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Rebels with a Cause: 
Inside the Teen Brain 



 Birth to 3 -- Time of rapid intellectual, 
emotional & physical growth of brain & 
brain “wiring” 

 By age 6 -- 95% of brain development 
completed 

 Preteens (10-12 years) -- 2nd major 
brain growth  spurt 

 Adolescence (13-20s) -- Pruning and 
organizing, especially in frontal cortex 

Timeline of Brain Development 



10 Is the New 15  
As Kids Grow Up Faster 

Some child development experts say that 
physical and behavioral changes that would 
have been typical of teenagers decades ago 

are now common among“tweens” (8-12). 
 

Some of them are going on “dates and talking on 
their own cell phones.   

They listen to sexually charged pop music, play 
mature-rated video games, and spend time 
gossiping on MySpace. 

More girls are wearing makeup and clothing that 
some consider beyond their years. 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15905527/ 



The Teen’s Brain: 
 Is a work in progress 
 
Develops in fits and starts 
 
Different regions develop 

on different timetables 
 
One of the last parts to 

mature is in charge of 
making sound judgements 
and calming unruly emotions 
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The Puberty Files 

 

Raging Hormones 

Lasts from about 

ages 11-17 

Growth spurts 

Nutrition 

Changing body 

clocks 

 

Identity 

Formation 

Peer influence 

         Cliques 

“Imaginary 

Audience” 

“Personal Fable” 

“Top-Dog 

Phenomenon” 

Dating 

Role models 
 

 

 

Mood swings 

Formal 

Operational 

Thought 

Stress 

Management 
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Physical Social Emotional/Mental 



B.Vallana 



Tasks of Teenagers 
• Achieving new and more mature relationships with age 

mates of both sexes 
 
• Achieving a sexual identity 
 
• Accepting one’s physique 
 
• Achieving emotional independence from parents 
 
• Acquiring a set of values and an ethical system as a 

guide to behavior 
 
• Selecting and preparing for an occupation 
 
• Achieving economic independence 
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The Adolescent Brain 



 Remember… 

 

   The emotional brain 

is often in charge 

in teens. 
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Robert Sylwester 
 Brain is about a motor system 
 Psychological movement – teen to adult 
 Brain becomes intuitively aware of what 

needs to happen re: movement  
 Not only have to deal with natural time & 

space, now have to deal with cyber time & 
space 

 Play & games is how humans learn about 
things 

 Only place we do not play is called 
SCHOOL 

 The brain wants to break out of 
parameters – called ADOLESCENCE  
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New research shows that most 
children emerge from adolescence 
physically and emotionally intact - 

although their parents will 
probably never be the same. 

B.Vallana 



In the 5,000 days of adolescence, every 
teenager is trying to leave home.  The only way 

they can leave home is if they first  

LEARN TO KNOW WHO THEY ARE! 
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A Profile of Today’s 
Adolescent 

MAY BE… YET MAY… 

Technological “Savvy” Lack skills to organize, 
evaluate, synthesize data 

Multicultural, 
Multilingual 

Feel stymied by one culture’s 
ideas & language 

Used to Fast Access Lack motivation to persevere 
for task completion 

Socially Active Lack the skills for purposeful 
interaction 

Peer Oriented                                                                                                                          Need assistance with 
interpersonal relationships 
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Profile 
Intellectually Capable Be unpracticed in higher 

cognitive thinking 

Future Oriented Lack the skills for self-
management and regulation 

Exposed to Experience Struggle with moral judgment 
and ethical decisions 

Information Rich Be limited in opportunity to 
explore broader issues 

Independent-Minded Be personally vulnerable to peer 
and societal lure 

College/Work-Bound Be limited in content and 
practical knowledge 
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Teen Lingo 
ACRONYM MEANING 

2NITE  Tonight  

ADR  Address  

ASL  Age/Sex/Location  

AWGTHTGTTA  Are We Going To Have To Go 
Through This Again  

B4  Before  

B4YKI  Before You Know It 

BC  Because 

BRB  Be Right Back 

CIAO  Goodbye (in Italian) 
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Teen Lingo 
ACRONYM MEANING 

CWYL Chat With You Later  

CYA  See You  

CYT or SYT  See You Tomorrow  

GTG  Got to Go  

HAK  Hugs And Kisses  

J/K  Just Kidding!  

KEWL  Cool  

KOTL  Kiss On The Lips  

L8R  Later  
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Teen Lingo 
ACRONYM MEANING 

LMIRL  Let’s Meet In Real Life 

LMK  Let Me Know 

LOL  Laugh Out Loud 

 MorF  Male or Female 

 N-A-Y-L  In A While 

NALOPKT  Not A Lot Of People Know That 

 OMG   Oh My God 

 P911   Parent Alert 

 OTP   On The Phone 
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Teen Lingo 
ACRONYM MEANING 

QT  Cutie  

ROTFL  Rolling On The Floor Laughing 

RU  Are You? 

RUMORF  Are You Male Or Female 

RUOK   Are You OKay? 

SWDYT  So What Do You Think? 

THX,TX, or THKS   Thanks 

TLK-2-U-L-8-R   Talk To You Later 

TMI   Too Much Information 
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Teen Lingo 
ACRONYM MEANING 

TOM  Tomorrow  

TTYL  Talk to You Later  

WTG  Way to Go  

WYCM  Will You Call Me? 

KWIM Know What I Mean? 

PRON  Porn 

KPC  Keeping Parents Clueless 

 143  It means “I Love You” 
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Teen “Talk” 
Kickin’  Dawg Bling-bling Macking 

Boo-yah! My bad Cool Parlayin’ 

Dead 
presidents 

Represent Scrub Flashing 

Emo Smak Boo Word up 

Let’s roll Word That’s phat Snap/Snare 

Peace out What it is Awesome Whaddup? 

