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Adolescence is an Open Window

The human brain is an amazing and complex organ that
experiences continuous development throughout the
lifespan. During adolescence, in addition to the many
changes happening within the body, the braln is developing
in significant ways.

Understanding the science behind brain development can
be a valuable tool for anyone with young people in their life.
It can inspire ways to support youth to develop into healthy,
productive, fulfilled, independent, and successful adults.
While scientists are still working to understand the mysteries
of the brain, it is understood that brain development is not a
completely pre-determined (genetic) process. With support
from the community, adults and others, youth can mitigate
challenging genetic predispositions as a means to bolster
optimal brain development and to foster future success.

Neuroplasticity and integration. The brain adapts, heals,
grows, and chariges in response to its environment and
experiences. Neural connections and pathways are created,
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formed, and altered. Neuroplasticity is at work throughout
our lives; adolescence is second only to the first three years of
life'in terms of growth and development.

In this developmental stage, the brain fortifies often-used
neural pathways and diminishes ones that are less used. This
is known as pruning. In this way, the most used connections
and pathways become dominant and stable, and the brain
becomes more efficient and focused. Scientists estimate
that more than 40% of the brain’s synapses are diminished
or pruned by adulthood. This defines adolescence as a “use
it or lose it time” where environments and experiences
influence which connections become dominant. The brain
functions as a system, made up of different interdependent
parts, each with a specialized function. Think of the brain

as interconnected specialists influencing one another

and working together as one with multiple tasks. During
adolescence, each part becomes more efficient in its role and
the connections strengthen. This is called integration.

Learn more about bold terms in the Glossary.
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Series Overview

that’s better for youth, for families, and for the community.

introduction for youth and adults to some of the key areas of concurrence:

life experiences on developmental trajectories.

Piasticity

Our brains develop throughout our lives, and life experiences play a role in creating brains that are uniquely wired
from one individual to another. During ages 0-3, neural connections are created at a rapid péce. During adolescence,
the experiences we have enhance or diminish these neural connections. Adolescence is an incredible time that we all
experience but once in our lives. Our brains are at their peak ability to learn and remember, sensations are heightened,
and we are mentally confronting some of life’s most profound pleasures and challenges for the first time.

This evolution, however, can stress relationships between adolescents and adults, and at times it can feel like we're looking
at each other through a funhouse mirror. By better understanding the developmental changes in the brain, we can
practice strategies for making the most of this open window, and we can maintain and strengthen relationships in a way

While research on the adolescent brain continues to develop and be debated, this series of modules is designed as an
« MOL nB Major physical changes taking place in the adolescent brain.

« MODULE 2: Life Skills. Key life skills influenced by adolescent brain development.

+ MODULE 3:Trajectories Under Trauma, Mental Health, and Negative-Risk Taking. The impact of trauma and other

Windows of Plasticity in Brain Development

o

Brain Development Milestones

Adapted from Hensch, TK. (2005).
Critical period plasticity in local
cortical circuis. Nature Reviews
Neuroscience, 6(11), 877-888.

EARLY CHILDHOOD (AGE 0-3) CHILDHOOD (AGE 4-11)

» Brain systems dedicated to senses and = The brain is developing in communication
motor skills develop rapidly as the child areas. Children learn language skills, using
explores the world. words and images to represent things.

« During the first years of life, neurons « Children understand concrete
form new connections at a rate of over objects, and in later childhood are
one-million per second. able to understand logical sequences,

+ 50-75% of energy consumption is g]rz?r:pulatlng words and numbers in their

allocated to brain development at this
time. - Children are learning to take on
challenges by building problem solving,
coping, and emotional regulation skills
as they grow in independence and begin
to see themselves in relation to others in
their lives.

+ Neural connections established in early
childhood lay the foundation for more
complex circuits that are built later.

ADOLESCENCE (AGE 12-25)

» Brain systems dedicated to ability to
plan, think abstractly and hypothetically,
and regulate emotions are maturing.

+ The brain is integrating, keeping used
connections and losing others. By age
18 the number of brain connections
streamline to about 500 trillion.

« Adolescents develop a more complex
personality and self-identity, and
are drawn to peer relationships as
they move over time into a more
independent social role.
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Adolescence is an Open Window

Three specialized and interrelated parts of the
brain that are under a lot of study regarding
adolescence are:

is the oldest part of the brain and
controls life supporting autonomic functions such
as heart rate, breathing and fear, freeze, and flight
mechanism, and coordinates motor control signals sent
from the brain to the body. It is highly influenced by both
the limbic system and the Prefrontal Cortex (PfC).

is the emotional network of the
braln including the amygdala (which has a large role in
emotional response) and the hippocampus (which has
a large role in memory, allowing us to build from past
events and experiences). This system, responsible for
emotional regulation, mood swings, reward seeking, is
especially active during adolescence.

is one of the last parts of the brain to mature
and highly influenced by experiential learning. You might
think of it as the “air traffic control system” of the brain. It
plays a key role in integrating signals from all parts of the
brain and determining how they get processed by other
parts of the brain. It is responsible for executive function

Prefrontal Cortex
The command system,
responsible for abstract
thinking, planning,
emotional regulation,
and executive function

Limbic System
The network of the brain mvolved in
emotional response

tasks like abstract thinking, analysis, regulating behavior,
mitigating conflicts in thought, choosing between right
and wrong, and being able to pre-determine outcomes.
The PfC also governs the emotional part of our brain,
the limbic system, and is key in maintaining emotional
control.

The balance and influence among and between the various
parts of the brain is a large part of what shapes behavior and
decisions. Scientists have observed that youth access and
use these parts of the brain that are specifically tailored to
the environment, experiences, and development happening
during this life stage. This means a youth and an adult might
process and react to the same situation in different, but both
perfectly logical, ways! We'll explore more about adolescent
brain changes having a role in developing life skills like
empathy, resilience, executive function, and self-regulation in
Module 2.

For some youth who are impacted by trauma and/or toxic
stress early in life, this development could take a different
course where the brain prioritizes development of survival
functions (freeze, flight, or fight) over executive functions
(Module 3). This understanding can help ensure that youth-
serving environments and interactions are set up to maximize
the tremendous potential of this developmental stage.

Brain Stem

The oldest part of the
brain responsible for life
functions, motor control,
and freeze, flight, or fight
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Environments that Support Healthy Development

In schools and other youth-serving
environments, adjustments to physical
space, routines, adult demeanor, and
rituals can have vital impact on neural
development and function, and support
the strengthening of life-skills like self-
regulation, executive function, and
resilience. Feeling safe is key. Social
environment and culture also play
significant roles. A few ideas to get started
are:

There are six researched principles and key behaviors for
developing resilient youth. Use these as a simple guide or
checklist for the environment you are operating in.

1) Always empower never dissmpower
2) Give unconditional positive regard

3) Maintain high expectations

4) Check assumptions/observe/question
5) Be a relationship coach

6) Provide opportunities for meaningful participation

(See The Heart of Teaching and Learning to get deeper into
each principle).

Experiment with the physical environment to create
opportunities for brains to thrive. For example, arrange
desks for peer eye contact and collaboration, bring in plants,
encourage students to decorate and personalize their space,
or create the furniture arrangements together. Physical
exercise or movement can also prime the mind, reduce the
effect of stress hormones, and elevate the production of
Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF), a substance in
the brain that nurtures existing brain cells and supports the
growth of new ones. Leverage the time after gym class or
recess for lessons that require higher degrees of focus, and
break up lengthy sessions with opportunities to move.

