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            Foreword

         

         Growing up in a little town in South Carolina, I was fortunate to have a mom who pushed me to succeed. My mom was (and still is) my biggest mentor. She saw potential in me that I didn’t see in myself at the time, and I wouldn’t be standing here today without her support and guidance. If she wasn’t such a big force in my life, especially as a teenager, I may have had the same fate as my peers who struggled with drug addiction and alcoholism, some still to this day. My mom showed that she understood me, and just that little bit of trust and understanding made the biggest difference in my life as a teenager.

         Now, as a father of three sons, two of whom are teenagers, I try my hardest to support them like my mom did for me. I try to meet them at their level and understand where they are coming from so I can help guide them to where they need to be. Parenting teenagers is a tough job at times. In fact, I can honestly say it makes winning three Super Bowls in the NFL look easy!

         There is so much to learn and know as a parent, and the advent of technology has drastically changed parenting. In some ways, making it even more challenging to help guide your child through adolescence. Teenagers have always faced societal pressures as they try to fit in with their peers. They must learn the right ways to manage the typical pressures and social anxiety that come along with adolescence, while dealing with social media pressures, bullying, weapons, and gangs. The availability of material online on these topics is extensive. Some of it can be instructive, but some can be harmful. So, it is important to be able to help them learn how to effectively sort through this information.

         Hopefully as a parent, you won’t run into every one these issues with your teenager, but there will be a couple situations that will resonate with any parent given some of the issues that their children come home with and the battles that they face every day. We all want to make sure that our children grow up to be healthy adults who make good decisions. It’s important that we understand a little bit of the mechanics behind some of the decisions our teens face and how we can handle these situations better to help raise happy healthy kids into adulthood.

         While nothing takes the place of great parenting, this guide gives insight as to how to better parent. It not only explains your teenager’s brain and development, but offers practical solutions for some of the challenges we face as parents; whether it’s about talking to your teens about overusing technology, spending too much time on their smartphones, dealing with drug use or getting mixed up in other harmful things. It provides you with the tools to better understand why they feel how they do and how to address some of these issues in a much more thoughtful and emotional way. This will ultimately result in more effective parenting and hopefully help you guide your teens down the right path, like my mom did for me and like I try to do for my own kids.

         
             

         

         Troy Brown

Father of 3 and former New England Patriot and

3x Super Bowl Champion

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         The 21st century is a scary time for parents to be raising children. Technology is advancing at a tremendous rate and society around us is changing on a daily basis. Now, unlike at any other time, there are threats for children inside their family homes, as well as in the community. Parents feel like they have to monitor their child’s every action. They worry about what their child is up to in their bedrooms far more than what they do when they’re playing with their friends in the park, but then they get accused of being over protective.

         Things humans only ever dreamed of are now a daily part of reality. New technology is emerging every day and the world is changing as a result. Computers have moved from being one per house, to multiple devices around the house and in pockets. Even the most technologically-minded parents are struggling to keep up to date with the technology that their child is using.

         The boundaries in society have shifted, for example it is accepted that celebrities are now accessible. With just a few taps on the computers in someone’s pockets they can find out what their favourite actress had for dinner and where they go for their daily jog. In fact, with very little effort it is possible to send them a message and there’s an increasing likelihood that they’ll reply. Privacy as people know it is coming to an end.

         The way humans communicate with each other is also changing. It was only a few years ago that there was one phone line in the house and families were queueing to use it at peak times. Nowadays, many young people don’t even consider having a phone line installed as they are far more used to being accessible via the device in their pockets. This has had an effect on society’s expectations of contacting each other. Immediacy is the watch word; people are expected to be contactable immediately and in return they expect to receive information immediately. Employers even provide staff with technology that facilitates their ability to send their staff emails to read late at night or early in the morning. Although, in France a law has been passed recently to give employees the right to disconnect and ignore these out of work emails.