Poser Sick Hatin’ Hot whip 
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Why Teens Need More 
Snooze Time 

 Circadian timing system 

 Almost impossible for teens to sleep before 11 

 Most teens need 9 hours and 15 minutes of    
sleep a night 

 The average teen’s brain isn’t ready to wake up 
until 8 or 9 in the morning 

 Melatonin levels elevated during school day  

 Miss out on phase of sleep that boosts memory 
and learning (REM) 
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Sleep Important for 
Learning 

z z z z   Consolidate what has been learned 

z z z z   Prepares brain to take in new 

             information 

z z z z   Learn new tasks faster 

z z z z   Retain newly learned information 



Some Teens Likely Losing 
Sleep Over Technology 

• Some sleep researchers think today’s teen are 
loading up on “junk Sleep’ – the sleep equivalent 
of junk food – because they sleep with so many 
distracting devices: 

 Cell phones tucked under their pillows. 
 Handheld computer games on the bedside table. 
 TVs or music playing in the background. 

 
American teens are getting more gadgets 

and less quality sleep. 



In a 2006 poll by the 
National Sleep Foundation, 
97% of teens said they have 
at least one electronic item, 
such as a television, 
computer, phone, or music 
device in their bedroom.    
On average, 6th graders 
reported having more than 
two electronic gadgets in 
their room, while high school 
seniors said they have 4. 
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Kids’ Brains Are Different 

 
Kids today: 
 Use less language. 
 Are more visual and less text-oriented. 
 Have diminished attention spans. 
 Have different motivational patterns. 

and responses to learning. 

At the first annual Brain Expo sponsored by Eric Jensen, 
significant changes were noted by Jane Healy, noted 
author and educator, in how kids brains are different 
from the way they were 20 or 30 years ago. 
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Teen Brain Needs  
Proper Care and Feeding 

Aaron White (Duke University Biological Research) 

     A 10-year-old brain is like an overgrown 
garden that needs to be pruned. 
 
     Kids launch into their teen years with 
“hundreds of billions” of brain neurons that 
are pretty unruly.  They make a lot of 
unnecessary or inappropriate connections. 
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“These cells talk to 
everybody – and everybody 
talks to everybody else.”  

 



 Many of the nerves 
connecting different 
processing centers in the brain 
don’t finish myelinating until 
the early 20’s. 

 

 Nerves that become 
sheathed during adolescence 
connect areas of brain that 
regulate emotion, judgement, 
and impulse control. 
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 Prefrontal cortex, is 
practically asleep. 

 The limbic system is 
entering hyperdrive state. 

 Not adept readers of 
social signals such as 
facial expressions. 

 Prefrontal cortex needs 
to be pruned to make good 
judgments. 

 Can’t keep track of 
multiple thoughts and 
critical memories. 
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 May have trouble organizing 
several tasks. 

 Tendency to leap before looking.  
 Thrill of the new taps into so-

called  reward system producing 
feelings of intense pleasure. 

 Thrills stimulate brain’s 
dopamine system.  

 Levels of serotonin appear to 
decline making them act more 
impulsively. 

 Sex hormones change the 
brain’s architecture. 
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 Testosterone swells the 
amygdala and may account for 
the rise in aggressiveness and 
irritability. 

 Increased levels of 
estrogen at puberty are 
responsible for sudden growth 
of the hippocampus. 

 Anorexia and bulimia are 
now thought to be related to 
changes in the brain that 
occur at puberty. 
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4 Main Categories of Things That 
Trigger or Focus the Attention of 

the Human Brain: 

 physical need 

 self-made choice 

 novelty 

 your name 
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Attention 

When it comes to paying 
attention, the brain is much 

more like a sieve than a 
sponge! 
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Attention 
There are two factors that strongly influence 

whether or not the brain pays attention to 
incoming stimuli… 

 

 

 

1. Whether or not the information 
has meaning,                              

                       and, 

2. Whether or not the information 
has an emotional component or 
hook. 
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Meaning 
Our species has not survived by taking in 

meaningless information! 
 
The brain is continuously trying to make sense out 

of its world, attempting to determine what is 
meaningful in what it experiences. 

 
 

 

Every encounter with something new requires 
the brain to fit the new information into an 
existing memory category, or network of 
neurons. 

If it can’t, the information will have no meaning. 

B.Vallana 



If we want to make something  
meaningful to our children, we 
have two options: 

 
1. Find the experience they’ve had and hook the 

new information to it,  
 
  
                   or 

 
 

2.  Create the experience with them. 
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• Although scientists still believe that (for the 
most part) humans cannot grow new neurons, 
they now believe that the brain can and does 
grow new dendrites – the connections between 
neurons that create memory and learning. 

 

• “Intelligence depends on the connections 
among the nerve cells – and those connections 
depend (at least in part) on the quality of the 
educational environment. 
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Other Resources 

 Adolescent Brain Development: a Framework for Understanding Unique 
Vulnerabilities and Opportunities 

 Ronald E. Dahl, MD, Professor of Psychiatry & Pediatrics, University of 
Pittsburgh, PA http://www.wccf.org/projects/2003brainconference.htm  

 Inside the Teenage Brain: A Guide for Parents 
 Frontline Program 1/31/02, Sarah Spinks, Producer 

 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain The Secret 
Life of the Brain 

 Program Three, The Teenage Brain: A World of Their Own 

 PBS, David Grubin Productions & Thirteen/WNET New York 
www.pbs.org/brain 

 The Primal Teen:  What the New Discoveries About the Teenage Brain 
Tell Us About Our Kids 

 Barbara Strauch, 2003.  New York:  Doubleday 
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