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Covid 19 

We cure currently experiencing an unprecedented global crisis.  This, for the 

majority of us means that we have suffered a radical change of lifestyle and 

have huge anxieties about ourselves and our ability to cope as well as 

anxieties for our loved ones.  We have no template to follow, and we are 

unsure of how the world will look at the end of this – will we have a job?  Will 

we find ourselves homeless?  Will we have lost people that we love due to this 

virus or because they are front line workers?  Our stress levels are at an all 

time high, and tolerance is therefore greatly reduced.  The small children are 

(relatively) easy, but what about the teens? 

How are YOU feeling? 

I am guessing – annoyed, frustrated, anxious for them.  They will not listen, will 

not keep to rules.  They sleep all day.  They won’t connect.  They are shut in 

their rooms, cranky with other children in the house or ignoring guidelines to 

meet friends.  They are behaving like toddlers one minute, like older children 

the next. 

OK so that’s YOUR perspective.  How do you think this world looks for them? 

Please reflect on what your early childhood and adolescent experience was.  
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How did you feel, how did you behave, how did your parents treat you? 

Identify any triggers you may have from your own experience.  What is 

different for your child/young person?   

 

What do we know about teens 

Teenage Brain 

Time of secondary development of brain.  Having gown to its full size over the 

previous few years the brain enters a second phase of neurological 

development to prepare the individual for adult life.  Typically this process 

starts during puberty and continues until our mid 20s. 

Proliferation – The brain grows rapidly 

Myelination – A layer of insulation develops around the long cells of the brain 

(axon).  This means that data from the sensory nervous system (vision, 

hearing, taste, touch noise) arrives in the Central Nervous System many many 

times faster.  I always feel that getting used to this sensory overload is a real 

challenge, especially for those with sensory processing disorder. 

 

Pruning 

Throughout our lives we activate synapses – connections in the brain – in 

response to our experiences.  In adolescence the brain undergoes a period 

of pruning – unused synapses die away, whilst other synapses strengthen.  
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We can think of this using a technical analogy as a “defragmentation” 

process such as we might use to clean up and enhance the performance of 

our PC.   Like our PC, whilst this work is carried out, there is reduced 

functionality of the brain and typically the result of this is reduced 

organisation, communication, planning, (what we call executive function) 

and more impulsivity and risk taking.  This is because of what is happening in 

the brain, not because the young person is “bad” or “deceitful” or 

“disrespectful” although it may seem like any of the above. 

So to recap, the purpose of this secondary phase of neurological 

development ensures: 

1. Stronger synapses remain 

2. Integrates brain Function 

3. Brain is better organised 

4. Preparation for adulthood 

 

The “Essence” of Adolescence – Dan Seigal 

In his book “Mindstorm” Dan talks about how the teen brain is functioning: 

ESSENCE spells out the essential concepts to understand what is happening:- 

ES – Emotional Spark – Teens are reliant on the limbic area of their brains 

partly because of the restructuring referred to above.  This means that they 

tend to be creative rather than logical, and also means that they are highly 

motivated to try new activities, explore new ideas and seek new challenges 

which activates their reward centres.  It also means that they are more 

emotionally charged – its not all  about the hormones!  This Emotional Spark 

gives them their passion and motivation to enable them to strive for 

independence. 
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SE – Social Engagement  - Teens are reliant on Peer approval – this is how 

they establish their own ideas, identity and separate from their parents.  They 

are many times more likely to engage in risky (exciting!) impulsive behaviours 

as a result of peer pressure. 

N – Novelty – Teens seek new horizons, new challenges, new relationships.  

This is necessary to propel them into independence. They challenge the old 

ways (your rules, for example). 

CE - Creative Exploration – Teen brains are exploding with new ideas sparking 

all kinds of development which advances us as a species. 

So – What can we do? 

• Connect with their feelings.  Reflect on their perspective.  Be alongside 

them to remain their anchor – but be more of a safety net than a 

prison. 

• Celebrate their ability to grow and change even though it is scary and 

hard to do this.  Remember risk can be life enhancing or life 

threatening.  Help them to see the difference. 