         People socialise differently in the modern world. Social media allows friends to keep up to date on the relevant (and sometimes irrelevant) events in the lives of their friends. The conversations people have when they see friends now are very different and there is almost an unwritten expectation to have read their posts or their blog. Likewise, the gap between seeing friends is widening as they’re able to keep up to date with their news and react to it by pressing ‘Like’ on their latest post. Technology gives society a lot more immediacy when interacting with friends, but also a greater distance at times too.

         People’s working lives have had to change: the speed at which employees process things has increased as technology has advanced, and many tasks are being automated. There is an expectation of a lot more immediacy in actions and reactions. Employees are expected to be completing tasks whilst monitoring busy inboxes at the same time. They’re expected to know information and reply to requests and demands with greater immediacy. There is an inherent expectation to daily lives that people multi-task well at all times of the day. It is common for people to be answering something on their smartphone at the same time as having a conversation without even an eyebrow being raised nowadays.

         The modern world is a very different place from the world people grew up in. Those that have children have to not only learn all of these new skills themselves, they have to try and keep ahead of their children and what they are up to. Many young people talk to their parents about technology the adults only vaguely know about, and adults are completely unskilled at helping them make safe choices about this new technology.

         So that is why this book was written, as a guide to the 21st century for parents struggling to understand it themselves. It’s not a book written to be read cover to cover in one sitting; a parent’s life is too busy for that. Instead it is a guide to the various things that parents will encounter to pick and choose from. The contents are certainly not exhaustive and, as with anything of this nature, there will be new technologies that are released.

         The book is split into four parts. Part one focuses on a child’s social, emotional and brain development from the womb until adulthood. Part two gives advice on various aspects of life in the 21st century. Part three gives ideas about things parents can be doing to help prepare their child for the future, and finally part four is a handy glossary for any parents struggling with the phrases their teen is using.

         
             

         

         Richard Daniel Curtis

March 2017 

      

   


   
      
         

            Part One - The development of a

child’s personality
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         Their brain

         Parts of the brain
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            REPTILIAN COMPLEX

            Medulla Oblongata (1) – Regulates bodily functions like pulse and breathing rates.

            Cerebellum (2) – Controls balance and voluntary muscle movement.

            Pons (3) – Connects both halves of your body to integrate movement like walking, running or swimming.

            
                

            

            LIMBIC SYSTEM (MAMMALIAN BRAIN)

            Thalamus (4) – This is the area of the brain that receives all information from the body (apart from smell) and sends it to the right part of the brain.

            Hypothalamus (5) – The area of the brain that controls our drive and emotional and sexual responses.

            Amygdala (6) – This is the part of the brain that links senses to an emotional significance (like hot soup on a cold day) and help mediate aggression (physical and sexual), plus is involved in triggering fear.

            
                

            

            NEOCORTEX (HUMAN BRAIN)

            Occipital lobes (7) – Controls visual perception and some aspects of reading.

            Parietal lobes (8) – Controls tactile (touch) and spatial perception.

            Temporal lobes (not shown) – Controls memory, musical awareness, sequencing, language comprehension.

            Frontal lobes (9) – Controls attention, motivation, initiation, personality, social behaviour, judgement, decision making, problem solving, and expressive language.

         

         Prior to birth

         As a foetus develops the three parts of the brain develop: the reptilian (or hindbrain), the mammalian (or midbrain) and the future human brain (the forebrain). These are formed within the first month of pregnancy and are followed by the development of the Medulla Oblongata and the start of other regions, such as the Cerebellum, the Pons and the Neocortex. During the fifth week the developing brain also begins the process of folding into the shape it will eventually develop.

         The development of the brain continues throughout the remainder of the pregnancy, with the neurons migrating into the final positions during the two latter trimesters of pregnancy. The process of refining the brain cells that are required also begins at this stage and continues throughout childhood (a process called apoptosis). Synaptogenesis then begins; this is the process of creating, then strengthening (myelination), the connections between brain cells. This continues throughout childhood and is revisited during adolescence (see below). 