To take advantage of this time in development, it is important
to recognize and utilize a youth's natural motivations toward
relevance, reward, and recognition. For example, making
relevant connections to the real and current world (show
them an example from the news), and planning activities
that play on their drive for autonomy, independence, and
social status. Remember, the brain is more sensitive to reward
at this time of brain development, whether it's overcoming

a challenging lesson or getting a round of applause in
recognition of their work.

Exercising executive function and emotional regulation
often comes as second nature to mature adults. However, for
youth, using executive function is often new learning and
can be taxing and exhausting. Developing executive function
requires opportunities for practice and coaching. Observing
and responding to students’ physical signals for when they "
are tired or feeling challenged can be helpful. These signals
are different for every individual. When you recognize them,
you can make a quick adaptation to refocus the interaction.

vait_mcright/ Pixabay, Creative Commons CC0
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Positive Interactions

Adolescence is a significant time for the
development of self-identity, which begins
with important adult relationships fostered
in childhood. Over time, the relationship
between the adult and youth evolves and
requires significant effort from the mature
adult who can assist in the transition from
childhood to adolescence. Remember

that this is a formative stage, and that
while youth may appear as a young adults
physically, their minds are still developing
and open to influences and changes and
our supportive presence is still crucial.
Adults, whether at home or in school,

can initiate positive interactions that are
mindful of adolescent brain development.
Here are some ideas for what that
relationship looks like:

" This means asking a teen guiding questions, leading the
process of decision making step-by-step through a facilitated
learning process to help them come to their own conclusions
rather than being given solutions-or instructions. This

helps develop autonomy. This type of thinking may be new
territory for youth and will require a great deal of patience. It
is important for the adult to be attuned to the youth by very
intentional listening. One tip is to think about listening with
both ears and eyes. By listening with our eyes, youth may be
giving us visual cues of their level of comfort and receptivity.

Today'’s youth are dealing with incredible pressure and
complexity in their daily lives socially, emotionally, and
physically. What may be socially relevant for youth may be
very different than what is relevant for us. Validate their
experience in any situation and always listen first before
jumping to conclusions or advice. Adults can help by acting
as sounding boards and asking questions, thus creating a
learning situation that is based in self-discovery. Encourage
teens to think about what is really important to them in terms
of their sense of identity.

When adolescents are emotional, it is largely due to the
the PfC not being able to fully regulate emotions driven by
the other parts of the brain yet. Although emotions can be
influenced by body changes and hormonal factors, passion
for what they care about is also a feature of this brain
development stage.

The social order and the feedback youth receive from peers
is highly important to their personal identity-formation. If
we want to encourage them to make positive or health-
promoting decisions, we need to leverage their passions.To
whatever extent possible, we should support exploration
and practice in a variety of pro-social risk taking endeavors
that stimulate various parts of the brain, such as creative arts,
music, sports, and academic pursuits.

Keith]J / Pixabay, Creative Commons CCO
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Positive Interactions

Are we |eaning on mental models and assumptions? How
is that influencing our behavior and approach? Some of
the most pervasive and harmful mental assumptions our
communities hold are that adolescents have little to offer.
How do we change our assumptions and strongly held beliefs
to be open to other possibilities? Assumptions can cause
adults to sometimes react in a way that indicates we have
made a judgment about a youth which can create a negative
“interaction. Three skills help us observe and question in
responsive and relevant ways. First we learn to identify our
own assumptions. Second, every time we catch ourselves
making an assumption, choose to make an observation
instead which is objective and non-judgmental. Third, based
on our observations, ask questions and listen. However,
asking questions is only worthwhile when we are willing to
listen carefully to the response.

It's so important for teens to believe that we value spending
time with them. Try scheduling a consistent time in the busy
week to do something together. Even if you can only carve
out fifteen minutes at a time, research shows that it’s not
the amount of time we spend with youth, but rather the fact
that they know they matter to us with unconditional positive
regard, the idea that we will not change our attitude or
actions toward a person based on something they say or do.
Be present and put potential distractions like smartphones
aside. Listening to the responses of youth is one of the ways
we seek relevancy and display respect. Listening is also how
we show unconditional positive regard. We consider each
child independent of any factors we know about his or her
personal life; not always easy to do.
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Inspiration and Ideas for Youth

R T B R H T T e I R R E NG O U LR

It would be great if all the communities,
schools, and services were designed to
promote youth brain development. Until we
get there, what are some things youth can
do to better tap into what is happening in
their brain?

What you are experiencing is real, totally normal, and most
importantly, part of the path to developing into the person
you will be as an adult! Changes in the brain are just one of
many things your body is dealing with at this stage. Whatever
challenges this stage of your life may throw at you, not
getting enough sleep will make it even more challenging.

So take care of the basics, like sleep, exercise, nutrition,

and paying deliberate attention to your feelings. Having
these basics handled will allow you to be at your best, most
authentic self.

Aerobic exercise is great at bringing more oxygen-rich

blood up to your brain, helping your brain stay healthy,
increasing its ability to respond quickly, and de-stress. It

also produces a protein called Brain Derived Neurotrophic
Factor (BDNF). Some researchers have extolled the benefits
of BDNF which has been credited with mitigating cortisol
and adrenaline (sometimes called stress hormones) levels as
well as promoting the growth, maturation, and maintenance
of neurons, specifically the synapses between cells where
cell to cell communication occurs. Research shows that the
boost in BDNF protein is important for learning and memory.
Dr. John Medina in his book Brain Rules, states (page 22),
“BDNF exerts a fertilizer-like growth effect on certain neurons
in the brain. The protein keeps existing neurons young and
healthy, rendering them much more willing to connect with
one another. It also encourages neurogenesis, the formation
of new cells in the brain..The more you exercise, the more
fertilizer you create!” Therefore, regular exercise is one way
thought to support optimal brain function.

This is relatively new research as science is always discovering
new information. There are a lot of ‘myths’the generation
before you needs to overcome. It’s also a scary time for adults,
as they “pass the baton”to you, the next generation, they
have to let go of control a bit. You can help myth-bust and
share some of these resources, and while it might not be easy,
remember to be kind.

We all have good days. It's important to recognize that. It’s
also important to think about what made them good days
so you might repeat what you did to make it a good day. It's
easy to be critical of others and of ourselves, and sometimes
we can develop habits of negative thinking. Affirming what
is good, both in yourself and in others, will eventually lead
to new habits that appreciate the talents and other good
things that come from within and from our peers. Sometimes,
it involves setting up some disciplines for ourselves that will
help us achieve what we want to accomplish. For example,
were you able to finish your homework early when you
intentionally left your phone in the other room?

