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			“Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space lies our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.”

			 — Viktor E. Frankl 

			You made the absolute right decision to pick up this book. Why? Because self-regulation is THE superpower of the 21st century, especially for teens navigating the insane pressures of school, science-backed toolkit to help you take control of your emotions, actions, and ultimately, your life. 

			Mastering this now sets you up for success in everything you do. 

			This is your personal training manual, packed with practical, science-backed tools – think of them as power-ups – to help you understand your brain, manage stress, handle tough emotions, and actually thrive. 

			Maybe you think “I’m fine” or “This stuff isn’t for me”, but real talk: everyone benefits from understanding themselves better. This isn’t about fixing something broken; it’s about upgrading your skills for life. I’m gonna make it feel less like homework and more like a journey. 

			I’m Sophie J. Collins and trust me, I get it. I wasn’t always the calm therapist mom I am today. As a teen, I was high-key stressed about grades, friendships, and just figuring things out. Anxiety and perfectionism? Yeah, they were my unwanted sidekicks. It took learning skills like the ones in this book (and therapy!) to turn things around. Now, as a therapist who’s worked with hundreds of teens (and am raising two of my own!), I know these struggles are real, but so is your power to navigate them. I’ve packed this handbook with the most effective strategies I know, drawing from proven methods like CBT and DBT, explained in a way that actually makes sense. 

			Ready to start your first mission? Turn the page and let’s unlock your inner self-regulation expert. 

			​

		


			​Introduction

			Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is a form of talk therapy designed to help you understand how you think and act in order to change your mental health for the better. Think of it like a set of top-secret skills just for you. These skills only get better with time and practice. They never lose their value. They can be applied to school, home, relationships, careers, social skills, and everything in between. 

			Unlike other therapies, it focuses on the present, not the past. Dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT) is a subgroup of talk therapy that stemmed from CBT. Both of them give you the skills you need for self-regulation, handling conflicts and emotions, and making long-term, strategic improvements in your life through small, simple changes.

			All of the tools, exercises, and other forms of practice that you will read about are based on the CBT triangle, or connection between how you think (cognition), how you feel (emotions), and how you act (behaviors). I like to picture it as a circle, with all parts constantly connected. You can’t change one without changing the other and that’s exactly what you’re here to learn. 

			[image: ]

			The goal of all of these exercises, and reading this book to begin with, is to rewrite your brain in a healthy way. It can help you with:

			
					Stress

					Anxiety

					Eating disorders

					Low self-esteem

					Sleep problems

					Low mood or depression

			

			There are so many coping skills that you can use to help you feel good or feel better no matter what the source of your stress might be. 

			Many of these are grounded in cognitive behavioral therapy but you don’t need to work with a therapist in order to use them. This book will give you a wide range of tools that you can use as well as a deeper understanding of the relationship between your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. 

			This book will help you, the teen reader, to:

			1.	Manage emotions effectively – Many teens struggle with anger, anxiety, frustration, and impulsivity but lack the skills to regulate their emotions. By the end of this book, you will have those skills. 

			2.	Improve focus and decision-making – With distractions like social media, peer pressure, and academic stress, you need need strategies to stay focused and make wise choices. This book will show you how. 

			3.	Build resilience and independence – Teens need to learn self-regulation at an early age, to help them develop confidence, discipline, and the ability to handle setbacks without external validation. Now you can. 

			“​Homework”

			In CBT and DBT, we use the word “homework” to refer to what you do during the week, homework that should be done in order to “graduate” from CBT. 

			However, no one wants more homework added to their plate, especially with all the other things that are going on. 

			So, we are going to call it “practice” or “exercise” because that’s really what it is. Don’t think of it as something that you absolutely have to do each week or something that you have to just get through. Each of the 100+ exercises and practices are included to help you and you can refer to them over and over whenever you need. 

			If you were going to a therapist for cognitive behavioral therapy, you would probably meet every week and be expected to do the work each week before each session. 

			In this book I’m going to give you some exercises/practice that you can do in each chapter before you move on to the next chapter. After you try them a few times, you may find that some of them are more useful to you than others and that’s totally fine. Just remember to look at your personal schedule, and see what sorts of lessons, sports, exams, or other obligations you have while reading this book. 

