


Our Journey

• Last in a 7-part series called SD43 Learning Series

• Focus is on promoting well-being and building stronger communities

• Topics were decided via informal data collection during High School open 
houses

• Has included guest speakers, field and school experts, health care 
professionals and those with lived experience

“Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.”
Helen Keller 



Presenters

Sami du Sautoy, MEd, RCC
Licensed School Psychologist

Shannon Sullivan, MEd
Coordinator, Counselling Services and 

Supports



Shape of the Session

1. Stages of brain development
2. How our brains learn and grow
3. What makes adolescent brains unique?
4. Healthy vs. worrisome teen behaviours 
5. Setting boundaries, building relationships 

& communicating with your child
6. Resources
7. Q&A



The
Adolescent

Brain

Doing the best they can at the mercy of their 
brains.

Note. This talk was prepared by a Licensed School Psychologist in the hopes of bringing understanding about 
adolescent development. Neuropsychology is a distinct field of expertise and the full scope of research on this topic 
extends beyond what will be presented today. Please see resources for further information.



Oppositional or Misunderstood?
Historic Misconceptions

• Socrates (469–399 B.C.) – “The children now love luxury; they have 
bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and 
love chatter in place of exercise. Children are now tyrants, not the servants 
of their households.”

• Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) – “The young people of today think of 

nothing but themselves. They have no reverence for parents or old 
age. They are impatient of all restraint ... As for the girls, they are 
forward, immodest and unladylike in speech, behaviour and dress.”

.”



Stages of Rapid Brain Development 

Pruning and Remodeling of the Adolescent 
Mind –Insights from Dr. Dan Siegal

Neurons: tiny messengers in your brain working 
together to create & reinforce connections

Stage Age What’s happening in the brain?  

1 0-5 years

✓ 1st wave of plasticity
✓ Building blocks and connectivity
✓ 90% of brain development happens 

before age 5 

2 10-20 years

✓ 2nd wave of plasticity
✓ Neurons sprout and go through 

myelination and pruning 
✓ Neurons that are used become stronger, 

faster, masterful (myelination)
✓ Those that aren’t are pruned away

https://youtu.be/0O1u5OEc5eY?si=lbEcd5ju9JWQngJW


Key Understandings

✓ The brain makes no distinction in making 
positive or negative connections stronger.

✓ Important for teens to understand the role 
they play in molding their brain

✓ Once synapses solidify, stick and becomes 
ingrained, it’s hard work to unlearn undesired 
skills or habits

Caregiver considerations 

➢ People they socialize with?

➢ Activities they are involved in?

➢ Skills they want to improve in or learn?

➢ The learning they engage with/in?  

Neuroplasticity…
the brain’s ability to change and adapt by forming new connections in response to learning, experience or injury 



Impacted areas
1. Prefrontal Cortex: 

✓ Frontal Lobe 
✓ Executive functioning skills (skills that help 

you get things done and stay organized) 
✓Houses logic and reasoning 
✓Not fully developed until age 25

2. Amygdala: 
✓ Threat detector – alerts to danger
✓ Responsible for our emotions
✓Helps remember emotional experiences

The amygdala (the emotional reaction 
center) is more reactive and sensitive than 
the adult brain, which could explain why 
teens may feel the emotional effects of 

music, friendships, and conflict more intently 
than adults do! 



Pre-frontal Cortex & Executive Function Skills
The collection of skills that allow you to set goals, manage multiple tasks, stay organized and make good decisions. 

Strengths and weaknesses will *vary significantly in each teen*

→ Organized thoughts

→ Changing plans

→ Flexible thinking

→ Reasoning

→ Behaving appropriately

→ Self-control

→ Making good decisions

→ Thinking about their thinking (metacognition)



Amygdala

• Most primitive part of the brain
• The threat detector – fight, flight or freeze
• Extremely reactive and sensitive during 

adolescents
• Stress is caused by external factors
• Anxiety is an internal state caused by your own 

thoughts

Poor executive skills + high emotional reactivity = complex behaviours / moody 
teenagers 



From pathology to a window of opportunity
 

Within this period

✓ Develop a sense of self

✓ Self-identity

✓ Social identity 

✓ Motivational system = over exaggeration to reward 
(what’s most joyous to them)

✓ The reward motivates the behaviour

What do they value and how are they 
rewarded? 