It's easy to allow ourselves to fall into a trap of worrying about
the future or feeling bad about the past. Take opportunities
to pause and focus on the present moment; the here and
now. This is called mindfulness, which means focusing on
the sights, sounds, and other physical sensations present in
your immediate experience without judgment. Mindfulness,
a simple and powerful thing you can do yourself, is shown
by research to decrease depression, anxiety, perceived stress,
substance use, and fatigue. It also promotes improvements
in emotion regulation, executive functioning, response
inhibition, cognitive control, and working memory. Some
mindfulness activities include art, meditation, or just doing
every day activities like eating lunch while focusing on the
smell, taste, and texture of each bite - with appreciation for
the nurture it provides your body.
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Additional Resources

Here are some additional online YouTube video resources if you:

+ Need a sharable youth-led introduction of brain science in less than three minutes: Th= T=¢|

Want to watch a slightly longer (10 minutes) overview of the brain science: The Teznzaoe Brain Explained

Are interested in eight factors for learning as told by youth, and getting quick ideas for making them happen:

Want to create better coaching and listening interactions, but need more ideas about exactly what that looks like:

Search Tip: Go to youtube.com and enter the video name in the search bar.
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Life Skills:

Function, And Self-Regulation

We have one brain that takes on many tasks and skills. Studies
that track individuals over extended periods of time have
linked the development of certain skills in adolescence

to success as an adult. In other words, observations of the
brain in the adolescent years can predict what life is like as

an adult, including how satisfied we are in relationships, our
ability to emotionally regulate, and how strong we are at
communication and conflict resolution. Many of these skills
develop during adolescence and/or can be practiced during
adolescence.
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Diving Into Empathy, Growth Mindsets, Executive

Empathy

Empathy, or the ability to see yourself in another’s shoes with
compassion, is a crucial part of mature social intelligence.
Youth can seem highly engaged in their own identity
development, and the “selfish teenager”is one of those
cultural stereotypes that can be challenging to overcome. The
fact is, while we are born with innate empathy, it develops
strongly in adolescence, and the adolescent brain needs to
work harder to take on others’ perspectives. Mirror neurons
‘respond whether we are the ones experiencing something,

or watching someone else experience that thing. The science
related to mirror neurons is significantly debated and
theories abound. Overall, there no certainty about the role

of mirror neurons. Neuro-scientist, V. S. Ramachandran from
the University of California, San Diego, theorizes that mirror
neurons are involved in the ability to attribute mental states
to others and the human capacity for empathy. In practice,
it's important to remember that youth have the ability to
empathize, particularly when it is reinforced.

[Continued on page 3]
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Series Overview

Our brains develop throughout our lives, and life experiences play a role in creating brains that are uniquely wired
from one individual to another. During ages 0-3, neural connections are created at a rapid pace. During adolescence,
the experiences we have enhance or diminish these neural connections. Adolescence is an incredible time that we all
experience but once in our lives. Our brains are at their peak ability to learn and remember, sensations are heightened,
and we are mentally confronting some of life's most profound pleasures and challenges for the first time.

This evolution, however, can stress relationships between adolescents and adults, and at times it can feel like we're looking
at each other through a funhouse mirror. By better understanding the developmental changes in the brain, we can
practice strategies for making the most of this open window, and we can maintain and strengthen relationships in a way

that’s better for youth, for families, and for the community.

While research on the adolescent brain continues to develop and be debated, this series of modules is designed as an
iintroduction for youth and adults to some of the key areas of concurrence:

. b ' Major physical changes taking place in the adolescent brain.

« MODULE 2: Life Skills. Key life skills influenced by adolescent brain development.

.. MODULE 3: Trajectories Under Trauma, Mental Health, and Negative-Risk Taking. The impact of trauma and other
life experiences on developmental trajectories. ‘

Windows of Plasticity in Brain Development

Praslicity

Brain Development Milestones
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ey

B—

Davelopment

Adapted from Hensch, TK. (2005).
Critical period plasticity in local
cortical circuis, Nature Reviews
Neuroscience, 6(11), 877-888.

" EARLY CHILDHOOD (AGE 0-3)

- Brain systems dedicated to senses and .
motor skills develop rapidly as the child
explores the world.

« During the first years of life, neurons .
form new connections at a rate of over
one-million per second.

» 50-75% of energy consumption is
allocated to brain development at this
time. 2

- Neural connections established in early
childhood lay the foundation for more
complex circuits that are built later.

CHILDHOOD (AGE 4-11)

The brain is developing in communication
areas. Children learn language skills, using
words and images to represent things.

Children understand concrete

objects, and in later childhood are

able to understand logical sequences,
manipulating words and numbers in their
brain.

Children are learning to take on
challenges by building problem solving,
coping, and emotional regulation skills
as they grow in independence and begin
to see themselves in relation to others in
their lives.

ADOLESCENCE (AGE 12-25)

« Brain systems dedicated to ability to
plan, think abstractly and hypothetically,
and regulate emotions are maturing.

« The brain is integrating, keeping used
connections and losing others. By age
18 the number of brain connections
streamline to about 500 trillion.

« Adolescents develop a more complex
personality and self-identity, and
are drawn to peer relationships as
they move over time into a more
independent social role.
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Resilience

Every person alive will at some point face difficult or stressful
situations. Resilience, or the ability to overcome obstacles,
then move on to bigger and better things, is a skill that

can be developed and improved throughout the lifespan.
Resilience has been studied and researched in-depth by
many researchers, a few of which are highlighted here.

Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg, a pediatrician who emphasizes the
role of social and mental health in a person’s physical and
emotional health. His framework centers on “The 7 Cs” which
serve as the building blocks of resilience. They are:

1. competence

confidence

connection

character

contribqtion

o vos W

coping
7. control

In his book, “Building Resilience in Children and Teens: Giving
Kids Roots and Wings,” Dr. Ginsburg walks youth and adults
through the process of developing the 7 Cs with support
from home and community and the development of adaptive
skills. '

Cynthia Lietz, a researcher at Arizona State University,
describes sequences of developing resilience, from survival,
adaptation, acceptance, growing stronger, and finally,
helping others. These two frameworks can be useful tools
for strategizing a pathway to resilience in any individual,
including those affected by trauma (see Module 3).

The Center for the Study of Social Policy, after conducting a
comprehensive synthesis of the research on adolescent brain
development, the impact of trauma on that development, the
biology of stress, resiliency and positive youth development,
identified five protective factors that are essential for
mitigating risk and building towards healthy development
and well-being in youth. The protective and promotive
factors are: youth resiliency, social connections, knowledge of
adolescent development, concrete supports in times of need,
and cognitive, social and emotional competencies.

Growth Mindset

Dr. Carol Dweck and the research team at Stanford University
have pioneered research about mindsets in the classroom.
They have found that all individuals have an “implicit theory
of intelligence” about whether intelligence is something

you can change or something you are born with. Those with
a growth mindset, or implicit belief that you can cultivate
intelligence through effort, fare better in learning and life
than those with a fixed mindset. How we think about our
talents and abilities influences the ability to shape the future.
People with a fixed mindset—those who believe that abilities
are fixed—are less likely to flourish than those with a growth
mindset—those who believe that abilities can be developed.
Adults in the school environment and at home, and youth,
can all play a role in cultivating growth mindsets.

