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A note from the author


I write a lot about adolescence and visit loads of schools. Sometimes people ask me why. 


Why spend so many years of my life trying to help people a quarter of my age, who are younger than my own daughters? I could just say ‘Because I care’ but that doesn’t explain why I care. Why do I care more about teenagers than a load of other things I could spend my life working for? I think it has to do with my memories of being a child and teenager and how I wish I’d known the stuff I talk about now. I could have avoided a lot of stress-related illness as a young adult and felt so much better about myself if I’d understood half of what I know now.  


You see, from my earliest years I was fascinated by how things work. I used to take gadgets to pieces and try to put them back together again. I wanted to know exactly how they worked, so that I could make them work better. Now, as an adult who has studied the brain and behaviour, I realise that humans and our brains are really only machines, just super-complicated and extraordinary ones. The more we know of how we work, the better we can make ourselves work. We don’t know everything yet – maybe we never will – but we know a lot more than we did when I was young and that knowledge is what I want to share with you in this book.


It’s for you, from me. 


N


icola
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Introduction



Are you excited about being a teenager? Or worried? What expectations do you have: positive or negative? Parents and other adults can be very anxious about adolescence, as though they’re expecting the worst. And the media often paint a negative picture, making it sound as though it’s going to be full of stress. You might feel worried, too. This book tries to avoid that. It aims to give you all the inspiring information you need to take control of your well-being as you approach or experience this powerful and important stage of your life.


Sure, there may be some difﬁcult days or weeks – that’s life, whatever age we are. You’ll have exams; friendships might cause problems; your body is changing and you may be  self-conscious about that; emotions can feel out of control, making you angry or sad; and you may want to do things that parents or teachers don’t want you to do, which can create conﬂict. But there’s so much to enjoy, too! 


It’s exciting gaining more control over your life and growing into the person you want to be – and ﬁnding out who that is. Being able to go out more independently – with friends or on your own – is fun and helps you learn important skills for managing your own life later on. Smartphones and social media give you huge opportunities to widen your knowledge and friendships and modern technology also brings amazing chances to express yourself using video or blogging, with art, words, dance and music. Your developing brain is allowing you to become really expert in whatever skills you spend time on and you’ll ﬁnd that there are things you can do better than the adults around you. 


Yes, you might make mistakes or a few wrong decisions along the way but that’s how we learn. And adolescence is about learning: learning to become independent, to do things for 
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yourself, have your own ideas, your own values, your own personal goals and successes. You might fail sometimes – in fact, you probably will – that’s tough at the time but failure is only a step to success. If you try again, you have a better chance of succeeding and your developing brain helps  that happen.


Adults worry about failure and risks and sometimes try to prevent them by sorting everything out for you. But we don’t learn things or become resilient by having people do everything for us: we learn by trying it for ourselves until we manage. If we succeed through our own efforts, we feel  great about it. If we succeed because our parents did it all  for us or told us what to do, it’s not our own achievement.  And it won’t feel so good. 


It’s really about taking control of your life and your well-being. We have to grow from being a child (when we have very little control, because we don’t know enough) to being an adult (when we are supposed to have a lot of control over our own lives). Teenagers are developing the skills for this control and independence and that can’t happen suddenly. Positively Teenage helps you learn those skills by giving you practical things you can do to have a positive impact on your well-being, mood, health and outlook. Many teenagers feel that they can’t control anything: I aim to teach you that you can control far more than you think. It’s what I wish I’d known when I was  a teenager. 


So, Positively Teenage is based on understanding how your brain and body work, so you can be more in control. Not just through your teenage years but through your whole life. 


It will help you show adults that they can trust you, that you can learn to get things right, by aiming high and persevering. Your teenage years can be full of success if you have the right attitude, tools and knowledge. This book gives you them. 


Go for it! Be positively teenage! 
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Well-being


You’ll ﬁnd the word ‘well-being’ everywhere these days. It’s a good word because it’s easy to sense what it means, because of the ‘well’ bit. But what does it mean exactly? 


The best way to think about this is to see what’s different  about well-being compared to ‘happiness’. You know what feeling happy is like. It’s a positive feeling, the sort of emotion you might get if you were given a present you really wanted, or when you’ve done well in a test or won a race or received  some praise. It’s a feeling you might get during a great  holiday or having fun with friends. So, we feel happy when something good happens. Sometimes we have that feeling when we don’t quite know why. But we can’t feel happy at  the same time as feeling angry or sad, obviously. So, if  we were feeling happy and then something bad happens, we  stop feeling happy. Instantly.


