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On completion of this course, participants 
should be able to:

 describe the key features of 
adolescence; 

 identify the main psychosocial changes; 

 appreciate the main brain changes 
associated with this period; 

 identify risk-taking behaviours; 

 describe the hormonal changes which 
occur; 

 list ways in which protective factors can 
ease adolescent tensions and improve 
relationships; 

 discuss the impact that anxiety can have 
on teenage behaviours and list ways to 
help reduce anxiety; 

 look at sleep and identify how to 
improve sleep hygiene;

  identify other professionals who provide 
support and know when to make 
referrals 
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What is Adolescence? The period of development between 
puberty and adulthood (approx 13-19 
years, but definitions vary). 
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Activity: Draw a Teenager
What sorts of things do you associate with a teenager? Add doodles and words to the 
diagram below. You might want to consider behaviours, mood, interests, attitudes, and 
lifestyle.  

Adolescence is a turbulent time, characterised by major psychosocial, neurological, attitudinal 
and physiological changes. Everyone’s experience of this transition is different. Most will 
enjoy an increase in independence and confidence but some may find that this time is also 
a time of conflict and difficulty expressing emotion. Our course will look at these changes 
closely, exploring the mechanisms at play, concluding with tools to help support and connect 
better with teenagers.
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Changes

Our brain is constantly evolving, strengthening and weakening the connections between 
brain cells depending on how much we need them. Synaptic pruning refers to the removal 
of irrelevant brain cell connections, and this process slows in adolescence, when these brain 
cells and connections start to stabilise. In early adulthood, pruning mainly occurs in the frontal 
cortex - the part of our brain responsible for decision making, personality development and 
critical thinking. 

Psychosocial
Teenagers rely heavily on their friends, placing high value on time spent with their peer 
groups. Parents can struggle with this change, as their support becomes less necessary. 
Mood swings and periods of low mood are perfectly natural but can place additional strain 
on family relationships. Sleep patterns might be disrupted which can also affect mood and 
potentially fuel outbursts, which are usually directed at parents. 

Neurological
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Activity: Social Situations

Discussion: Why do teenagers sometimes behave differently in different situations, for 
example, with teachers vs parents vs peers?

space for notes

Physiological
Physical changes usually occur around the time of puberty, but can occur before. Most of 
these changes are driven by hormones and can start from as young as 8 years old in girls.  
Breasts will start to develop and new hair growth will appear e.g. in the pubic area and in 
armpits. Periods will also begin. For boys, changes typically start around 11-12 years, but can 
begin from age 9.  The penis and testes grow, erections with ejaculations occur, new hair 
growth will appear, and the voice deepens. Throughout the time there will be noticeable 
changes in body shape and height for both boys and girls. 
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2020-21 Pandemic
Young adults (18-24 years) have been identified as group at higher risk of developing mental 
health problems as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. They reported higher levels of 
stress than the population as a whole. One report, from June 2020, saw 29% of young adults 
surveyed reporting loneliness, difficulty coping and suicidal thoughts. This was in comparison 
to 19% of the total population. It is likely that changes in education, reduction of work 
opportunities, and social distancing restrictions have all contributed to these mental health 
worries. This age range was already a delicate time for mental health, with around 75% of 
mental health problems starting between 18 and 24 years old. Therefore, the additional 
pressures created by the pandemic restrictions have been particularly felt by these 
individuals. 

Risk Taking
Taking some risks is an important part of personal development and helps us explore our 
personal limits and boundaries. Brain changes associated with the teenage years make 
it harder for teenagers to think about consequences or the future. Peer relationships are 
important and seeking peer approval can motivate teenagers to engage in risky behaviours. 

Common risk-taking behaviours include:

 » drinking alcohol
 » smoking
 » using drugs
 » exploring sexuality
 » having sex
 » driving dangerously

Tools to help support teenagers:

 » Talking and listening. If you can create a culture of trust with your teenager, this will 
encourage them to come to you even in serious situations.

 » Praise their good decisions and talk through consequences of different choices
 » Reflect on your own time as a teenager. Use that to guide your behaviour now. How 

would you have wanted you parents or care giver to react?
 » Identify any genuine concerns for their physical or mental wellbeing. 
 » Use consequences consistently. Agreeing boundaries is as important as sticking to them.
 » Explain why you might have certain expectations e.g. “text me when you arrive so I don’t 

worry about your whereabouts all evening”.
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Protective Factors
Certain traits have been shown to protect teenagers (e.g. reducing risk taking behaviours and 
increasing good mental health) while they pass through the transition into adulthood. 

