s book has many more insights and factual information regarding the current state of teen development as well as ways to approach those challenges.





Reference: “Why Do They Act That Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain for You and Your Teen”, David Walsh, Ph.D., Free Press, 2004.
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