			Use that schedule to decide when you can manage your chapter readings and practice. It is always best to read a chapter regularly, but you don’t have to hold yourself to it every single week. Below is an example of how you might use the book.

			Ken started this book at the beginning of February. He was in between sports, feeling a little down, not going outside or socializing as much, so he had some extra time on his hands. 

			Ken managed to read one chapter each week and do his practice too. Normally he read his chapter on Tuesday nights and did his practice sometime between Thursday and Sunday night. 

			Then he started training again, so Tuesdays weren’t free and weekends were full of other school obligations. Ken, had to switch to reading a chapter on Wednesday or Thursday nights, and maybe not getting his CBT practice done until Monday. 

			Ken’s decision to change his schedule around for reading and practicing based on school obligations is exactly what you should do. Make sure you prioritize the reading and practice that will help you change your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, but that you can fit into other school or family demands. 

			C​ollaboration

			The purpose of this book is to be a source of collaboration. You don’t need to work with a therapist in order to use cognitive behavioral therapy coping tools. You also don’t need to have a current mental health disorder in order to practice these skills.

			In fact, the more you understand the links between your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, and the more you practice CBT skills on a regular basis, the easier it will be for you to manage that connection when things get more challenging, and when you face trials like:

			
					Academic stress

					Anxiety

					Depression

					Peer pressure

					A death in the family

					Failed expectations for your goals, performance, or life choices 

			

			Are you ready?
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			​C​hapter 1:

			​Mission 1 - Decode Your Brain & Understand the Feels

			Your Mission: Understand the control panel in your head (your brain!) and why it sometimes makes you react before you think. Knowing the science is the first step to taking charge. 

			Y​our Teen Brain’s Operating System 

			How does the brain really work? There are two main areas that control how you think, feel, and act: the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala. They are often at odds with one another, and keeping them in balance is key. 

			T​he Under-Construction CEO (Prefrontal Cortex) 

			The biggest part of your brain linked to your thoughts is the prefrontal cortex1. 

			T​his is the part of the brain responsible for:

			
					Planning

					Decisions

					Problem-solving

					Trust 

					Self-control

					Judgment

					Stopping impulses (or trying to!)

			

			This is the part tied to your thoughts or cognitions. So, what makes things tricky as a teen? 

			The prefrontal cortex is there to help you get organized, make smart and helpful decisions, and control your impulses BUT it isn’t fully online until your mid-20s! 
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			Think of it like driving with a learner’s permit – mostly it’s capable, but sometimes it swerves. You can learn to manage those swerves by being more aware of them and developing coping skills, like the ones taught here. 

			Let’s consider Anna. She wanted to try out for the school string orchestra. She played the violin and had been doing so for years, but this was an elite group and a new school. So she decided to practice her audition piece all summer in anticipation and when school started, felt very confident. 

			Th​e Hyped-Up Alarm System (Amygdala) 

			Now let’s check out the other part: the amygdala. This is the part tied to your emotions. 

			The purpose of the amygdala is to sound the alarm for threats real or perceived, like a sus comment online. The amygdala though has this tricky little thing called the “amygdala hijack.” This happens when you experience strong emotions, and they completely override the button on logic, shutting down your prefrontal cortex and making it swerve off the road entirely. 

			Have you ever freaked out over a test or snapped at your parents over something you realized (later) was really small? This is often because of the amygdala hijack (doesn’t mean you shouldn’t apologize later though). 

			Let’s check in with Anna again.  Now that Anna was waiting backstage for her audition, she was starting to panic. She thought she had everything under control and was ready for her audition, but now she was wondering if she was good enough at all. She considered just leaving instead of going through with the audition. Her mom texted her: “I love you sweetheart! You’re going to nail it! They will be so lucky to have you” to which Anna snapped back: “Whatever. I don’t even know if I want to be in the orchestra. Plus, you don’t know that. I could totally fail.”

			St​ress Response 101 (Fight, Flight, Freeze, Fawn)

			Now, if the amygdala can hijack all of your logical thoughts because of extreme emotions, it can also change your behaviors as a result of those extreme emotions.

			So, what happens in your body when the alarm bells ring because of the amygdala?

			Your heart starts racing, you get sweaty palms, maybe even a sick feeling in your stomach.