That’s where well-being is different: if you have good well-being, and something sad or bad happens, you can still have good well-being. This is because well-being is not an emotion – not an immediate feeling. Well-being is a state of physical and mental health. You build it up over time, through lots of healthy behaviours (which this book will show you) and this gives you a reserve of mental and physical health. With good well-being, you will still sometimes feel down or unwell – because everyone has those times – but you will have a general feeling of ‘Yes, I’m OK; I feel pretty good a lot of the time; I can cope with what life throws at me today’.


Well-being is strongly connected to ‘positive psychology’. Psychology used to focus on problems; it tried to understand how humans work, so that psychologists could help sort out our problems. But then along came positive psychology. This term was ﬁrst used by Abraham Maslow, one of the world’s most famous psychologists. It has become more popular with more recent scientists, such as Martin Seligman, who argued 


INTRODUCTION







[image: background image]



8


that psychology could be used to live well in the ﬁrst place and make problems less likely to happen. Positively Teenage is a book that agrees! Positive psychology is about increasing our knowledge of how humans work and our self-understanding, so that we can have better control.


Of course, there are things in life that we can’t control and some people have many more challenges than others. If lots  of negative things happen, reserves of well-being can be  worn away. But that makes it all the more important that we  do what we can. And, luckily, most of the well-being advice is fun to follow! 


FLOURISH  


FLOURISH is my way of remembering all the things we need to make our brain (and body) ﬂourish, so we can have good well-being. Our brain is not just a 1.5 kilogram lump of wet, soft stuff inside our heads – though it is that, too! It is also responsible for everything we do and think, everything we fear and love and want, and everything we are. Looking after our brain is our most important task when caring about well-being. All your thinking and feeling happens there. It’s your ‘control centre’. In fact, you could say that your brain is you: it holds your personality and a whole load of unconscious things as well as the things you choose to do. 


You’ll ﬁnd lots of ways to incorporate FLOURISH into your life throughout this book. There are symbols to show you which of the FLOURISH elements each piece of advice is for. 


HERE ARE THE EIGHT ELEMENTS OF FLOURISH


F is for FOOD – Our brain needs fuel, just as the rest of our body does. In fact, the brain is a very fuel-hungry organ, using about 20 per cent of the energy we take in. This energy comes from food, including 
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most liquid (but not water on its own). You won’t have enough energy to make your brain and body work well if you don’t have enough food. As well as having the right amount, you also need the right sorts of food and a good variety. Don’t worry: you won’t have to eat loads of foods you don’t like! This is about ﬁnding things you do like. 


L is for LIQUID – We need enough liquid. All drinks are made mostly of water and that water content is essential. However, some drinks are better for us than others and some are deﬁnitely not healthy. 


O is for OXYGEN – Oxygen is in the air we breathe so we are obviously getting oxygen just by breathing. But some environments contain more oxygen than others and there are situations that might mean we are not getting enough to feel and function well. There are simple ways to make sure you’re getting enough. 


U is for USE – Different brain areas are used in different activities. The brain works on a ‘use it or lose it’ principle. So, if you don’t use certain areas, you will lose connections in those areas. For example, if you learn to play the piano, you’ll grow lots of connections in certain areas but if you then stop playing the piano those connections will start to weaken and disappear, though usually not completely. 


R is for RELAXATION – We can’t keep working all the time; if we try to, our brain soon stops working so well. Stress chemicals build up and cause problems if we don’t give ourselves breaks from pressure. So, relaxation is not a luxury but an important part of well-being. When we are really busy or life is going through a challenging period, remember this especially! Don’t wait until you feel you ‘deserve’ a break: relaxing activities will help you work better in the end.


O2


INTRODUCTION
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We need to choose these activities in an informed way, though. There are suggestions later in this book. 


I is for INTEREST – Our brains work best when we are interested in what we are doing. A brain chemical called dopamine is activated when something happens to excite or interest us and this chemical helps us learn and process information. Some people call dopamine the ‘pleasure chemical’ and it certainly corresponds to feeling excitement and pleasure. I call it the ‘yes’ chemical because it makes us say, ‘YES!’ to things. It wakes the brain up and says, ‘LOOK! This is something worth paying attention to and going for!’.


