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Can you see me now! 
By Jane Mitchell  
 
 
I wanted to write an article about teenagers/adolescents – from my work as a trainer I 
know that adolescent issues are high on the agenda for most adoptive parents and a 
high anxiety factor for a lot of us.  The title refers to my own experience at work of 
observing how adolescent students’ behaviour seems to be geared towards being 
“seen” maybe with an underlying fear of being “invisible” in the wider world they have 
just entered. 
 
I work in a busy college, and walking around at the start of term having just read Nick 
Luxmore’s excellent books, it really struck me that what I was witnessing was a great 
deal of acting out of anxiety as the new intake of 16 year olds struggled to find their 
place in the system.  They were all very loud and chaotic, and jamming up corridors by 
sitting with their legs out, issuing challenges to each other and unknown students.  I 
found myself empathizing with them – the college is a huge environment, and these 
students were transitional, just coming from the structure of school and expected to be 
able to take full responsibility.  I felt that all of their noisy behaviour stemmed from that 
anxiety that in the huge college environment that they would not be “seen” – so they 
need to make a big impact to avoid getting “lost”.   Their previous experience will have 
involved the more nurturing structure of school, with a form tutor, year group tutor, etc. 
I later ended up doing some extra cover for some of these same students.  They had 
experienced a difficult start to college life, with a tutor who quickly became ill and was 
absent, followed by inconsistent tutoring from a variety of teachers, the latest of whom 
was me.  I was struck by the fact that they were displaying a lot of challenging 
behaviours – even attachment behaviours – and the fact that what they needed was 
some empathy  and consistency, mainly though a person to be “their “person in college, 
that would know them and “see “them.  This was why I applied for the job of their 
course tutor – a role which carries the same sort of responsibilities that their previous 
form tutor would have had.  I got the job, which led to a trial by fire where my ideas 
were really put to the test!  However, that is a different story – and what I wanted to 
point out was the similarities between this situation and adolescence in general with 
tension between the need to be independent and explore – but from a secure base 
where someone can “see” you and encourage you, and where your belonging needs are 
met. 
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So what’s going on with them?  First, let’s consider the teenage brain.  Whilst hormones 
are making obvious changes to physical appearance and wreaking emotional havoc, the 
brain is also undergoing a major overhaul in its structure and layout.  Firstly there is a 
great deal of “pruning” of grey matter going on, so that unnecessary connections are cut 
back – one unfortunate outcome of this is that as some of the hardwiring from the 
amygdale to the pre-frontal cortex is pruned, in order for more mature cognitive powers 
to be developed, for a while some of the higher functions which take place in the pre-
frontal cortex  - such as planning, control of emotions, empathy and reading of facial 
expressions (essential for social interactions) – are not functioning well.  No wonder 
then that teenagers feel misunderstood, think that people are staring at them or “giving 
them evils” etc.  Their brain will not fully mature until their twenties.  At the same time 
the myelin sheath – the fatty layer around the neurons which facilitates transmission of 
messages – increases, dramatically increasing the speed of transmission.  It seems to me 
that this must mean that sensory stimulation must be in overdrive, possibly contributing 
to the extreme reactions we sometimes see – perhaps teenagers are easily 
overwhelmed by this overload, running on a short fuse.   This could account (along with 
the massive hormonal surge) for a lot of the behaviour that we see exhibited by our 
teenagers – including the need for extra sleep! It has been proven that from puberty  
bed times and waking times drift to later and later times – this drifts back by around age 
20 according to research (although my 23 and 24 year old still seem to be in that time 
warp!)  Some colleges and schools now try to take this into account in planning so that 
there are at least some late starts per week. 
 