→ Social relationships

→ Sports 

→ Hobbies

→ Recognition

Adolescents: A period of constructing themselves which is 
fundamental to the adults they will become

 



Typical vs. Worrisome Behaviours 



Typical Adolescent Behaviours  

✓ Sensation seeking ✓ Risk taking – especially around peers 

✓ Increased pro-social behaviours + 
social conflict 

✓ Wanting to drive or take the bus alone

✓ Trying alcohol or drugs (click here) ✓ Dating (how to talk to teens about sexual health click here)

✓Working for pay ✓ Seeking freedom and autonomy

✓Higher need for privacy ✓ Changing interests/priorities  

✓Changing their appearance ✓ Gaining interest in music 

✓Mood swings ✓ Academic struggles (forgetting homework)

✓ Pushing/Ignoring curfews ✓ Increased “attitude” or “tones” 
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https://drugfree.org/article/why-teens-drink-and-experiment-with-drugs/?25519
https://www.saleemanoon.com/resources/sexual-health-education-checklist/
https://keltymentalhealth.ca/info/how-do-i-know-if-my-childs-behaviour-typical-or-sign-mental-health-challenge


Atypical or Worrisome Behaviours 

1. Any sudden change from baseline over a 2-4 week period

2. When behaviour begins to interfere with daily life and functioning.

3. When “typical” methods of parenting no longer work

o Zero desire or tolerance to be involved in family activities o School refusal

o Self-harm or self-injury (cutting, burning, scratching, digital 
self-harm)

o Frequent drug use and abuse

o Consistently disrespectful to people in authority (parents, 
teachers, police)

o Only engaging with online “friends”
o Paralyzing perfectionism

o Preoccupation/obsession with body weight or appearance; 
self-loathing or extremely low self esteem

o Prolonged sad mood, signs of depression or 
intense mood swings

o Dropping all activities and friends, excessive sleeping o Vandalism, theft, aggressiveness

o Risky or “mature” sexual activity o Excessive lying, hiding, defiance

Information can be found at : Kelty Mental Health.ca 

https://keltymentalhealth.ca/info/how-do-i-know-if-my-childs-behaviour-typical-or-sign-mental-health-challenge


Resources 

Government of B.C.

Child and Youth Mental Health
Intake: Tuesday 9am-3pm

Fraser Health Careers - YouTube

START – Short Term Assessment 
Response Team for mental health or 

substance use crisis
 Self or caregiver referral 

SHARE Community Counselling and 
Services 

BC Association of Clinical Counsellors ...

Fraser Health Careers - YouTube

Surrey Memorial Hospital if you are 
worried about child’s safety or they 

are in crisis  

BC Children's Hospital ...

Kelty Mental Health 
Resources and Help including phone 

line with REAL people! 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/health/managing-your-health/mental-health-substance-use/child-teen-mental-health/mental-health-intake-clinics
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/Service-Directory/Services/mental-health-and-substance-use/mental-health---child-and-youth-services/start-team---short-term-assessment-response-treatment
https://bcacc.ca/
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/Service-Directory/Services/mental-health-and-substance-use/mental-health---child-and-youth-services/start-team---short-term-assessment-response-treatment
https://keltymentalhealth.ca/


How to Build and Maintain a 
Relationship with your Tween and 

Teen.



Family Boundaries and Values

• 2-3 clear family goals and values  - the “non-negotiables” 

• Flexibility within your boundaries/non-negotiables  

• Negotiate boundaries with your teens 



Connection before Correction 

1. Bring their attention to what’s happening in their brains 
and thus their emotions.

2. Show curiosity – activities, friends, likes, dislikes

3. Collaborative problem solving: what’s your end goal?

4. Pick your battles

5. Have boundaries and be consistent-don’t be afraid of 
their reaction.

6. Share your experiences

7. Get their input (what do you think is important here?)



Conversation Starters 
See your child as competent rather than incapable   

✓ How did you know what to do?

✓ That sounds tricky, how did you handle that?

✓ How do you hope for that to be good for you?

✓ Do you think that will go in the direction that you want? what 
do you want to be different?

✓ What will you notice that will let you know it was a good 
decision?

✓ If it goes exactly as you want/hope what will you notice that will 
let you know that was a good idea?



Conversation Starters 
if you’re worried about social grouping or friendships 

• Is this person good for you?

• What do you notice that lets you know this friend is 
good for you?

• What do you notice about yourself when around 
your friend that lets you know you are at your best?

• What does confident look like for you?

• What would you notice that lets you know you are 
on your way to feeling more confident?



Resources and Questions 



Themes 

1. Are there differences in how teens develop and mature? For example, my older child was so much 
more independent than my younger child at the same age!    

2. What kind of challenges to teenagers with ADHD face? How does ADHD affect teens? What are some 
communication strategies for working with adolescents and ADHD? 

3. I am a newcomer to Canada. How can I help my teenager if I didn’t grow up here and don’t know the 
expectations and customs? 