         The early years and childhood

         The bonding a baby experiences helps with the connection and strengthening of different parts of the brain. As they experience new activities and games, different parts of their growing brain are fired up. This tells the brain that these neurons are needed and to connect them up. The more these activities are revisited, the more the conductivity to them is strengthened. Unused neurons are lost as our brain ruthlessly axes the ones that have not been activated. It then focuses on further myelination of the remaining brain cells as the growing child learns behaviours and achieves social competence.

         Pre-adolescence

         In the two or three years leading up to puberty (roughly aged 10–12) the brain develops millions of new neurons, particularly in the pre-frontal cortex (the area at the front of the brain) and the grey matter surrounding it. Just as with the young child, it is important that these new neurons are used and so for the young adolescent this is often a period of trying new hobbies, activities or new experiences in order to ensure that these connect to the existing brain structure. Many parents are not aware of the importance of this period in brain development and so may miss this opportunity. This period is commonly referred to as the ‘use it or lose it’ stage of brain development.

         During adolescence

         Throughout puberty (approximately 13–15), the brain begins work at the back and works forward, eventually seizing the opportunity to effectively reduce the working capacity of the frontal lobes, as it hard wires in the new neurons utilised in the previous growth stage and then culls the unused neurons. The frontal lobes are the region that controls personality, behaviour, risk analysis and our value system. This, combined with a huge increase of hormones in the brain, leads to a very sudden and unexpected change in personality and social skills.
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         There is an increase in risk-taking and emotion-based behaviour as the amygdala responds without the guiding voice of the frontal lobes. Demands or questions of the teen will often be perceived by the mammalian brain as a threat and will result in a confrontational response or refusal. Stress levels increase the cortisol level in the brain (and vice versa). Problems, chores or learning, which the brain could previously cope with, now present more stress for the teenage brain as the frontal lobes dealt with those in the past. Their brain craves stimulation and reward, so there is an increase in television, gaming, mobile phone and computer use. The frontal lobes are the region of the brain that processes speech, so as they are shut down, the brain struggles to cope with the demands of lengthy conversation; hence to the observer they reply with grunts or single word answers.

         At the same time the need for sleep returns to a similar level as the brain required the last time it went through this process, during the first two to three years of its life. Melatonin, the hormone released in our brain to trigger the sleep cycle, is released up to two hours later in the day. This has an impact on the sleep cycle, as the second part of our sleep, the REM or Rapid Eye Movement stage, which is normally from about 2am to 6am, is longer and later in the morning and frequently interrupted by the need to get up for school or college. Alcohol misuse during this time is shown to interrupt the vital development of the adult brain.

         After adolescence

         As the frontal regions of the brain are reconnected, the brain experiences a sudden rush of new thinking abilities. As the freshly exposed neural pathways are used the brain further strengthens and speeds up the connections through further myelination. A learning or educational growth spurt often happens at this time. Sleep patterns return to their normal routines and personality is restored, often with a new set of individual beliefs. The brain continues to learn how to use its new abilities during the latter teenage years and into the twenties.

         This is the stage when values and belief systems develop that are independent of their parents and teachers. New ideas and standards are set in the emerging adult brain and the teenager will often reassess the future they seek as adults.

         Social and emotional development

         Throughout this chapter it is worth noting that all ages are approximate; as anyone who has had more than one child will know, each child grows differently through the stages. For example, some babies move from the first stage to the second at about 12-14 months, others at 16-18 months. Often children who move on earlier struggle, as the other children in their age group are not socially at the same stage. An example is when one toddler tries to play with other children as they have moved onto that social development stage, whilst the others all want to engage in solitary play. 
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         Self-identity

         The foundation for all humans is their own sense of identity and security in what they like. This is a fundamental state of being that is vital to their own personal success and growth and it’s something learnt as infants.

         During pregnancy a baby’s systems were regulated by those of their mother, they had the same vitamins she did, they experienced the same hormones that she did and this resulted in them co-regulating with her. This continues during infancy as an infant plays face-to-face games with their mother, experiences ‘tummy time’ and experiences care giving when they are distressed. This is why the maternal figure has such highly attuned sensitivity to the emotions of the baby, as they are in effect taking responsibility for helping to manage them. The holding, rocking, soothing, feeding and changing when a baby is distressed help the infant’s brain to connect up the right neurons for coping with emotional overload. They are in effect teaching the amygdala what it feels like to be content and secure.