The whole rapid development idea also puts me in mind of the idea of the correlation 
between toddlers and teenagers – like toddlers teenagers are learning to explore the 
world from a secure base – of course their horizons are much wider this time!  Like 
toddlers, the rate of development is extraordinary, and change takes place very quickly 
– as parents it is difficult for us to keep up with our teenagers changing needs.  Very 
often as my children were going through this stage, I would find my head spinning as I 
tried and often failed to keep up with them.  What helped me in the end was realizing 
that very often I said no to them just because I had not had time to adjust to the new 
ideas they were introducing – so I sat them both down and explained to them that if 
they wanted to do something new – stay out later, make their own way home, go to a 
late night disco, whatever – to pick their timing – ie not when I was busy, on the phone, 
or two hours before they wanted to go as my default reaction was likely to be a “no”.  I 
suggested instead they ask in good time and have their arguments ready as to why 
whatever they were suggesting was OK.  This helped, and I then applied the same to my 
third child.  To go back to my toddler analogy, I would also point out that there is still a 
need for that secure base, even if it seems that it is only to have a wall to kick against.  
Teenagers need to have consistency and know that your boundaries are still secure in 
the essentials, also to know that you can allow them their independence, try and help 
them to make good choices, and still be there to mop up the fall out after their 
mistakes.   
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One of the jobs of adolescence is to redefine your identity – a deliberate separation 
from the family identity which is also a declaration of independence.  This may mean a 
whole load of superficial changes to body (piercings, tattoos), different hairstyles and 
colours, new ideas about clothing etc.  My personal feeling about all of that is that it is 
only superficial – so try not to worry about it too much.  Certainly, being judgmental is 
not likely to achieve anything.  I felt hugely disappointed when my oldest daughter got 
her first tattoo (I foolishly did not think she would be able to get it done as she was 
underage – not taking into account that this is the age of the universally available false 
ID!)  However, I now recognize that tattoos are the badge of her generation – all of her 
peer’s sport tattoos – often across the small of the back.  I find them quite decorative – 
but the old fogey in me cannot help but think they will not look so attractive on a 60-
year-old…  
 
Identity as a sense of self is a different matter – and how hard is it for our adopted 
children to redefine their sense of self if they do not feel secure in their family identity?  
What can they do with their frustration and doubts?  What can we do to help?  If we 
have adopted our children at an early age, hopefully we have been able to address some 
issues by being open and frank and inviting discussion about birth families as well as 
reinforcing connectedness with the adoptive family, however Greg Keck suggests that 
with the best will in the world there will still be key issues of loss, rejection, guilt, 
identity, control, intimacy and grief which are likely to re-emerge at this time.  For those 
of us who have adopted older children, this confusion and chaos may produce 
extraordinary tension with the polarized needs to belong and to separate operating at 
the same time.  I have little to suggest here except that being aware and maintaining 
that awareness in our dealings with our children must be helpful.  Perhaps this is a good 
time to introduce again the concept of Dan Hughes use of PACE in therapy – although I 
believe in the family we keep the L firmly in place as well so that there is a PLACE 
enabling attachment – for those of us that need reminding, this means maintaining an 
attitude which is Playful, Loving, Accepting, Curious and Empathic.  This is a powerful 
model for building attachment even while the individuation process is occurring – I used 
aspects of this to good effect with my dysfunctional class (can you imagine – like a 
classroom full of versions of my adopted daughter!) – Faced with their vocal distress and 
frustration, my tools were to be accepting and to empathize – I did not have solutions 
for them, simply a suggestion that we now try to move on.  I believe that this is an 
important point – we cannot solve or change our children’s’ past, but we can always 
accept, empathize with and love them.  We can support them in their attempts to 
unravel their own stories, remembering this is not a reflection on us, but a basic human 
need to understand and to belong. 
 
Belonging is a hugely important aspect of human needs.  Abraham Maslow identified 
belonging as being third on his hierarchy of human needs for self actualization – the first 
need being physiological needs (air, water, food without which we may not survive) and 
the second being safety needs.  Belonging starts with a family – it is possible that 
belonging starts with the feeling of security and warmth in the womb.  Those of us that 
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were born in to a reasonably functional birth family can afford to take this feeling of 
belonging for granted – whether we choose to be on speaking terms with our families is 
immaterial, we have the knowledge of where we came from.  As we grow up, we extend 
our circles of belonging to extended family, friends, a school, a church, a community, a 
country etc.  Our children need to belong – but they are seeking independence.  Again, 
we can see a dichotomy or tension arising.  As adoptive parents we need to bear this in 
mind and try to maintain the connections we have forged.  Our children will need to 
belong somewhere and will be very dependant on peer groups.  It is extremely 
important for us to be accepting, even welcoming of our children’s’ friends and to 
support this need.   
 