S is for SLEEP – Scientists are discovering more and more fascinating things about sleep, including why it’s so important, what it does to us and how to get the best sleep you can. We know it has a huge effect on learning, mood, stress and every aspect of well-being. Luckily, now we know lots of ways to help ourselves get the right amount of sleep. Don’t worry if you have bad nights every now and then – that’s quite normal, especially at times of stress or excitement – but do learn what you can do to give yourself more control over your sleep. 


H is for Happiness – Remember the difference between well-being and happiness? Well-being is more important, but having some experiences that make you feel actively happy is a valuable part of it. So, although there’s no need to try to have every moment (or even every day) as a happy one, it’s important to have enoughthings in your life that make you happy. 


But what if bad things are happening to you? If you’re having a bad time it becomes even more important to do some things that make you feel good, whether it’s 







[image: background image]



11


having a relaxing bath, kicking a ball about, lying  in the sunshine in the park, or listening to your favourite music.


You won’t achieve all the FLOURISH elements every day and the good news is that you don’t need to! It’s all about balance: you just need enough of each of them over a week or so. Look out for opportunities and get into the habit of thinking, ‘Oh yes, I’ll do that because it will help my brain in this way’. The more you can do, the better.


It’s all about doing your best to make good choices – choices that will help you feel and function better, choices that will give you a positive state of well-being and the best chance of ﬂourishing, whatever the day throws at you.


It’s the key to being positively teenage.


Your Positively Teenage notebook


You will ﬁnd a notebook useful and inspiring while you are reading Positively Teenage. At various points, I will suggest writing something down. There are quizzes, for example,  and other things you might want to make a note of. It can  be a really good way to record your progress, achievements and thoughts. 


If you don’t want to do this, you can just skip the bits where I suggest writing things down. If you don’t have a notebook or you don’t like your handwriting, you could use a computer or tablet or even your phone. It’s totally up to you.


Decorate your notebook however you like. It can be neat or messy. No one else needs to see it and no one is checking  your spelling!


In the future, you’ll look back on your teenage years and have a record of some of your thoughts. And you’ll see how much you’ve changed.


INTRODUCTION
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POSITIVE BOOST boxes


Scattered through this book you’ll see boxes containing POSITIVE BOOSTS. If it’s appropriate, it would be great to stop reading and do the suggested action right then. Or, if you can’t easily do it at that moment, choose another one and do that one later. For example, if you’re reading in bed before sleep and the POSITIVE BOOST says, ‘Eat an apple’ or ‘Phone a friend for a chat’, I am not suggesting you do it straight away! 


These boosts are there for three reasons. First, to give you ideas and remind you of the possibilities; second, to make sure you do take breaks and vary your activity; and third, because they will boost your positivity and control. Build them into your life and use your imagination to invent others.


You could jot them in your notebook and add your own favourite ideas. Do one whenever you like, not just when someone tells you. It’s your life.


More resources for you


You might want to ﬁnd out more about some of the ideas I introduce in Positively Teenage. So, I’ve put Resourcessections at the end of each point, with relevant websites, books and articles, so you can follow them up quickly if you’re interested. My website has lots of resources for teenagers and their adults: www.nicolamorgan.com – and the Positively Teenage section has more speciﬁc things including some items referred to in this book: www.nicolamorgan.com/positively-teenage/


When I mention research, it’s usually supported by a reference at the end of that point so you can investigate further. It’s important to realise that there usually has to be a lot of research before we can be sure of something and we have to use good judgement about whether to believe particular research. I have tried to include only claims that I am as sure as possible are true and I’ve used the strongest science I can. 
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The FLOURISH quiz


Let’s see how well you are looking after your well-being before you read this book. It’s time to do the FLOURISH quiz! This quiz doesn’t measure your well-being exactly, but it gives you a sense of whether you are already making good choices that will positively affect your mental and physical health. It would be a great idea to do it again when you’ve ﬁ nished the book. 


Here’s what to do:


Get your notebook – or a piece of paper or laptop/tablet. (Don’t write in Positively Teenage itself, because you’ll need to do the same quiz again later.) 