Self-Regulation

Individuals transform their mental abilities to manage

their emotions, attention, and behavior. This is called self-
regulation. It is a stronger and more reliable indicator of
school readiness than general intelligence or academic skills
and abilities. To self-regulate, we must be able to recognize
and identify our own feelings, connect these feelings to the
experience, read the emotional cues of others, safely express
and communicate emotional experiences, recognize and
adjust to shifts of emotions, and return to a comfortable state
following an emotional experience. Research has shown

that youth, as a general rule, use self-regulation and usually
understand the consequences of their actions, but they often
prioritize an outcome that will give them more immediate
satisfaction. In the process of self-regulation, the effects of
dopamine and the associated rewards can cause youth to
regard the potential reward more positively than an adult
would. This is one reason risk-taking happens in adolescence.

cherylholt / Pixabay, Creative Commons CCO
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Executive Function

Self-regulation and executive function are intertwined.
Successful and intentional self-regulation is pivotal to

develop executive function, a set of skills that allow us to set '

goals and plan to achieve them. Likewise, executive function
bolsters self-regulation. Exercising executive function means
we need to be able to control inhibitions, use short-term
working memory, and remain “mentally flexible” When this
set of executive function skills are not being accessed, life
often feels full of distractions and scattered. There are ways
we can learn to call it into action, but it requires exercising
the PfC which is a work-in-progress during adolescence. With
diligent practice, skills such as executive function become
more habitualized and a part of every day life.

These are inter-related skills we all have at varying stages of
development throughout our lives. Adolescence is a special
time because motivations, our environment, and biological
development play such a significant role in whether and how
we call these skills into action. For example, brain circuits
using dopamine, a neurotransmitter linked with our reward
- drive, are very active during adolescence and the natural
production of dopamine is at its highest during this time of
our lives.

There is also research suggesting that teens experience
greater peaks and valleys of dopamine production and
release, leading to lower lows and higher highs. The
enhanced dopamine release means the adolescent

brain is highly motivated by rewards from high-intensity,
emotionally-arousing experiences. This motivates young
people to make new social relationships and take risks as
they begin to “leave the nest”and figure out who they are

in the world. Dr. Laurence Steinberg describes adolescence
“as driving with the accelerator to the floor without a proper
braking system in place” The good news is, braking systems
can be developed. It's important to remember youth are
developing and using these critical life-skills in the context of
this underlying biology.

For both youth and adults, understanding our personal
motivations and exercising self-regulation and executive
function can result in positive outcomes. Youth are equipped
to find creative and constructive solutions and call these
skills into action when there are easily identifiable incentives.
For some who have experienced trauma and or toxic stress
early in life, the development of these skills will require extra
support and intervention (learn more in Module 3).
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Environments that Support Healthy Development

Social environments where self-regulation
and executive function are modeled,
practiced, and encouraged can go a long
way toward building these skills. What does
this look like?
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environments.

Adults are not always aware of how our own established
mindsets and assumptions drive our behavior when we
work with youth. We must be willing to look at how we are
projecting and modeling in the classroom, at home, or in

" other environments with youth. If we start by reflecting on
our own set of skills, how they have developed throughout
our life, and what was helpful or not helpful during
adolescence, we can be better models. For example, how
might it influence the room when you single out one student
for being smart, or supply an answer when a student is
struggling, or have a snap reaction to a misbehavior?
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The relationships we establish with and among students
influence the tone and demeanor in our classrooms. Recent
studies of bullying and harassment highlight that teachers
throughout the K-12 years must play a role in managing
relationships between students, contrary to the idea held -
by some teachers that they are trained to teach physics or
history, not social skills. By helping students feel safe and
supported in our classrooms, students can put more energy
into learning. Teachers can be mindful of their role of creating
a safe culture, and of the situations of students impacted

by trauma, so as not to trigger adverse reactions through
unpredictability, sudden changes or transitions, perception of
rejection, loneliness, over stimulation, confrontation, using a
loud voice, proximity, etc.

Peer-to-peer learning and practice.

Youth place significant value on feedback from peers which is
a component of healthy social and emotional development.
This can be seen in the prevalence of youth with social

media accounts, regularly sharing pictures and updates with
friends and exchanging “likes” on one another’s posts. Peer
relationships online can also be less affirming, as is the case
with cyberbullying, or impulsively engaging in a heated
dialogue in the comments section. Opportunities to engage
in peer learning online or in the classroom tap into these
tendencies and may allow other students to show leadership
beyond the usual suspects. Case studies, peer mediation,
and group discussions can call on peer relationship skills
and allow youth to develop greater empathy and executive
function by helping each other reason through challenging
situations.
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There are many opportunities to promote the practice of
these skills in schools. Organized classroom environments,
removal of elements that trigger impulsive or reactive
behavior, calming places in each classroom, posted
schedules, and displays of affirmation created by students
and staff are all ideas for changing a physical space. As

for adults in the environment, warmth, predictability in
demeanor and routine, and understanding that school-
dependent children learn at school what others learn at
home can help ensure it is a safe environment for all students
to develop. Time in the school day that creates opportunities
for practice, mindfulness activities, planned calming rituals
or“change-up” routines, greeting students with names

and eye contact at the classroom or school door are other
opportunities.

ahnad engagement.

Try asking students for feedback and collaborative problem
solving to create a safe and positive learning environment.
Trusting youth to take on the responsibility for a project, or a
discussion topic, may help them feel ownership and engage
more in the activity or conversation. Actively listening and
employing unconditional positive regard may help youth

feel comfortable to share what they are experiencing, and
result in them sharing more over time. As peers are especially
influential at this age, continuing to support this behavior
may also allow the space to feel safe for others, who may then
join the conversations as well.
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Adults can support skill-building in these
areas in almost every interaction with
adolescents. Adolescents are open to a wide
variety of peer-learning and are looking

to expand their networks. What are some
characteristics of positive interactions to
look for or create?

Encouraging community connections.

During this developmental stage, adolescents are grappling
with their purpose and identity, and changing relationships
with their adult caregivers. At the same time, research has
shown that connection to a caring and consistent adult
(whether a parent or not) is one of the most powerful
protective factors, or conditions that, when present,
mitigate risk. Help youth find purpose and build new social
connections by exposing them to potential role models in
various fields of interest.

Validate efforts and experience over
characteristics and accomplishments.

Dr. Carol Dweck’s research has shown the impact of praise on
creating fixed or growth mindsets, through communicating a
value system. Feedback that values intelligence, for example
“Good score, you must be smart,’ creates fixed mindsets, and
turns children off from learning and into projecting the image
of competence. On the other hand, feedback that values
process, “Good score, you must have worked really hard,”
creates a desire for more learning challenges and mastery.

Conversations that light up their purpose.
The risk- and reward-seeking motivations, coupled with
identity-seeking, means this is when youth can discover their
heart’s interests and passions and try many new things along
the way. Finding a purpose directs their attention and energy
to more positive activities. It is not up to you to find their
purpose, but support their exploration through exposure,
like volunteering, workshops, service-learning, travel, and
community activism. Most importantly, encourage reflection
on the experience and how they might see themselves in
the roles they are exposed to. In conversation, adults often
assume the role of “telling,” but making a connection in
conversation during this time is really important.

Open and honest communication.

Establish lines of communication early about risks with
negative consequences such as taking drugs, sex, drinking
alcohol, and petty crime well before they become an issue.
Keep them open by honoring their agency and trust without
projecting judgment. Though the data is mixed, some science
shows this is much harder than it sounds because adolescent
brains tend to mis-read facial expressions and emotions. In
other words, our curious question or neutral comment can
be understood as anger or judgment. Align verbal, facial,

and body language messages and never assume a message
is interpreted the way we intended it. Whenever possible,
validate and check messages in terms of how they are heard.