         This bonding process is the beginning of the development of ‘I’ and can be affected by thousands of factors, such as birth trauma, post-natal depression, illness, disability, housing, education, support from professionals and so on. Many parents become concerned or guilty when they learn the impact of external (and internal) factors on the brain development of a baby, however this is where the concept of ‘good enough caregiving’ is introduced. This is the theory that for a child it is not about the individual factors, but the overall impact - if that is ‘good enough’ then professionals would expect the child to be developing normally.

         The scientific theory behind the bonding process between an infant and their parents says that if a child experiences enough protective factors then they can overcome the parts that are missed as a result of the other factors. Broadly speaking, if the influence of the protective factors outweighs the impact of the negative factors (or risks) then the infant will have the support it needs for healthy bonding and development. Even if, for whatever reason, this is not the case, it is possible to revisit this process at later stages.

         As a baby learns to rely on these experiences and have its needs met, it begins to understand that it has needs that will be met, and trust and security develop. This is the precursor for what will later become the ‘sense of I’, which is a fundamental part of every human: that they value themselves as people and that they value that their needs deserve to be met. When they are older and they feel threatened, overwhelmed, exhausted or stressed they will revisit their ‘sense of I’ to reestablish themselves. It may be that they watch a favourite TV programme, have a soapy bath, wear particular clothing, do a physical activity, meditate, eat a favourite meal or listen to their favourite music; there will be something that they do that allows them to securely access the amygdala and relates to the caregiving they experienced as infants when they were overwhelmed. In effect whenever they feel overwhelmed or threatened they reset themselves by mobilising the amygdala to help them. If they don’t reassure the amygdala it becomes overloaded with anxiety and stress and they find themselves struggling to cope until they do (this is what happens when people keep going until they become ill or experience burnout).

         
            Sex, alcohol and drugs

            There are false ways of fooling ourselves into feeling like we have reassured our ‘sense of I’; these normally involve sex, drugs or alcohol.

            Fear is closely linked to sexual arousal; theories suggest that when we are young we become familiar with our parents’ voice pitch, but that when they are then conversing with someone else, we experience fear. This causes our amygdala to experience fear and safety feelings at the same time and it is suggested that this then links with our later sexual attractions. So when we feel threatened or are overwhelmed later on, we experience fear and we have been pre-conditioned that one way of dealing with that is through the safety of a loved one, or a sexual mate. This can be seen through sex games, such as doctor and patient, teacher and student, and also can be seen through sexual positions. Unfortunately, this can also lead to predatory sexual behaviours or risky sexual behaviours as the individual attempts to feel the safety and security of sexual pleasure.

            Drugs and alcohol often give us the feeling of wellbeing, enjoyment or pleasure normally associated with us revisiting our ‘sense of I’ in the amygdala. Different drugs have different effects on various parts of the brain, but normally they are initially consumed for the experience they give the user. Both drug use and alcohol can then lead to a vicious cycle.

            For the period that the individual is using them, they experience the pleasurable effects of the drug (I am including alcohol as a drug at this point). However, once they come down or sober up, the original pain is still there (often made worse by the side-effects of the drug). So they reuse the drug as that made them feel alright and so the cycle begins. As they are not safely re-accessing their ‘sense of I’ then this cycle can continue for some time.

         

         The security the infant feels allows it to appreciate its needs will be met and that it is safe to bond with the adults around them. And so begins the social and emotional journey. Very quickly an infant learns to look at the moving shapes, it learns to focus and eventually make eye contact with its parents. The reactions they get from their parents when they pull a ‘smile’ mean that they get a rush of endorphins in their brain. For the baby this links smiling and laughter with a feel good factor and they learn to smile. The fact that they are soothed when they are angry or frustrated means they learn how to set their maximum temperature; they start to learn how to calm themselves down. Adults interacting with them entertain and teach them that they are important; they’ll learn to recognise their name. They learn to engage in games as they experience more endorphin rushes as the parents react to them playing the games; eventually this extends, until by the age of one or two they can self-sustain their interest in a toy or game without an adult being involved. Babies begin to relate different games and experiences to different people; they recognise the games they can do with their maternal figure and the different games that are played with their paternal figure. Eventually, this develops into them using body language and simple sounds to request a particular game from someone; however, at first they don’t recognise that strangers don’t know these games and so will become frustrated.

