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Plan for this afternoon

• Brain development

• Brain functioning

• Adolescent brain development (interpreted in 
relation to adolescents with ADHD)

• How to manage behaviour and the importance of 
your relationship with the child



Neuroscience technology

Neuroplasticity- the brain changes in response to experience



Neurones connect 
to form pathways 
linking the brain 
together in a 
complex web

Brain development

The brain contains 
billions of 
neurones 

Cell connection x 1,000,000 = learning 



Neural pathways





Slices of the brain: cell connection and pruning



Importance of relationships

• Our brains evolved to develop in the context of 

relationships. We couldn’t survive without them

• Born with highly immature brain - develop over 25 years

• Depend on ‘serve and return’

• Social information coding is primary need throughout life



Brain functioning

Behaviour is a form of communication. 

If we understand where in the brain the child is 

functioning we can answer the question “Why are 

they behaving like that?”
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Brain functioning dominates in different areas 

depending on the function or task at hand.

Actions and thoughts connect neurones making a 

complex web of pathways connecting different parts 

of the brain. 

We need to know what part of the brain is 

dominating in order to understand a child’s (and 

adult’s) behaviour
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Brain functioning

Fight, flight or freeze

Thinking and reflecting



Why does my child behave like that?
• When the primitive brain centres are discontented they keep children from thinking, 

paying attention or learning. There is no point in saying ‘why did you do that’ at that 

moment. They are not thinking. 

• Tiredness, hunger, sadness, anxiety, feeling unsafe or threatened or angry all make 

the lower brain regions more active and higher order thinking powers are temporarily 

disabled.

• Brain plasticity means that as well as having an opportunity to teach our children 

academic skills, learn new languages, learn how to play an instrument, we also have 

an opportunity to strengthen these pathways to teach emotional understanding 

and regulation.

• When a child is having a tantrum, crying in pain or other forms of extreme 

behaviour is being shown, they are not thinking. 



Adolescence

Puberty kicks off reorganisation in the brain.

Adolescence is a time of extreme plasticity in the brain with the 

potential for rapid learning 

Adolescence is a highly sensitive period of brain development posing 

significant opportunities (for learning) and risks (sensitivities).

Childhood Adolescence Adulthood

Puberty Independence
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Pre-programmed order of development in 

the brain



Brain develops in cycles

• Not all learning is equal throughout development

• There are cycles of learning and ‘windows of opportunity’ 

when the brain is adapted for learning of certain information





What about ADHD?

• Children with ADHD have protracted development of 
skills housed in the pre-frontal cortex

• This makes them particularly vulnerable during the 
teenage years

• Given the plasticity in this part of the brain, it also 
means this is a great opportunity for development of 
these skills



1. Potential for the development of specialist knowledge 

and higher order processing 

2. Attraction to novel experiences, feel things more 

intensely, motivation to take more risks

3. Social world becomes crucially important

4. Time to develop specialist knowledge about self

Adolescent brain development
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Pre-frontal cortex is highly ‘plastic’ and ready for 

development

Higher order skills, specialist knowledge and Executive 

Functions

Pre-

frontal 

cortex



Executive functions
• A collection of processes that are responsible for guiding behaviour 

including planning, selecting appropriate goals, habitual responses, self-

control

• Children with EF difficulties (and indeed adults) often have excellent 

memory and capacity to master academic skills but they struggle with the 

how of using these skills. They struggle with the processes of life.

• Kids with EF difficulties are often inconsistent, unpredictable, poorly 

organised, inefficient in their ability to make plans, poor at keeping track of 

time, poor at regulating their behaviour, always getting into trouble, 

forgetting things, losing things and they are often seen as lazy.

• Can be confusing to adults as EFs seem like lower order skills - why can’t 

they do it?



Response inhibition

Working memory

Emotional control

Sustained attention

Task initiation

Planning/prioritisation

Organisation

Time management

Goal-directed persistence

Flexibility

Metacognition

Executive functions



When do different EF skills develop?