Encouraging pro-social risk taking.
Youth are going to pursue risk-taking anyway. Teachers and
other adults can encourage pro-social risk taking activities.

- Trying out for a team, performing, and running for class

officer are activities that can provide an alternative option for

. youth.
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Inspiration and Ideas for Youth

What are some things youth can do to
better build these skills we know are crucial
for success?

lake care of the basics.

)

[

It may sound obvious but we'll have better self-control and
decision-making if we're not sleep-deprived, stressed, or
hungry! Good nutrition is crucial to exercising will-power
and self-control. Sleep and hunger are more easily identified
needs to fix, but how to de-stress? Stress is a personal thing"
everyone must figure out on their own, but some common,
simple methods include mindfulness, physical exercise,
being in nature, walking, or other personally identified de-
stressing activities.

Choose and reflect with intention.

Adolescence is all about exercising control over your own
life. You get to make more decisions that were previously
made for you by adults or other authority figures. You are
walking into a time when you begin to exercise control in a
way you have not previously experienced like how to react
to a situation, how to spend your free time and with whom,
and what new things you want to learn and experience. With
every new choice, you can think about the intention behind

it, the results, and the learning. Keeping a journal and using it

to record and evaluate your experiences may help you track
and remind yourself of how hard a new thing was when you
first started, or just practice reflecting in your mind. Song

writing, and spoken word can also be great opportunities for

self-reflection. You may also find some things you want to
end, like hanging out with someone who always makes you

feel bad. And remember you're not going through this alone,

look for a sounding board to help you along.

Look for a sounding board.

In combination with reflection, try bouncing ideas off of

trusted peers and important adults in your life to gain insight

along the journey. You might be surprised to find someone

who has gone through a similar experience or can offer a new

take that you haven't thought of.

Check in with your emotions.

Often, we are our own best teachers. Do you know the signals
that tell you when your emotions are getting out of control?
Do you get a knot in your stomach, or maybe your nose '
itches? Everyone has different signs. Building awareness and
learning about ourselves in a very intentional way and then
gauging future decisions is a form of self-care that must be
exercised to live a healthy life. By recognizing your emotions,
you can gain control sooner before things escalate, and you
can make adaptations with people around you.

Paying ati

ntion to patterns in your body.
Paying attention to how emotions feel in our body is part

of mindfulness. For example, a person might lie down with
their eyes closed and begin by focusing on their toes, then

on their feet, then calves, then knees, stopping at any point
where they notice tension or discomfort to acknowledge that
it is there without judging or worrying about why, continuing
upwards until they reach their head, and then ending with a
moment to feel the body as a whole. This brief pause from the
many activities of daily life is one way to practice mindfulness
and is an effective stress reduction tool that can be helpful in

_further developing emotional regulation.

Juan Ramos / Unsplash
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Additional Resources

Here are some additional resources if you:

- Want to see what empathy does and doesn’t sound like, watch this video:

- Areinterested in more tips and lessons on executive function: . Executive function and
how to master it: (3 part series); Tips from Harvard Center of the Developing Child (page 13)

(see Resource List)
- Want to stay current on research from the Center for the Study of Social Policy:

- Dig into self-control by learning about: (1) one of the best-known experiments and examples of self-control -
; (2) A short animated video lesson:

. Want to learn more about mindsets and how to cultivate them in a short video,
and evidence-based toolkit:

- Areinterested in exploring mindfulness for self-regulation through:
o A quick introductory video:
o Scientific American Article:
o How adolescents can practice it:
o How one organization is bringing it to the classroom:

- Are looking for interesting articles to prompt further discussion in the classroom or at home:

o article from the Atlantic

o article and resource from WSJ

o by National Geographic Magazine

o and other articles from ScienceNews for Students
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IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO CHANGE A PATH

Adolescence is at once an open window of great opportunity Traumatic experiences (including emotional and physical

and of great vulnerability. We have probably all heard neglect), mental health issues, and/or negative risk-taking
some disheartening statistics. One in five teenagers has behaviors can shape future brain development and life

a diagnosable mental health disorder, two thirds have trajectories, and these issues can become much more present
experienced Adverse Childhood Experiences, and nearly during adolescence.

one-third show signs of depression. Despite being at lifetime .

physical and mental peak, the leading cause of death for Adverse Childhood Experiences

adolescents is unintentional injury including motor vehicle All experiences in a person’s lifetime — the good, the

crashe.s, poisoning, d"‘g_ averdase, and sulicide, Many of bad, and the boring or already forgotten — have a role in
these issues are closely interconnected, and the same youth . . . \ :
) . . shaping their brain, behaviors, emotions, and approach to

can experience several of these issues at the same time (co- : ' =~ S

bidity) new experiences. When the experiences during childhood
Foridity- are particularly difficult, or toxically stressful, they may be
referred to as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). ACEs
can affect how a person handles social situations such as
meeting new people and making new friends. They also have
been linked to violent experiences or other health conditions
later in life. :

Some youth will have a great deal of difficulty intentionally
controlling their behavior. This may be due to organic
brain differences from birth or from injuries. Some may

be diagnosed with mental illness, personality disorders,”

or developmental disabilities. These issues can result in
impaired mental processing and behavior that includes: [Continued on page 3]
hyperactivity, impulsivity, emotionality, anxiety, inconsistent
emotional responses, unpredictable intense mood swings,
withdrawal, and episodes of rage.

[ 3 S TR e o b e e et i e B SN S AT i A i e e i e A b N R ST R SR e RV |
1

Learn more about bold terms in the Glossary.
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Series Overview

Our brains develop throughout our lives, and life experiences play a role in creating brains that are uniquely wired
from one individual to another. During ages 0-3, neural connections are created at a rapid pace. During adolescence,
the experiences we have enhance or diminish these neural connections. Adolescence is an incredible time that we all
experience but once in our lives. Our brains are at their peak ability to learn and remember, sensations are heightened,
and we are mentally confronting some of life’s most profound pleasures and challenges for the first time.

This evolution, however, can stress relationships between adolescents and adults, and at times it can feel like we're looking
at each other through a funhouse mirror. By better understanding the developmental changes in the brain, we can
practice strategies for making the most of this open window, and we can maintain and strengthen relationships in a way
that's better for youth, for families, and for the community.

While research on the adolescent brain continues to develop a‘nd be debated, this series of modules is designed as an
introduction for youth and adults to some of the key areas of concurrence:

o M - Major physical changes taking place in the adolescent brain.

« MODULE 2: Life Skills. Key life skills influenced by adolescent brain development.

+ MODULE 3:Trajectories Under Trauma, Mental Health, and Negative-Risk Taking. The impact of trauma and other
life experiences on developmental trajectories.

Windows of Plasticity in Brain Development

Plasticity

/  Matar/
Sepsory ‘/ Language

-

Adapted from Hensch, TK. (2005).

Critical period plasticity in local
cortical circuis. Nature Reviews
Neuroscience, 6(11), 877-888.

Brain Development Milestones

EARLY CHILDHOOD (AGE 0-3)

» Brain systems dedicated to senses and
motor skills develop rapidly as the child
explores the world.

« During the first years of life, neurons
form new connections at a rate of over
one-million per second.