4. How can I manage my teenager’s screen use? 



Resources

The Explosive Child [Fifth Edition]: A New Approach for Understanding and  Parenting Easily Frustrated, Chronically Inflexible Children: Greene PhD,  Ross W: 9780062270450: Books - Amazon.caDon't Stop Loving Me: Caron, Ann F: 8601409740669: Books - Amazon.caIntraConnected: MWe (Me + We) as the Integration of Self, Identity, and  Belonging - Dr. Dan SiegelHold On to Your Kids: Why Parents Need to Matter More Than Peers: Neufeld,  Gordon, Maté MD, Gabor: 9780375760280: Amazon.com: Books

https://www.amazon.com/Explosive-Child-Sixth-Understanding-Chronically/dp/0063092468/ref=sr_1_1?crid=MZ2HXS463QM7&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.sfMh4IkHmrNslMO06mzsEksXjGc8LHOHP4QSuIu1sZef_j95NiscpEALJJ9ShVs45F44wvhyWJ6ppm74Sh4cPDwNTyoHtk-Uj28UjRdtPo2h_GHkViw9B_-60cYXRgraa7Kl-IgczAbJTk6nsGhK7gxU_8OVdzkx-pd6lUrZ8GOJPwQ8Pyl6TNUG7cjQvuwA0W2rJMil1tx3uijcz2enDlK8IcukB_CI5cACUBh66Mo.f1hz3QPYCv66iR9O0kWpwbxXfM4j4NfSXerHiPtlGwA&dib_tag=se&keywords=the+explosive+child&qid=1716316454&sprefix=the+explosive+child%2Caps%2C167&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Dont-Stop-Loving-Reassuring-Adolescent/dp/0805011366/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1DDJQ26UKFKX7&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.GgGrMglSrLT9t6I_wqdtNzP0zawMjdR7ypv3SHZ4RpS7gfzStnzR_iY1zV7losxKB1QP3fTcwFn4HKYu8O0lL4Nylj32VI_rjhChywM479ZGBu2sZ2RXBolnx1kkPAV3N9XDv2XVnxl1Ekg-YuT9BpIXpz2udNCPz_73fgGOKS7uBIHyjf88Otgg-aSepX-DdF62AFxo0ZNI-ymwv3cnqUpONRi-deKSki00Jyr-FKg.ryLoG_pVVNNpxTTzRV62V4w1rWj9RcDB9OdYPuekWJo&dib_tag=se&keywords=don%27t+stop+loving+me&qid=1716316419&s=audible&sprefix=don%27t+stop+loving+me%2Caudible%2C200&sr=1-1-catcorr
https://www.amazon.com/IntraConnected-Integration-Self-Identity-Belonging/dp/B0B3F814P7/ref=sr_1_1?crid=24BGDD2V43DRJ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.0srGnx7EBrtKrQysreUaQGVG9T1sMoQ0PjyBXAWKsvvGjHj071QN20LucGBJIEps.kVwG1Iu8DOaizgptGE2ktHxcoyWSpQZ7F0f1cgwxqRs&dib_tag=se&keywords=intra+connected+dan+siegel&qid=1716316387&s=books&sprefix=intra+conne%2Cstripbooks-intl-ship%2C139&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Hold-Your-Kids-Parents-Matter/dp/0375760288


Resources 
Smart But Scattered Teens: The Executive Skills Program for Helping Teens  Reach Their Potential How to Talk So Kids Will Listen  Listen So Kids Will Talk

Donate - FamilySmart

Parent peer support to help navigate the 
mental health and medical system. Free 

& no waitlists.  

Family-focused online mental wellness 
resources and learning

Qmunity

Non-profit organization that works 
to improve the lives of queer, trans 

and 2 spirit individuals. 

https://www.amazon.ca/Smart-but-Scattered-Teens-Executive/dp/1609182294
https://www.amazon.ca/How-Talk-Kids-Will-Listen/dp/1451663889/ref=sr_1_1?crid=HQR71VKAYP1C&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.SJ83V2pe0oazY1qHc05xFoZRMFQogzu77R1nGOD7x3kL7_KysuzziRRkqQhH-IVHxF56B2BXJDWFtWW9QdSXtgTEdgumf2fhh_XfMT758rqsOq6fzllegpjwRtmgQBfoxp6137BIZNueqzdsIw_p4sxcy3NwiDKGhXQeBha5jw6NaxP0eYKroxEdweht8UcZggwcVsrpWdqjSt4UJ_nBLX8HttJrggOf_0rD-KIQ-D0.USCwBR1dXJy28A1GKbr2GmbyhvoBax7NX-E3AmZY7Ok&dib_tag=se&keywords=how+to+talk+so+kids+will+listen+book&qid=1716397944&s=books&sprefix=how+to+talk+so+kids+wi%2Cstripbooks%2C189&sr=1-1
https://familysmart.ca/
https://www.youtube.com/@livingroomlearning7792/videos
https://qmunity.ca/


Resources 

https://www.sd43.bc.ca/Resources/DigitalCitizenship/Pages/ParentResources.aspx#/=
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Thank you! 



Basic needs
✓Sleep

o 8-10 hours/night 

o Typical for teens to stay up later & want to sleep in 

✓Nutrition 
o Typical for teens to crave sugar and carbohydrates 

o Balance of whole foods & food they crave 

✓A sense of belonging no matter how tough it gets
o Foster a feeling of connection to home

o Encourage connection to family and healthy adults
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