Executive Functioning in ADHD

• Good EF skills predict success in many areas of life (e.g. marshmallow 

test)

• EF skills particular weak in children with ADHD

• This is an area to focus on in teenagers with ADHD

• See Connections in Mind (individual coaching, parenting course, working 

with schools)

www.connectionsinmind.co.uk

http://www.connectionsinmind.co.uk


Connections in Mind charity launch

• Being launched on June 14th in London

• Afternoon of talks and discussions

• Aim of organisation is to raise awareness of:

• What the Executive Functions are

• How they impact on children’s functioning

• Shift the culture in education and at home from ‘punishing’ a lack of 

these skills to supporting their development
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Heightened attraction to novel and 

exciting experiences (despite evident risk) 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rt9MyNo65eI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rt9MyNo65eI


Driving

Steinberg 2005
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Connecting the two
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ageAdolescence Galvan, 2013

Neural imbalance between 
emotions and control

Limbic region 
(pleasure, 
emotions, rewards)
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When with peers …

• adolescents pay more attention to the 

potential rewards of a risky choice and pay 

less attention to the potential downsides

• adolescent brains are capable of good 

decision making, but behave differently when 

with their peers



Adult mice

alone

Adolescent mice

alone

Adult mice

with peers

Adolescent mice

with peers

Who drank the most?

Drinking alcohol



Risk taking and motivation in ADHD

• Any effect seen generally in adolescents in this area 

will be heightened for children with ADHD

• Poor impulse control

• Hard to control emotions - thinking brain does not 

‘switch on’ so easily in-the-moment
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Social relationships

• Social relationships and being part of a group

becomes critically important during adolescence

• Brain regions that encode social information

and work out what others think go through 

significant change and development (Medial 

PreFrontal cortex)

• Inclusion in the group activates the reward 

centre more than at any other time in life



Social pain



Social rejection

• Social exclusion (social pain) is highly stressful 
for adolescents 

• Specific window of sensitivity to social 
rejection in adolescence

• For adolescents, the ‘social risk’ of being 
rejected by peers outweighs other potential 
negative outcomes of decisions (e.g. a detention 
or negative regard by the teacher)



The social world and ADHD

• Young people with ADHD can struggle with social skills 

early in childhood

• They may have been bullied which is a risk factor for 

heightened sensitivity to social exclusion later

• Behavioural regulation amongst peers is an area of 

potential difficulty for this group
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Self-identity

• Adolescence is a sensitive period of learning about 

self and exploring one’s self in the social hierarchies of 

life (cycles of learning)

• One big task of adolescence is to separate from parents 

and develop a stable and complex self-concept. 

This requires introspection (photos!), the belief that 

“everyone is watching me” (social anxiety) and the 

conviction that their experience is unique.

• Heightened sensitivity to embarrassment and 

shame 



Self-identity and ADHD

• Need to help people with ADHD have a good understanding of 

their strengths and weaknesses

• Have a broad definition of success

• Provide structures and scaffolds, while allowing them to develop 

and grow and feel they have autonomy from parents



Gosh that sounds hard!

• What is the single factor you have available to you 

that will help create a cushion to minimise stress 

for your child, help them to make good decisions 

and develop their behavioural and emotional 

regulation?

Stress, emotions, motivation

?



The importance of relationships in parenting

• Attachment theory (John Bowlby); child has a fundamental 

need to be in a positive relationship with an adult

• The parent is the secure base and safe haven from which 

a child can explore the world, learn to regulate their inner 

world and develop a healthy brain to foster healthy 

relationships in life.

• Your relationship with your child, as their parent, forms the 

bedrock for social and emotional health in life. Protect that 

relationship at all costs. 



Talk for a moment with a neighbour about a time with 

your teenager or child. Say briefly:

What happened

How you responded

How successful the outcome was



How we respond to children’s behaviour 

matters
• Many parenting techniques will tell you that when your child ‘misbehaves’ or 

does something wrong, you should give them a consequence for their 

behaviour, usually in the context of being angry, so they know you really 

mean it!