+ 50-75% of energy consumption is
allocated to brain development at this
time.

« Neural connections established in early
childhood lay the foundation for more
complex circuits that are built later.

CHILDHOOD (AGE 4-11)

« The brain is developing in communication

areas. Children learn language skills, using
words and images to represent things.

« Children understand concrete

objects, and in later childhood are

able to understand logical sequences,
manipulating words and numbers in their
brain.

Children are learning to take on
challenges by building problem solving,
coping, and emotional regulation skills
as they grow in independence and begin
to see themselves in relation to others in
their lives.

ADOLESCENCE (AGE 12-25)

+ Brain systems dedicated to ability to
plan, think abstractly and hypothetically,
‘and regulate emotions are maturing.

+ The brain is integrating, keeping used
connections and losing others, By age
18 the number of brain connections
streamline to about 500 trillion.

« Adolescents develop a more complex
personality and self-identity, and
are drawn to peer relationships as
they move over time into a more
independent social role.

2
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The ten recognized ACEs from the Center for Disease Control/
Kaiser Permanente Study are:

—

Child physical abuse

Child sexual abuse

Child emotional abuse

Emotional neglect

Physical neglect

Mentally ill, depressed, or suicidal person in the home
Drug addicted or alcoholic family member

Witnessing domestic violence against the mother

© ©® N O v oA WwN

Loss of a parent to death or abandonment, including
divorce

10. Incarceration of any family member

There are additional stressors that can impact a person’s
wellbeing. Witnessing or living in the midst of any kind of
persistent or episodic violence in the home or community
can be a huge impact. Poverty and even persistent and
stressful noise, pollution and chaos can also have an impact
These are the areas that were studied as a part of the official
ACE study.

Trauma

When we think of trauma, we sometimes imagine large scale
disasters or a one-time physical event like a punch to the
head, but researchers have shown that the trauma.of certain
experiences have a lasting impact on the brain and for life
outcomes, like chronic health conditions and early death.
Trauma isn't always physical or one-time. The absence of
sustaining care is also trauma, especially for young children.
Stressful environments as well as physical and emotional
neglect are also traumatic experiences that can change the
trajectory of brain development dramatically. Some examples
on longer-term stressful experiences include living in a family
experiencing homelessness, experience with the juvenile
justice system, and/or growing up in foster care. Impacted

by trauma, the brain becomes wired to prioritize survival
functions over other areas, like those necessary for self-
regulation and executive function. In other words, under
trauma and stress, survival is the priority.

‘:‘Sﬁm@‘ﬁmmmmm

Epigenetics

The impact of long term intergenerational trauma is
informed by the study of epigenitcs. Our development is
considered by many to be a blend of nature—the way we
are biologically built and predisposed—and nurture—the
result of learning, experience, or training. Sometimes, the
two interact and affect one another, as is the case with
epigenetics. Not all the genes in a person’s DNA will present
as noticeable traits. Epigenetics is defined as the effects of
environmental factors on which and how the inherited genes
are expressed. This can occur on an individual level as well

as on a species level. In short, the environments in which we
grow up affect how our genes are expressed, including those
that influence brain development. Understanding how a
youth may be wired based on their parents and grandparents
genetic coding that is passed on to their offspring may help
adults working with youth to better understand and respond
when some youth seem to “over-react” to situations that
other youth seem to manage. It could be influenced by the
way in which they are genetically predisposed. '
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Mental Health

The first signs of mental health issues often appear in
adolescence, though the roots of the issue may go back
much earlier in life. Serious psychological disorders including
depression, social phobia, obsessive compulsive disorder,
bipolar disorder, and schizophrenia are rarely diagnosed
before puberty, and most individuals who reach age 25 with
no diagnosis are less likely to experience issues later in life.
Genes, as well as the interaction of environmental factors
(including multigenerational trauma), play a role in mental

~ health risk, so being aware of the individual’s and family
health history can help you stay alert for signs.

Social Emotional Development

According to the Collaborative for Academic and Social
Emotional Learning (CASEL), social emotional learning (SEL) is
broadly understood as a process through which people build
awareness and skills in managing emotions, setting goals,
establishing relationships and making responsible decisions,
leading to success in school and in life. Research shows SEL
supports better performing and more positive schools and
communities.

Social emotional skills are the foundation for thriving and
learning. It should be thought of as an integrated and

holistic system of support, connecting to all aspects of
school life and beyond. SEL connects with some of our

most pressing issues (e.g. mental health needs, suicide,
bullying, chronic absenteeism, and exclusionary discipline)

in Washington. Policy makers, educators, families, and
community professionals are working to address these issues
by improving access to mental health care for children and
youth in crisis, shifting the approach to school discipline,

and working to reengage students who have left or been
pushed out of school. SEL standards will not replace the need
for targeted interventions, but rather, will build a stronger
foundation upon which other services and supports can be
added and integrated. While these practices are emerging,
itis vital to ensure that all recommendations are culturally
relevant and competent.

The Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction will be
developing a module specific for social emotional learning
that will be available in September of 2017.

Negative Risk-Taking

All adolescents are vulnerable to “poor choices” and negative
risk-taking, like unprotected/risky sex, substance use, petty
crime, or reckless driving, because the adolescent brain is

highly motivated by rewards from high-intensity, emotionally
arousing experiences. Not only are they more apt to try these
experiences for the first time, ironically, they are especially
vulnerable to addiction and repeated behavior because of
their heightened dopamine response. Highs feel extra high
and lows feel extra low. This dynamic is further exacerbated
by the presence of peers because of adolescents’ high
attunement to social status. For most, these risks are part of
the normal development process and they exit adolescence
relatively unscathed. For others, this is the start of an

altered trajectory with life-long consequences, such as teen
pregnancy, justice-involvement, addiction, or even death.

The vast majority of youth are connected to at least

one institution outside their homes: schools. Youth who
experience trauma, justice-involvement, and/or mental
health iliness or disorders, however, are much more likely
to be connected to multiple community based services,
including community non-profits, foster care, hospitals,
courts, justice centers, youth centers, YMCAs, and substance
use clinics. The needs of youth in these situations are
fundamentally the same as the others—safe supporting
environment, consistently caring adults, and empowerment
over their life choices—but they may also need intensive

' professional intervention. What is unique about this group,

is that they may be starting from a different place in terms of
brain development (perhaps due to trauma, mental health
issues, or substance use), and their support system is likely
to be more dispersed and inconsistent, meaning they are
experiencing even more tumult than the typical teenager.

Ewelina Karezona Karbowiak / Unsplash
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Environments for youth with development
-~ trajectories altered by trauma or other
issues require keen attunement from the
adult, a great deal of patience, sensitivity,
and sometimes professional intervention.
If you are not a professional, or even if you
are, there are at least three ways the social
environment can be supportive.

A culture that reminds us it is never too
late to alter a trajectory.

We need to be realistic about how hard it is to work with
youth who are already compromised by trauma, negative
risk-taking, and/or mental health issues. However, we also
need to remember that it is never too late. An environment
that both physically (in terms of signage, print materials) and
socially (conversations in the hallway, conversations with
youth) signals “we are not giving up on you” helps create a
supportive culture. Each new opportunity, experience and
way for youth to build new capacities helps build the brain
and new neural connections.