         
            Threats to self or gaps in social and emotional development

            Very often older children (and many adults) who are feeling stressed, anxious or insecure about their ‘sense of I’ will revert to this stage of self-occupying or being ‘self-centred’ as others may see it. Once the cause of the insecurity or threat to their self-identity is over they are then observed to return to their normal selves.

            Sometimes we see older children, including teenagers, stuck at this developmental stage. Although they may wish to have a wider social life, their anxiety, low self-esteem, insecurity or self-consciousness holds them back. This is often due to gaps in their social and emotional development that cause a lack of trust in the ‘sense of I’. This can be overcome by identification of the gaps and helping the child to overcome these. One way of identifying if this is the case, and what the gaps are, is The Curtis Scale. This can be downloaded for free from www.thekidcalmer.com/curtis.

         

         As a baby feels more secure about their parents and themselves, they’ll cope with being with other people for longer periods of time. They’ll use different noises to signify meaning and the early formation of words occurs. Unfortunately for those infants whose needs were not met at birth, they will have quickly learnt that they are wasting their time crying and attempting to engage with others, so they are less likely to want to speak or indeed may have become mute.

         Babies at this stage want other people in their world to entertain them. As they begin to crawl or walk it is to get something for themselves or to take something to someone to engage with them, for example taking a toy to an adult so the adult plays with the toy with the child. If there are other children or babies around, then it’s likely at this stage that they’ll see them as insignificant or as a threat, hence they can be seen hitting each other in a bid to fend them off and get the attention back. Their concentration extends, they are able to self-sustain their play for longer periods of time. At this age babies are unlikely to recognise ‘no’ as a boundary, however they will recognise their parents’ tone of voice and eventually relate it to whatever they were trying to do.

         Recognising the rights of others

         As a baby grows, generally between 12 and 18 months, they start to recognise there are other children. Initially they play alongside them, not interested in the other child, but eventually they start to watch them, sometimes for great periods of time. As their speech develops, so does the commentary that goes alongside their play. This external monologue continues until they are seven or eight, when it eventually becomes internalised, forming the basis of their conscience. As they listen to stories, the child will begin to react to favourite parts or choose particular stories.

         The toddler has spent their life so far finding ways to get self-satisfaction and entertainment from the world around them; it has always been about them up until this stage. So they become interested in what the other child is doing, they wander over to them and interfere, often barging, pushing or snatching. Initially this is an attempt to get the other child to entertain them, however this progresses to a desire to have the toys that the other child has and eventually becomes a way of initiating contact. This frequently is achieved by using their bodies, by pushing or punching the other child, maybe snatching their toy, in a bid to get that interaction.

         
            The impact of technology on social and emotional development

            One of the big things the 21st century has brought is an avalanche of technology. Whilst, when we were younger, there may have been one computer per house, now it is usual to have a laptop each, a phone and maybe a tablet.

            The availability of technology for children has increased too; it is possible to get gadgets for infants upwards. However, it is very likely that this could affect a child’s social and emotional development.

            Socially, most technology for young children is based on the individual. So rather than learning about self-occupation in games, and the social skills of taking turns and sharing, children are being engaged by the technology. In this case, rather than developing their independence, the technology is acting as a surrogate parent interacting with them. It may be a game on a tablet, it may be television, the important thing to recognise is that when used often, it is unhealthy. A fundamental part of the ‘sense of I’ is that a child is comfortable with being with themselves and occupying themselves. This is a stepping stone used to develop their ability to play with other children and extend their own games into a cooperative game. As a teen and later as an adult, there are many times when they will require the ability to self-occupy without the television; it may even be that they need to motivate themselves to complete a project or assignment.