			What does this look like for Anna? Anna was next in line but she was having trouble breathing. She felt her heart racing and thought that everyone could surely hear how loudly it was pounding in her chest. Her palms were sweating and she was not sure if she could hold her violin. 

			If you, like Anna, have an emotional response and start to feel this stress response, you can choose how you’ll respond to it. You can choose whether you will let it take control.

			You might choose to argue, avoid situations that are full of pressure, shut down, or just try to overly please others but there are also positive ways that you can cope with stress.

			Why does this matter? You’re going to have to confront stress pretty much every day of your life. Not all stress is an L. Good stress is what drove Anna to practice all summer. Good stress can help you make the right decision, take a train home with your friends instead of by yourself, study a little bit harder, or even get out of bed for school. 

			Bad stress is when you let your body think that you are in danger, that everything is the end of the world, when it really isn’t.

			This is called “chronic stress” and it’s really hard on your mind and your body. It can make you sick and cause a lot of problems with your mood. So, learning to identify good stress versus bad stress and recognizing coping skills that help you control your response to stress can keep you mentally and physically healthy.

			Wh​at Is Self-Regulation, Really? (Spoiler: It’s a Skill) 

			Learning to identify good versus bad stress is one aspect of CBT/DBT but learning to control your response to that stress comes from self-regulation.

			A lot of people think that self-regulation means never getting upset and always staying positive. But that’s not how life works. 

			You will never be able to stop people from hurting you, saying mean things about you. Everyone has times when they feel insecure, worthless, anxious, scared, or any other “negative” emotion. However, you can learn how to sit with these feelings, accept them, and avoid letting them control you. 

			Self-regulation is one of the most fundamental traits that people need. It is a skill just like any other skill which means that you might have limited self-regulation right now because you haven’t exercised that muscle or built that skill.

			With time and practice, you will be able to alter your behavior including your thoughts, actions, feelings, and responses.

			Be​yond Just “Chilling Out” 

			Think of the last time you were really overwhelmed or upset. How did you react? What did you do to feel better?

			Let’s look at Amy. She had the same best friend for six years: Elyse. Amy and Elyse went to the same church, played on the same softball team, and sang in the same choir. They were inseparable, always having joint birthday parties and basically doing everything else together. Then Amy told Elyse that she was crushing on the new snack at school, Jordan. Amy made Elyse promise not to say anything.

			To her credit, Elyse didn’t. But she did something worse. She started dating Jordan. 

			When Amy confronted her about it, Elyse just ghosted her. So then Amy feltlike she’d lost her best friend, l been betrayed, and that her heart had been broken.

			What did Amy do with all of these emotions? She did what she thought she was supposed to: she tried to just chill out. 

			After she saw Elyse and Jordan together at school, she would come home and try to blur her feelings by blasting music or watching TV. Now, this might have temporarily helped her hide from her emotions, but it didn’t stop her feelings from controlling her thoughts and influencing her behaviors. 

			Self-regulation is a skill, one where you choose your response, your emotions, and your thoughts, rather than just stuffing the feelings down or ignoring them. 

			When you know what your feelings are, you can better manage your actions and that is the core combo.

			For Amy, self-regulation could help her control her emotional state and concentrate on important things, control her impulses to overindulge in ice cream or binge-watching when she was upset, and to identify behaviors that were self-defeating2. These were things that were getting in her way versus things that could help her live a happier, healthier life.

			How is this done? With some emotional intelligence. 

			Em​otional Intelligence (EQ): Why it’s a superpower

			We may not be able to control the world but we can certainly control our minds. David Caruso created the four-branch model of emotional intelligence3 which looks like this:

			[image: ]

			Basically, your emotional intelligence is at the center of how you perceive emotions, use them, reason with them, and regulate them. 

			When we feel an emotion, based on a situation, we choose how much attention we give it, what we think of it, and how we respond to it. 

			Let’s stick with Amy to better understand this. Amy saw Elyse and Jordan holding hands at school as they walked towards her in the hallway. She realized that she couldn’t run away without embarrassing herself but she felt horrible and that feeling reminded her of her betrayal and her heartache so she responded to the situation by saying something snarky to Elyse. 

			With the right type of regulation and emotional intelligence, Amy could have stopped herself in between noticing Elyse coming down the hallway and saying something mean out of a place of hurt or anger. 