• Keep communications open as this will safeguard your child better 

than anything else. 

• Remember -Its not them, its what’s happened to them.  Its not you, its 

what they have been  through.  STOP seeing them as the problem.  The 

problem is the problem!   Whether they are being dangerous with 

drugs, sex, alcohol or absconding their behaviour is not only the 

problem but also the only way they can communicate their feelings to 

you. 

Toddler Teens 

I always think that teens have one foot firmly in toddler behaviours, and the 

other stepping forward into the unknown.  How scary is that? Be responsive to 

their changing needs, whether that is needing you to be their safe place or 

whether that is needing you to support their emotional and social growth. 

A Word About Lockdown 

This is unbelievably hard for our teens.  They are reliant on peer support, and I 

hear on a daily basis children finding the isolation from their peers 

insupportable.  Be creative in finding ways to help them connect whist 

remaining safe. 

 

Strategies  

Boundaries and structure (but don’t sweat the small stuff..)  
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• Simple (and few) house rules   

• Routine and structure around timing of meals, relaxation, activities, screen 

time and rest time. Be prepared to negotiate, as your adolescent’s abilities 

and needs will change rapidly – think toddler.  

• Rupture and repair – there will be arguments.  Be prepared to repair the 

relationship  

Natural consequences  

• Breaking equipment means they will not have it to use  

• Too much alcohol means feeling ill  

• If you spend all your money, you may not be able to do the things you want 

to with your friends  

BUT where teaching new skills, ensure that these are supported and scaffolded and 

repeated to allow new neural connections to be made.  Think developmentally.    

MODEL appropriate behaviour, and give a narrative  

Show them the behaviour you expect, the attitude you expect, and the language 

you expect.  Remember there is brain building in progress, and be patient.  

Parental presence: increased parental presence is a cornerstone of the approach 

recommended by Peter Jakob in Non-Violent Resistance and emphasises the need 

for the parent to be alongside the child and keep them in mind, demonstrating that 

the child is important to them.  This is harder as children get older, but can be 

accomplished by  

• Waiting to collect your child  

• Caring text messages  

• Notes (post its, etc)  

• Spontaneous gestures – buying a treat, offering a shopping trip  

• Being a taxi service (so you know more or less where they are)  

• Allowing their friends round (so you can keep an eye on them) 

• Taking up opportunities to spend time enjoying the young person - at their 

convenience!  

  

Praise  

Hard for young people to accept, when it does not match their self-image.  Praise 

should be:  

• Appropriate to their developmental ability (especially if praise is for 

behaviour, incident of self-regulation, helpfulness )  

• Specific – You got 9/10!  That is great work, and I know you worked hard to 

achieve that. Well done!  I am so proud of you.  

• If the child finds direct praise too tough, talk to someone else in front of them 

about why you are proud – again be specific  
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PACE  

Use the Dan Hughes approach to create an attitude of safety and acceptance by 

use of playful interactions, acceptance, curiosity and empathy   

Be Aware of level of development, and respond accordingly to the needs of the 

young person.  

Pre-plan any event, outing or celebration with your child in mind.  Use visual aids to 

help them, and to build executive function.  DO NOT  be side-tracked by what other 

people, however well meaning (grandparents etc) think would be “fun” Use your 

own knowledge of your young person’s current state of mind to plan events which 

they can succeed at enjoying.  

Responsive Be responsive to the young person when they need to talk, especially 

about tricky subjects.  Use developmentally appropriate resources.  Be responsive to 

their methods of communication:  talking, texting, writing notes, keeping a diary?  

Step Back Mentally or physically if it helps before responding to your young person.  

Use empathy for their state of mind.  Reflect back what they say to you, and use 

your curiosity to wonder why that is.  Have they “Flipped their lid?”  then de-

escalate.    

Strike while the iron is cold - another technique from NVR.  This reminds us not to try 

and engage a young person in a discussion or logic while they are in overwhelm, 

feeling scared, threatened and angry.  We can defer our response, and ensure that 

this is appropriate and a natural consequence.  