            If someone has spent their early years relying on technology to entertain them, then they are likely to have developed fewer intrinsic motivation skills to be able to entertain themselves or fuel them to complete work, assignments, projects, revision and so on. Socially, the impact could then mean that they are then reliant on others or technology to help them interact with others. Rather than seek to establish friendships, the risk is that they make friends and interact in a bid to be entertained as they are unable to entertain themselves; in effect they have become needy.

            There is an important emotional significance here too; using excessive technology at a young age could interrupt the vital process of learning to cope with emotions. Infants and toddlers learn how to calm down from extreme emotions by the regulation given by parents: they soothe, they reassure, they meet needs, they teach a child how to do things. The reason these emotions are experienced is often to do with play or basic needs. Regularly using technology to entertain or pacify a bored child reduces the frequency of them experiencing these emotions and, more importantly, them having their emotions externally regulated by a parent. A parent externally regulating a child’s emotions connects the neural pathways for the child to learn to do this themselves. It is part of the process of learning to self-regulate their emotions. By consistently being pacified by technology, the neural pathways will not be accessed as much and so the risk is that the child becomes dependent on being externally regulated. Dummies are example of how children can become reliant on external support to calm them - there are parents who spend many hours hunting for the lost pacifier, as that is the only thing that will calm their child.

         

          By now a toddler has a grasp of the basic emotions, such as happiness, sadness or anger; they are able to accept basic limitations put on them by their parents. As their brain wires up their social experiences, they desire more independence from their parents, but then find themselves out of their depth very quickly. This results in their brain becoming confused and resulting in mood swings and tantrums as the developing frontal lobes become overloaded. These tantrums are a result of emotional prior overwhelm and require a similar amount of care and soothing as when they were overwhelmed as infants. By doing this consistently a toddler learns where the boundary is, that no means no, and how to handle the emotions that go alongside that. In terms of social and emotional development in the brain this is a vital stage as a child is learning how to cope with not getting what they want. Negotiation and trying to converse with a child going through a tantrum rarely works, as at this age their vocabulary is so limited they cannot express the emotional overwhelm and do not have the skills to understand the choices. Tantrums in a three- or four-year-old are slightly different; they originate from the same cause, overload in the frontal lobes, however as a child has a higher level of cognition by this stage they can be more aware of the advantages of having a tantrum, especially if it means they get their own way.

         A toddler at this stage can express their own basic needs, like thirst or hunger, although the ability to recognise they need the toilet is often still developing. They start to learn social etiquette, such as saying please and thank you, and will join in with a game with another child supervised by an adult. For the parents there is often repetitive enforcement of social skills, such as saying please, thank you, not snatching and taking turns. Requiring high levels of adult involvement in the initial stages of socially interacting with other children. After the initial bumpy starts this develops into an ability to talk to other children, the young child learning to take turns in speaking and listening in addition to needing to take turns in their play.

         By the time they are three or four, a child is able to interact and take turns in simple games with other children. Often this is dependent on some known rules, for example they can play ‘mummies and daddies’ together as there is a clearly defined set of shared rules, and begin to be able to share; they have recognised the rights of other children.

         Interacting with others

         As a child becomes familiar with the social conventions of friendship, they learn to form longer lasting relationships with other children. They are able to give and take; they can make simple requests independently. They share with other children, with very few interventions needed from adults. Independent play develops more of a familiar sequence and is accompanied by an external monologue as the child talks through the smallest of details in their game, developing the narrative (which they will have become familiar with through stories being read to them).

         Role play (whether dressing up or small world) recreates situations they are familiar with (such as school) or things they have seen (such as their favourite movie). Each time there is probably a conversation about the allocation of parts, which over time develops into a negotiation. This is an important milestone dependent on the ‘sense of I’, as it’s only with a secure sense of their own identity and self-value that they are able to stand up for themselves and justify why they should be so-and-so. Parents begin to see the formation of independent personality around the age of four or five.
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