Look at each of the actions in the quiz and base your response on the last 24 hours. If this has been a really unusual day, that doesn’t matter, but it’s worth bearing in mind when you look at your score. 


Score one point for each of these actions that you have done in the last 24 hours. Just one point, even if you did the thing twice. 


Then add up the points to get your score. You’ll see what each score means afterwards.


POSITIVE BOOST


Pour yourself a glass of still water.  Add any of these to it to make it more interesting and tasty: a slice of lemon, lime or orange; some fresh mint; ice; a couple of raspberries or blueberries. As you drink it, feel its freshness and think how much 


good it’s doing.


INTRODUCTION
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The FLOURISH actions


 I spent at least half an hour doing something deliberately to relax.  


I kept trying at something I found difﬁ cult.


I felt happy at some point in the day. 


I created something (writing, a dance, arts, craft, woodwork etc).


 I took part in playing music or I listened to music (properly listening, not just having it on in the background).  


 I exercised so I was out of breath (or went for a walk for at least 30 minutes). 


 I spent half an hour reading for pleasure. (This can be anything as long as it’s something you want to read for pleasure, not because you have to. Reading on social media platforms or online forums doesn’t count, but you can read on an e-book reader if you like. 


If you really don’t enjoy reading, you could spend this half-hour drawing or doing a puzzle.)


 I turned my digital devices off for at least an hour before bed and didn’t switch them on until I got up in the morning.  


I spent some time engaged in a hobby.


I did something kind for someone else.    


I was engaged in something so much that I forgot the time.


I had at least eight hours sleep. 


 I drank six glasses/cups of liquid. (Ideally, this should be water, but you may include some fruit/herbal teas, diluted juice, milk or one glass of fresh fruit juice. A cup of coffee or ordinary tea counts as a half cup. Do not include ﬁ zzy drinks or very sugary drinks, and obviously no alcohol.) 


Quiz
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 I ate at least ﬁ ve portions of the following foods: ﬁ sh, chicken, beans (including soya beans), lentils, nuts, oats, eggs, dairy products (e.g. yogurt or milk), seedy or wholegrain bread, any vegetables including salad, hummus.


Your results:


 12–14


  Brilliant! You are caring for your brain 


really well.


 


Well done – you are helping your brain. 


You are doing some good things for your brain – but you could make it even better.


Time to take control! Some quite simple changes will make a big difference.


Action needed! You only have one brain, and there’s only one person who can look after it: you! 


Try to score at least 11 every day. Don’t beat yourself up if you don’t always manage it – it’s a target, that’s all, but the more times you manage it, the better. And well done if you do! 


Once you’ve read this book, you’ll be better equipped to have a great score and to maintain that throughout your teenage years and beyond. It’s the foundation of being positively teenage. The rest of the book will help you do this easily.


INTRODUCTION
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0–2
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We are all the same because we are all human. But we are also all different from each other: each of us is literally unique. So, how does this work and what does it mean? And what has understanding this got 


to do with well-being?


I’ll answer that last question ﬁ rst because it’s quite simple: understanding ourselves is the beginning of being able to control our lives. The ancient Greeks had a motto: ‘Know Yourself’, and this is exactly what I mean. First, we need to know what humans are like, how we operate and feel, the basics of human psychology and behaviour. If we know that, we can understand the idea that: I am behaving like this because this is how humans behave; it’s normal.


 


Second, we need to know how we each behave – the 


ways in which we are different from other people. 


If we know that, we can understand the idea that: I feel this or do this because I am this sort of person; this is part of me; I might be able to change some behaviours if I want to, but this is who I am.



Positively

PositivelyPositively




You



SECTION ONE







[image: background image]



17


Let’s look at what makes us the same


A human is a species of animal. Humans share certain things: how our brains and bodies work, how we grow and develop, what we are capable of. If you think of other animals – cats or dolphins or eagles, for example – you’ll be able to think of certain things or behaviours that make them cats, dolphins or eagles, things they each have or do that the others don’t. Cats, humans and dolphins share some characteristics – for example, they all breathe and they are all mammals – but we can identify a cat, human or dolphin from each other. And even though there are lots of different sorts of cats, many of which look very different, we know they are cats because of their long tails, fur, whiskers, paws, ear-shape etc. 