This brings me to the important point of self-esteem.  This is a fragile thing indeed for 
adolescents (review your own memories!) and more so for our adopted children.  Self-
esteem is a strange thing – it is how we view ourselves and our own idea of our own 
worth, but it is built on the images of ourselves that are reflected by people around us.  
Therefore, the children we adopt are likely to have extremely low self esteem – they are 
unlikely to have had positive input from their birth families, and the experience of single 
or multiple placements in foster homes, however good, may have had little positive 
impact and could be positively detrimental.  To give you an example, my own daughter 
carried around for years a “default” self image of a “naughty baby” and a “nasty child”.  
Otherwise, why would her mum have rejected her?  She would accuse herself of these 
traits as a matter of course every time she felt threatened (on average, ten times a day 
at least to begin with).  Gradually – I am talking years here, not months - this changed, 
and one day she gave me a clue that herself image was changing, saying to me “I’m not 
the best girl I’m horrid!”.  So, then I know her image was changing to “best girl in the 
world” – we then incorporated this into our praise of her to reinforce the idea.  It is still 
a bit Jekyll and Hyde at the moment, to be honest, but there is a definite change.  My 
point is that we are probably the most important contributors to our children’s’ self 
esteem – along with their peers.  Speaking from my own experience, adults and 
teachers do not help much in this task.  Teachers are too absorbed in pressing for results 
to remember to be positive, and very many adults have a generalized concept of a 
stereotyped “ASBO” teenager.  As with toddlers, it is easy to fall into a pattern where 
criticism is the norm – I believe we need to remember to praise as well – for coming in 
on time, for behaving in a responsible manner, for having a lovely smile (I wish I could 
see it more often!) – whatever you can manage.  Remember to keep it specific – we all 
tend to find praise hard to accept, so by keeping it specific we make this easier.  If your 
child really finds praise hard, then try praising the child (in their hearing) to someone 
else.  The message will still get through. 
 
I feel I should say a word or two about anger here.  Adolescents often come across as 
aggressive or angry, and often provoke angry responses.  However, many authors 
contend that angry reactions are based on fear.  For example, a fear of rejection will 
produce an angry outburst – “why did you adopt me? You never really wanted me!”.  
Being angry according to Greg Keck feels powerful, much easier than the awful 
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vulnerability of fear.  In our house, my nine year old is often able to elicit a fearful angry 
response from her Dad when she angrily challenges (out of fear that he will not be able 
to contain her) and he angrily responds (out of fear that he will not be able to control 
her) and I well know that I am guilty of the same reaction at times!  Whilst it is well nigh 
impossible to step back when you are in an escalated situation, it should be possible to 
reflect afterwards and try to “unpick” the situation to come up with a solution.  If we 
bear in mind that our children’s anger may be based on fear, it makes it much easier to 
accept that emotion and empathize.  One way to help is to pick your battles.  What is 
important to you and what can you afford to let go of?  Do not fight if it is not absolutely 
necessary!  Try to point out choices and consequences, and take ownership of your own 
feelings – “I get really worried when you are home late and do not phone” 
demonstrates concern whilst an angry “you know you should phone if you are going to 
be late” is an accusation. 
 
Finally – keep the communication channels open!  Chance would be a fine thing; do I 
hear you say?  Well, persevere, and take every opportunity.  Being the household taxi 
driver is very irritating, but has anyone noticed how often conversations can get started 
in the car when there is no direct eye contact?  Make the most of it!  They want to come 
in and talk at 11 and you want to go to bed?  Make a cup of tea and make them feel that 
you were just waiting up on the off chance they fancied a chat!  Remember PLACE and 
try to listen – they are willing to share (at least in that moment), so try to maintain that 
playful loving acceptance curiosity and empathy and try to avoid adult judgements. 
 
To finish up; a reminder of the serenity prayer which I feel adapts well in this context: 
 
Grant me the serenity 
To accept the things, I cannot change; 
The courage to change the things that I can. 
And the wisdom to know the difference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources and resources: 
 
Gregory C Peck – Parenting adopted adolescents 
Daniel A Hughes – Building the Bonds of Attachment 
Nick Luxmore – Feeling like Crap 
Nick Luxmore – Working with anger and young people 
Teenagers and Attachment – Ed. Andrea Perry 
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http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/ 
 
http://license.icopyright.net/user/viewFreeUse.act?fuid=NTE2NTc5MQ%3D%3D 
 
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/teenage-brain-a-work-in-progress-fact-
sheet/index.shtml 
 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1539391/Why-the-teenage-brain-needs-a-
lie-in.html 
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