			According to J.J. Gross4, emotional regulation is when you can shape the emotions you have, when you have them, and how you experience or express them. With the right emotional regulation, Amy would have been able to control the extent of how she felt when she saw Elyse and Jordan at school, when she experienced those feelings out of school, and how she expressed them.

			Regulating your emotions is a skill that can help you when you are facing good or bad stress, when your prefrontal cortex is swerving and your amygdala is in control. It also has a lot of other benefits.

			The​ Wins

			Emotional intelligence or self-regulation can help you with:

			
					Better grades

					Less drama

					Feeling more in control

					Actually enjoying things

			

			Science shows that self-regulation can actually help you set goals, control impulses, and generally enjoy more success in life. 

			For example, as you prepare for university and continuing education, self-regulation and emotional intelligence will help you maximize your career path and do better in terms of your academic studies5. Helpful adjustment strategies can help you:

			1.	Set strategic goals in school.

			2.	Plan effectively for things like studying.

			3.	Enhance your self-esteem and belief in your ability to succeed.

			4.	Sustain your motivation when you complete more demanding, higher level courses.

			Okay, now it’s your turn. 

			Exercise
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			Iden​tifying Your Personal Glitches 

			Now, it’s easy enough to make a list of areas where you want more control, and it might seem simple to set a goal like “calling Tina on Fridays” or “going for a walk after school three days per week”, but we all have what are called regulation challenges.

			These are the things that get in our own way. This isn’t a judgment zone; we all have different triggers and different personal glitches like:

			1.	Zoning out

			2.	Anger bursts

			3.	Procrastination 

			Mine was procrastination. When I was a teen, I always felt like I never had enough time to do things but in reality I spent a lot more time thinking about what I wanted to do or making excuses as to why I couldn’t do something.

			I like to think of it in the following terms.

			If your goal is to go to the gym, as soon as you think about going to the gym, you should just do it. Otherwise, as soon as you think about going to the gym, you might sit around and procrastinate, or decide that you have a list of things you want to do before you go to the gym, or otherwise get in your own way. Then  you might end up spending more time thinking about it than actually doing it. 

			It doesn’t matter what your glitches are; what matters is that you understand what they are so that you can anticipate challenges, something I’ll talk more about later. For now, think about some of the excuses you come up with or the reasons why you don’t do things that you want to.

			Exercise

			Below is a quick exercise that you can come back to whenever you find that you are making excuses or dealing with your personal glitches. 
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			Busti​ng Myths About Managing Your Mind  

			Before we dive back into regulation, tackling excuses, and other coping skills, I want to dispel some common myths about self-regulation and your feelings.

			Myth:​ “Just Try Harder” (Willpower Trap) 

			So many people think that if they just try harder, they can get over whatever they are feeling or just stop feeling upset. Amy, for example, thought that if she just tried harder, she wouldn’t be upset by what her friend did to her.

			The truth is that willpower is a lot like a muscle. You only have a finite amount of it everyday. You can grow the amount of willpower you have just like you build any skill, like leveling up in a game, but it isn’t raw effort. 

			It takes practice.

			If you spend all your willpower not fighting with your brother in the morning, not snapping at your mother in the afternoon, and writing your science report in the evening when you’d much rather go out with your friends, you won’t have a lot of willpower left at the end of the night.

			So, the more you practice the more you can build your willpower muscle. How is this done? By prioritizing self-compassion over self-criticism. Always. 

			It is easy to think negative automatic thoughts about yourself, to criticize yourself when you think you have failed, but you always have the power to turn that around. Instead of criticizing, offer yourself compassion. 

			The way I look at it it’s a simple trick. Think about what you would say to your best friend, your parents, your siblings, or someone else you love if they were in your shoes. It is so easy, effortless even, to be compassionate toward the people we love, and we would never talk to them the way we talk to ourselves. So next time you are about to criticize yourself because you just couldn’t keep it together or you weren’t able to just try harder in covering up your emotions, offer yourself the same compassion you would to a loved one. 

			Myth:​ “Must. Control. All. Emotions.”

			For some reason, we think that self-regulation means controlling. All. Of. Our. Emotions. All. The. Time. 
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By the end of the book, you will:
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cipline.

Be able to navigate social and academic pressure without
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