 » Good relationship with parents
 » Good relationship with other adults
 » Good relationships with peers
 » Problem solving skills
 » Clear boundaries on behaviour
 » Minimizing social isolation / stigma
 » Balancing safety with independence

It’s OK to confront young people about their behaviour, especially when the behaviour 
is deemed unacceptable. However, remember that emotions may be running high at the 
time of the incident, and they may need time to calm, enough to have a meaningful and 
productive discussion. Choose an appropriate time to have difficult conversations, once the 
‘red mist‘ of emotion has settled. 

Sleep
We all need a good night’s slumber to allow our body and brain to rest, repair and prepare 
to handle the day ahead. With all of these before-mentioned changes going on, teenagers 
actually need more sleep than they did as a child, but studies show that they typically get 
less.  Distractions in their room, diet, lifestyle choices and socialising can all interfere.

Ways in which to improve sleep quality and duration:

 » Enjoy at least 30 mins of natural light per day
 » Avoid too many caffeinated drinks
 » Deal with sources of stress and anxiety
 » Avoid daytime naps
 » Get up and go to bed at the at the same time each 

day/night, even at weekends
 » Eat a balanced diet
 » Clear homework earlier
 » Avoid alcohol for 6 hours prior to going to bed
 » Avoid nicotine (found in cigarettes and special gums
 » Form a bedtime routine which involves activities to 

help you relax
 » Turn off screens and listen to music or read, close to 

bedtime
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Activity: Bedroom hazards
Have a look at the image below and circle all the elements which might interfere with a 
teenager’s ability to sleep well. 

Anxiety
Anxiety is a natural response to external and internal stimuli which forms part of a very basic 
survival system. Anxiety is our built-in alarm that is triggered whenever we sense danger, or 
a threat. When the body and mind react to these perceived dangers, the brain signals the 
release of adrenaline and they might experience things like a faster heartbeat and breathing, 
tense muscles, sweaty palms, uneasy stomach, and trembling hands or legs. Mentally, they 
might feel nervous and worried. These sensations are part of the body’s fight or flight 
response. Everyone experiences anxiety from time to time, and certain  situations tend to be 
more anxiety provoking, e.g. meeting new people, sitting exams, or moving away from home. 
These feelings usually pass as the teenager confronts the situation and adjusts to it. Anxiety 
disorders occur where there is an excessive level of anxiety, which can start to affect the 
adolescent’s ability to handle daily living and overall happiness. Common anxiety disorders 
include Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), Panic attacks, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 
(OCD) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). If you suspect that your teenager is 
excessively affected by anxiety, you should speak to them about how they feel and look to 
seek medical advice. In the UK, anxiety disorders affect 5-19% of children and adolescents.
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Tools for Supporting Anxious Teenagers
Being aware of the ‘poisonous parrot‘
This is the little voice inside our heads telling us that we can not manage, or that we will fail, 
which can derail our positive efforts. Stress is the perceived inability to cope in a certain 
situation and we need to actively try to silence the ‘parrot’ in our heads, whose negativity 
will hold us back. Talking to your teenager will help them identify and voice these negative 
thoughts. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)
CBT is based on the idea that your thoughts, feelings, and actions are interconnected, and 
that negative thoughts and feelings can trap you in a vicious cycle. CBT aims to help you 
deal with overwhelming problems in a more positive way by breaking them down into smaller 
parts. Trained therapists can help guide you through the process, but it is possible to work on 
the principles by yourself. It is then possible to teach the technique to your teenager. 

top and step back

ake a breath

bserve

ull back, get some perspective

ractice what works

STOPP Technique

Activity: CBT in Action
Use the diagram here to 
work through your own 
example of a challenging 
situation you have faced, 
giving attention to the 
thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviour associated 
with that experience. 



Other Courses
Capital Care Training offers a comprehensive range of care-related training and can 
write bespoke courses on request. You can view our full portfolio on our website.

Follow us on social media and sign up to our mailing list to be kept informed of all 
discounts, competitions and free resources!

      07436883391        www.capitalcaretraining.com        contact@capitalcaretraining.com
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