Self-Care Build time for you into your routine.  If necessary take time off while the 

young person is at college.  Find small ways to reward yourself that you can easily 

do to take a break – walk the dog, cup of tea, chat with friend, bath, gym, take 

turns taking time out with your partner (if you have one) but build it into the routine 

so that young people expect it to happen.  Practise self-calming, breathing or 

mindful techniques that help you to de-compress after stressful incidents.  Be kind to 

yourself – especially if you feel you have made a mistake.  Model appropriate 

reconciliation and give the child the valuable opportunity to see that mistakes 

happen – that is how we learn and develop.  

 

 

 

Understanding the Teenage Brain - Behaviours 

 

Adolescent brain and behaviour  

changes (copingskills4kids.net)  

  

  

Additional stressors as a result of early 

childhood experience (Jane Mitchell )  
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Young person has age appropriate 

development across Social, Emotional, 

Cognitive and Physical domains.  They 

are able to manage and 

accommodate the changes 

happening to them with support of 

family and friends.    

  

Young person is likely to have reduced 

functioning in Social, Emotional and 

Cognitive domains, and be operating 

at significantly younger developmental 

level.  This greatly reduces the young 

person’s ability to cope with the 

changes that are happening.  

  

  

“I’m not a child, and not yet an adult, 

so who am I?” This is a core identity task 

which is scary and can be observed as 

the young person  

  

The essential tension in this crisis of 

adolescence is made much more  

difficult if you do not have a solid sense 

of yourself as part of a family.   

Young people who have suffered  

 

oscillates between dependence and 

independence.  

  

trauma are not likely to be operating 

from knowledge of a family going back 

generations with links to appearance 

and skills. (Kinship carers or special 

guardians may be an exception, 

however the enhanced knowledge may 

bring its own set of difficulties) Key 

aspects of how they view themselves 

and their core identity are unknown or 

damaging.  

  

  

Turning away from parents and towards 

peers  

  

Attempts to engage with peers can be 

difficult as social skills may not be 

developed. Younger behaviour 

patterns may frustrate and sabotage 

friendships.   

Misunderstanding of social cues and 

facial expression add to difficulties.  

Young person is vulnerable to bullying or 

exploitation to gain entry to a social 

circle.  
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Being more critical of myself and others  

  

  

Existing poor self-esteem and self- 

loathing can escalate into self-harm.  

Doubts about birth parents feed in to 

this, as does doubt about whether 

current Carers really care, or are just 

doing their job, because they have to. 

Disparagement of carers fuelled by 

stress and fear can lead to escalations.  

  

Increased self-consciousness and 

sensitivity to stress  

  

If the young person’s system is already 

on cortisol overload, the  

sensitivity to stress will be  

heightened. Capacity to regulate or 

accept regulation will be massively 

reduced.  

  

  

Intense need to belong and be 

accepted by others  

Poor social and emotional functioning 

leads to extreme vulnerability. This may 

be further exacerbated by poor self-

esteem, self-loathing and feelings of 

being unworthy of being included or 

loved.  

  

  

  

Having mixed feelings of linking and disliking the 

same person  

  

These feelings of trust versus mistrust are at the 
heart of many families of young people with 
developmental trauma.  Fear of rejection or 
abandonment can lead to rejecting  
or violent behaviour  

  

 

For more information: 

NAoTP website – check all of our resources 

Fostering Attachments – The Inspire Group – Understanding the teenage 

brain webinar 

Mindstorm – Daniel J Seigel. 

Don’t Forget:   
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For more specific advice any time sign up for our fabulous free 1-2-1 sessions 

Coming Soon: 

The complete guide to Therapeutic Parenting by Jane Mitchell and Sarah 

Naish.  Available to pre-order now:  https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-

Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-

Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the

+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=

1-2 

See all of our titles on the website or Centre of Excellence for Child Trauma 

(CoECT.com). 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Complete-Guide-Therapeutic-Parenting-Research/dp/178775376X/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Jane+Mitchell+the+Complete+Guide+to+therapeutic+Parenting&qid=1588255979&s=books&sr=1-2