Light up their purpose and positivity.

Whatever the youth’s previous experiences, they can
discover their heart’s interests and passions as a way toward
positive pathways. An environment that communicates
positive potentials, in addition to or instead of, reminders
of the obstacles and issues to overcome can light the path
forward. Posters, sign-ups, inspirational community speakers,
gathering places for youth, and visitors, site visits, and
other events and materials that signal fresh possibilities are
some ideas. Adults, no matter their role in the environment,
can look for what lights up their eyes (and their brain)

and reinforce from there. The adult’s role is to guide the
exploration. Is it working with animals, building things,
learning more about a subject, helping other youth with
similar issues?

Environments that Support Healthy Development

Support students’ development of SEL
skills.

To create such an environment, schools and communities
must emphasize equity and voice, ensuring meaningful
access and opportunity for every student. For schools to
implement SEL effectively and equitably, they will need to:

1. Start by evaluating and building school and classroom
environments that are conducive to SEL;

2. Incorporate a wide variety of curricula that are available
to teach SEL skills in a school setting;

3. Emphasize equity in the selection and implementation of
curriculum; and

4. Take a holistic approach, understanding that each person
(child and adult) will start at different places and progress
in different ways along an SEL continuum.

Consistent and keen observations on an
individual level.

The environment should have a tone of rigor and
determination while holding youth accountable. If

not already in place, schools and other youth serving
environments can obtain and keep an up-to-date list of 4
resources/referrals for issues and follow-through. Social
emotional benchmarks and standards can help staff
understand the difference between normal adolescent
turbulence and serious distress signals. Staff can stay
attuned for signs of mental health issues and trauma—such
as withdrawal or loss of enjoyment in formerly enjoyable
things, changes in eating, neglect of personal health,
frequent aggression, isolation, or over-compliancé—and
look for otherwise common events that can serve as
triggers for students impacted by trauma, including sudden
unpredictable actions, noises, or changes; over stimulation;
too much or too little physical space; etc.
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Positive Interactions

Adults, no matter the issue, play a key

role in connecting youth to resources,
offering consistent support and trust, and
a non-judgmental sounding board. It's
important not to take a back seat during
this time. How can adults be prepared
and get involved in creating more positive
interactions?

Be informed about the issues and be
involved.

It can be confusing and stressful to figure out what is day-
to-day adolescent turbulence and what is a signal of a more
significant issue. Some online research (links below) can

help make these determinations, and you can also reach out
for expert advice from a family doctor, school counselors,
public mental health, helplines, and a variety of community
resources that vary greatly by community. Adults should also
not be afraid to get involved. Teens often do not have a voice,
and when something dangerous or scary happens, they can
truly benefit from authentic and caring adult involvement.

Practice self-care and team approaches.

Working with youth who have experienced trauma and other
issues can take a long time and a huge amount of effort.
Some strategies for staying present: practice self-care (ta ke
personal time-outs, set your own clear boundaries, meditate)
to maintain empathy and mitigate compassion fatigue, and
take a team approach (build relationships with counselors,
coaches, and others who are involved in the youth’s life). A
consistent connection with a non-parent adult is crucial, and
sometimes, it will take a team to find the connection that
sticks. Our role is not to fix youth who are in trouble but to
facilitate their.own healing by holding space for them.

Build trust and communication.

While there are a wealth of resources on how to do this,

Marsha Linehan’s six levels of validation is a good start. These
levels are not in any order, but are six ways to build validation
in your interactions. '

1. Be present, give the moment your full attention and
display receptive body posture and facial expressions.

2. Give an accurate reflection, summarize the facts of the
situation as objectively as possible.

3. Guessing is a good start when the feelings are unknown,
thinking of what another might feel in a similar situation
and seeing if that resonates with the current experience.

4. Validating the response based on the history of the
individual, since past experiences guide later reactions to
such stimuli.

5, Normalizing identifies those feelings or reactions that

any person might have if placed in the same situation or
experience.

6. Radical genuineness calls upon us to employ the notion
that everyone is a real person with real emotions and
responses, and as such being completely ourselves is
valid.

TawnyNina/ Pixabay, Creative Coons CCo
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Consider your own SEL development.

Itis equally important that adults who interact with youth

take the time to understand and build their own awareness,

their ability to set and achieve goals, establish positive

relationships, and to make responsible decisions.”You can't

teach what you don't know and you can't lead where you
won't go.” :

Be conscious with discipline.

Discipline is sometimes based on a long history of actions
and beliefs that can often manifest as punishment. It's
important for the adult to attempt to understand the
behavior. How does the youth see the benefit in their actions
and what will they learn and take away from corresponding
consequences? Most importantly, how can they recover and
how can the adult respond to hold them accountable while
holding space for the relationship to continue and grow. True
discipline is about correction and allowing youth to make
their own corrections. It requires patience. Based on what
we now know about brain chemistry, the impacts of trauma,
and how students grow, we must connect before we correct.
Risky behavior from youth can be scary for adults and an
immediate reaction may be to demand retribution. Usually,
we apply social deprivation (grounding, phone privileges,
etc.) because we know that’s what youth value. However, it

is up to adults to seek to understand the motivation and the
underpinnings of the behavior. The behavior may not make
sense to the adult but makes sense to youth. More conscious
discipline strategies include:

1. Talk about it before acting, try to understand underlying
factors that may have caused the behavior.

2. Do notdeprive them of their purpose and passion

R

Demeter Attila / ls&els, Creative Commons CCO0
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activities, disconnecting from those may cause more
harm.

3. Make your expectations clear, even write them down, so
they know what lines were crossed in the behavior.

4. Give them voice by co-developing a consequence
appropriate to the behavior instead of doling out
punishment (for example, if they shoplifted, ask them to
think of a way to apologize or pay it back).

Be prepared to talk about suicide and self-
harm behaviors.

Suicide most often occurs when stressors exceed a person’s
current coping abilities. Depression is the most common
condition associated with suicide, and it is often undiagnosed
or untreated. Conditions like depression, anxiety and
substance problems, especially when unaddressed, increase
risk for suicide. Be prepared to ask the question: Sometimes
when someone feels like you are feeling, they think about
ending their life. Have you thought about harming yourself
or ending your life? After getting an answer to this question,
you will know how to proceed in providing support for this
youth. If the answer is yes, or a wavering unsure answer,
follow your organizations protocol for intervening and
providing support. This should include a possible assessment
and safety plan, as well as critical follow-up to make sure

the safety plan developed is working for the youth. Itisa
myth that asking the question introduces the idea of suicide.
Rather, asking the question allows someone who has been
thinking about suicide to talk in a safe environment about
their feelings and experiences. Often there is relief felt by the
person who has been isolated and alone in their thinking.
And for those who have not been thinking about suicide,
their answer will be a direct no.
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Inspirations and Ideas for Youth

ML BT AT

What are some things youth themselves can
do to deal with tough issues, for themselves
and for peers?

“Learn more.

Do online research about issues you think might be affecting
you or someone you care about. There are a lot of resources
out there and you are certainly not alone. Putting a name to
what you are going through, and understanding it better to
build awareness is the best way to get started. Some links to
get started are below.

Practice self-compassion.