Perhaps the most important thing that makes humans  stand out as different and ‘human’ is the size of our  brain and some of the powerful things we can do  with it. One part of our brain is particularly large compared with other animals: the prefrontal cortex. If you touch your forehead, your prefrontal cortex is right there behind your skull. 


The prefrontal cortex is often called the control centre and we certainly need it when we want control over actions, words and decisions. But it’s more than that. It’s what we use for thinking about anything: working things out, for example, or looking ahead to what might happen, using our knowledge and understanding.


So, the power of our prefrontal cortex is one of the most important features of being human. It’s one way in which we are the same as each other, wherever in the world we live, whatever colour, gender or age we are or whatever religious beliefs we have; whether we’re poor or rich, at peace or war, bully or victim, sick or healthy, kind or cruel, artist, athlete, nurse, scientist, teacher, shop worker, builder or politician. We are all the same: human, with a human prefrontal cortex, human powers, human behaviours and human emotions. We all bleed; we all hurt. We should never forget that. 
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POSITIVELY YOU


A POSITIVE ATTITUDE


POSITIVELY HEALTHY


POSITIVELY BRAINY


POSITIVE ABOUT PEOPLE


A POSITIVE MOOD


But we are also all individual. There are no two people in the world who are exactly the same. Even identical twins, who began from the same egg and share identical genes, are not the exact same people, though they may be very similar. If you look at the things that can make us turn out different, you’ll see that some of them apply to identical twins, too.


Let’s look at what makes us different


Different genes we inherited from our biological parents: ‘inherit’ means to take from a previous generation. We inherit genes from our parents, some from our biological mother and some from our biological father. If you have an older or younger sibling, they will inherit a different combination of genes, so you might have some things that are the same and some that are different. If you have an identical sibling, your genes will be identical because you came from the same egg, fertilised by the same sperm.


Everything that has happened to us since the moment we were born: from huge life events, such as bereavement or illness, to smaller things, such as hearing someone say something kind or cruel, being ignored or praised. (It’s possible that things that happened while we were in our mother’s womb might have made a difference, too, though we can’t be sure what those differences are and scientiﬁc understanding is  still growing about this.)  


The values and ideas we learn from people around us: when we are children, we tend to absorb and agree with the views we hear from adults around us. So, if you are brought up with parents who hold particular opinions, you will probably share those views at ﬁrst. As you go through adolescence, you may start to develop your own and they may be different in small  or large ways. 


The things we have spent time doing: each of us has spent different amounts of time on different activities. Some have 
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learnt a musical instrument or played badminton; some spend loads of time climbing trees or riding horses or singing or acting or doing maths puzzles or reading books. Everything we spend time on alters us a bit, changing our brain, our knowledge, skills and tastes.


Our age and stage of life: at different stages of life we will have different skills and knowledge and different desires, responsibilities, needs and priorities. A teenager has different things to think about from a small child who relies on their parents for everything; a new parent has different concerns from someone the same age but without children; someone in their thirties will have different concerns from someone just retiring.


Those are the causes of our differences but what exactly are our differences? Let’s look at some of the important ways in which you might be different from some other people. What makes you individual and unique? This is what you need to know, if you are to ‘Know Yourself’ and be positively you.


POSITIVE BOOST


Make a poster of an inspirational quote that you like. You can ﬁ nd loads online by searching ‘inspirational quotes’. There are also lots of greetings cards that would work if you don’t fancy making something yourself. Choose one that 


reﬂ ects something you can believe in, something to hold onto and live your life by. Making a poster for your room will keep reminding you of 


the positive message.
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Until the late 1990s, we didn’t even know  there was anything special about the teenage  brain! Scientists thought it was just a bit  more developed than a younger brain and a bit less developed than an adult brain. Now we know about fascinating changes that can help 


explain a lot of common teenage experiences.


It can be incredibly reassuring and empowering to understand that the changes that you might experience and the feelings you might have are completely normal and that many of them have a biological cause. If you do experience some of the more negative things I’m about to mention, try not to worry or blame yourself. Yes, you can certainly try to overcome them – and the more you try the sooner you’re likely to succeed – but these challenges are not your fault: there are some biological causes, in the form of hormone and brain changes, as well as more social causes, such as needing to ﬁt in with your peers or dealing with routine pressures. Also, remember that this stage doesn’t last forever. Whatever feelings or experiences you are going through are only temporary. That sounds 


obvious but it’s easy to forget.
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