• Our disapproval and anger causes the child to be in ‘crisis’, pushing 

functioning into the lower brain. Children need to be in a positive 

relationship with their parent for survival. They fear parental disconnection 

more than anything.

• “There is something about parental disapproval that is instinctively 

repellent. It may even be bad for your health.” Mother Jones, 2018



Rewards and reinforcements have a place …. 

but

“behavioural approaches are wonderful when they work, but they 

often temporarily change behaviours without addressing the underlying 

issues from which the behaviours emerge” From Raising a Secure Child, 

Hoffman, Cooper and Powell (2017)

You get short term gains but long term problems and maybe even be 

damaging for your child’s mental health which may not show until later 

in life. 



What is their behaviour telling us about how 

they are feeling?

Behaviour

Emotions

Shouting

Shut down

“I hate you”

?



The problem with just focusing on the 

behaviour

• Behavioural approaches:

• ignore the emotion or struggle underneath

• give kids the message that they need to sort out their own problems

• doesn’t give them the awareness of what is happening in their 

experience

• doesn’t give them the skills they need to change their behaviour



The problem with sanctions such as time out

• They are often given out of anger and therefore can be punitive.

• They are usually too long and become disconnected to the original ‘sin’ and therefore 

irrelevant and ineffective.

• The child sitting alone in time out is not carefully reflecting on what they just did - they 

are in their lower brain.

• Brain is wired to repeat experiences, so it teaches the child to be alone when they 

make a mistake (rejection/shame).

• This is a lost opportunity for making connections in their brain - no insight is being 

learned, empathy or how to problem solve next time.

• If the adult is angry the child only remembers the anger, as their brain registers this 

first and fears parental disconnection more than anything.





Key points on true empathy

• Perspective taking

• Stay out of judgement

• Recognise emotion in others

• Feel that emotion

“rarely can a response make something better. What makes 

something better is connection” - Brene Brown



True empathy (establish a connection)

• By establishing an empathetic connection in times of stress, an 

adult can stimulate growth in the parts of the child’s brain that 

govern the child’s emotional regulation

• Establishing a connection does not 

• mean you are giving in

• that it’s a soft option

• that the child has ‘won’ or has been allowed to ‘get away 

with it’

• have to take a long time



• Social baseline theory

• A feeling of connection with a person is our most efficient way of 

regulating distress

• We are hard-wired to use social proximity as a default strategy for 

regulating emotional stress

• Tells us something important about what we need to do when our 

children are feeling emotionally distressed

The support of an attachment figure 

reduces stress and aids regulation



• Children with heightened anxiety

• MRI scanner

• Anxiety triggered - amygdala lit up (lower brain region registering 

anxiety)

• When mum standing with child the child’s brain registered less fear

Mum, it helps when you’re right here



Kids (particularly teens) need us to…
•Help them to understand their feelings

•Help them regular their emotions

•Help them work out how to change their behaviour

•Their behaviour is a form of communication which is 
saying “I’m lost, I don’t know what to do with my 
feelings, I need you”

•We hear rejection, demands that make no sense, 
anger

•We need to change our mindset about ‘bad’ 
behaviour



Check your own behaviour

• In the face of a meltdown

• Keep your cool

• Refuse to engage in a battle

• Express empathy

• Gently but firmly enforce the family rule

• We can’t control how they behave but we can at least regulate 

our own behaviour



Establish a time for reflection when you are 

both in your thinking brain

• Don’t try to talk when the young person is in their lower brain

• Establish a regular time for discussion about family rules 

(you will be surprised how rational they can be)

• Boundary setting is just as important as true empathy

• Allow for negotiation and for them to feel they have some 

control (particularly during adolescence)

• Support the development of Executive Functioning skills 

where needed

• Allow for mistakes in them and yourself



More information

Parenting course for children with Executive Functioning 

difficulties 

www.connectionsinmind.co.uk

The Summit launch of Connections in Mind charity

June 14th 2018

http://www.connectionsinmind.co.uk


Thank you for listening
Please get in touch:

bettinahohnen@mac.com

mailto:bettinahohnen@mac.com