Being compassionate to yourself is one of the most powerful
things you can do in the name of taking care of yourself, and
something that is totally in your control. You are not defined
by your illness, your disability, your trauma, your condition,
or your past mistakes. Try to view it as part of being human
rather than as a failure. Some youth find it helpful to have

a simple saying or mantra (“l forgive myself”; “Focus on the
good”), or a specific object or token, that is always there to
remind you. Others do it by helping a friend out or imagining
what they would say to a friend in the same situation. We
often have more practice being kind to other people than to
ourselves!

'IESHOOTS [ Pexels, Creative Commons CCO

Safe use of Social Media.

As youth increase their online presence, issues from the
physical world, such as bullying, may transition into the
digital world. Seeing a new notification or unread message
pop up on your screen can send a rush through the reward
pathways of your brain just like scoring the game-winning
point or eating your favorite candy. Addictive behaviors
such as constantly checking for updates may develop as

you receive instant feedback in the form of likes, comments,
or messages. Use social media ‘mindfully; take time to
understand the privacy settings, and be aware of how online
behavior connects to real-world consequences and creates

a permanent trail of personal information available to
friends and former friends, parents and grandparents, future
employers, or hackers. See www.szfesearchlids.com/a-teens-

guide-to-social-media-safety/

Keep an eye out for your peers.

If your friend or peer’s behavior concerns you—such as
withdrawal or loss of enjoyment in formerly enjoyable things,
changes in eating, neglect of personal health, frequent
aggression, unable to sleep, substance use/misuse, and
easily becomes upset—reach out to them to ask if they are
okay. Signs of distress may also appear in social media status
updates or pictures, and regardless of someone’s history, you
should take any threats or indications of suicide seriously.
Know that you might have to ask“is anything bothering you?”
more than once to get an authentic answer. It is also okay

to ask your friend if they are thinking of harming themselves
or want to die by suicide. Make sure you help connect your
friend to a trusted adult you-can count on to follow through.
You may have to talk to multiple adults until it seems like
someone knows just what to do, but as a friend, you can be a
helpful “first-responder.” Never agree to keep a secret about
someone’s suicidal thoughts. Offer to talk to a trusted adult
with your friend.

Resources for Youth:

» AFriend Asks App (available on Android & IPhone)
« Crisis Text: text START to 741741
« Crisis Line: 800-273-8255 or 800-201-2121

- LGBTQ Youth: 800-488-7386 or text TREVOR to 202-
304-1200
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Additional Resources

Here are some additional resources if you:

- Need a full set of resources for parents and teachers:
- Want to read about making and growing that connection:
- Are looking for resources on specific issues:

o Trauma, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), and how to recognize them:

" 0 Mental Health and Suicide Prevention:
o Substance Abuse:
o Juvenile justice:
. Want more resources on suicide prevention, intervention, and postvention:

(o]

O ONNONNO
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https://learningspace.catalog.instructure.com/

Niekverlaan / Pixabay, Creative Commons CCO
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Adolescence: the age range from approximately the onset of puberty to the beginning of independent adulthood,
approximately age 25.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): a collection of experiences that were coined from the Adverse Childhood Experiences
study conducted by The Centers for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente in San Diego in a broad based study from 1995-1998.
These experiences occurring during childhood that are particularly difficult, or stressful that impacts their physical, emotional and
social health throughout their lifetime”

Altruism: the selfless concern for or promotion of the wellbeing of another.

Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF): a substance in the brain that nurtures existing brain cells and supports the growth
of new ones, commonly referred to as “fertilizer for your brain!”

Brain stem: the oldest part of the brain, controls basic life functions such as heartbeat, breathing, and instinctive freeze, fight, or ,
flight responses.

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT): a type of treatment evolved from cognitive-behavioral therapy, originally intended for
continuously suicidal and other clients with disorders that were particularly difficult to treat, DBT is now often utilized with those
who lack emotional regulation and executive function skills and whose experiences have reinforced destructive responses and
behaviors. DBT practitioners promote awareness and acceptance of the current situation, often through mindfulness techniques,
and offer techniques to adjust thought patterns, responses, and behaviors when presented with adverse circumstances.

Dopamine: a neurotransmitter in the brain associated with rewards, or positive feelings resulting from certain actions or
behaviors

Emotional regulation: control over one’s expression of emotions, both the timing and how they are expressed.
Empathy: the understanding of someone else’s thoughts or feelings.
Epigenetic: the effects of environmental factors on the expression of inherited genes.

Executive function: the trainable application of the “air traffic control system” skills to everyday life in order to filter and process
sensory inputs, focus on the task at hand, and react flexibility and intentionally.

Experiential learning: learning through experiences

Genetic: genes are comprised of DNA, and act as the biological instruction manual for development, including traits and
characteristics which are inherited from your parents and passed down to any children you have.

Growth mindset: based on the research of Dr. Carol Dweck and her team, the belief that one can get smarter and better at
something, which may ultimately result in successfully improving at that thing.

Inhibition: restraint from acting instinctively or impulsively, whether physically or emotionally.

Integration: a model for understanding how the brain functions as a system of specialized, interdependent parts, with each part
becoming more specialized and efficient during adolescence.
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Limbic system: a set of structures in the brain that serve as the emotional network and include the amygdala (influences
emotional response) and the hippocampus (influences memory).

Mindfulness: is the non-judgmental observation of our entire experience. We slow down, observe, and awaken a greater
awareness of our being and of our surroundings. From this perspective, we develop a knowing beyond our usual way of trying to
intellectually “figure out” what's going on.

Neurons/Neural connections: nerve cells that form a pathway, through which electrochemical signals are sent throughout the
brain and central nervous system.

Neuroplasticity: the brain adapts, heals, grows, and changes in response to its environment and experiences. Neural connections
and pathways are created, formed, and altered.

Neurotransmitter: chemicals that carry messages through the neural network in the brain. .

.Pre-frontal cortex (PFC): located in the front of the brain and behind the forehead, the PFCis in charge of personality and
planning, and is therefore essential to executive function skills. This part of the brain helps to process and direct incoming signals,
similar to an “air traffic control system? It is one of the last parts of the brain to develop (around age 25) and is highly influenced by

experiential learning.

Pruning: the pi'ocess within the brain in which less used neural connections are reduced and removed so that the more useful
connections can be strengthened and sped up.

Resilience: the capacity to rise above difficult circumstances, allowing our children to exist in this less-than-perfect world, while
moving forward with optimism and confidence.

School-dependent children: youth for whom the school they attend, and the quality of the teaching they experience, is the
deciding factor in that individual’s success.

Self-regulation: the ability to control impulses, emotions, attention, and behavior, and then act or react intentionally.
Synapse: the gap between two neurons, through which the neural messages must be conveyed.

Toxic stress: occurs when intense, regular, and/or long-term adversity is experienced in one or more areas without employing or
having available adequate resources and supports.

Trauma: the unique individual experience of an event or enduring conditions in which the individual’s ability to integrate his/her
emotional experience is overwhelmed. (Saakvitne, K. et al, 2000)

Unconditional Positive Regard (UPR): from the psychologist Carl Rogers, UPR is the practice of continuing to assist and support
a person (usually a client) despite things they may say or do that might otherwise cause someone to cease agreeing with or

encouraging them.

Working memory: the part of your short-term memory that is used on-the-spot to process your response (often language-based)
to a current stimulus.







