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Helping explain adolescence to adolescents 

 

UK Happiness 

 

 
England ranks near the bottom compared to other counties, with body image and school 

bullying/exclusion being the biggest areas of concern for them 

 

Further reading: The Guardian, The Telegraph. 

 
Happiness is not a normal state for any of us 

I in 10 children have a diagnosable mental health disorder and that is an average of 3 in 

every class. 

 

Over half of adult cases of mental distress problems began before their 14th birthday and 

most were not dealt with sufficiently at the time. 

 

Lots of good news too - drinking levels among young people are decreasing, and so are 

the UK teenage pregnancy figures, but far more worrying is the rise in anxiety disorders 

among young people. Adolescent depression has risen by 75% in the last 25 years. 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/feb/16/children-in-england-rank-near-bottom-in-international-happiness-table
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/9599592/Teenagers-are-happiest-people-in-Britain.html


Outcomes focussed 

Are we constantly focussing on outcomes at the cost of young people’s mental health? 

There is concern that we are constantly forecasting that things will get better! When we 

go to secondary school, when we are in sixth form, when we are at university, when we 

get a job. Research tells us that the reverse is true. We know that by constantly dragging 

our attention to the future, we are less likely to connect to the present. 

 

“Positive mental time travel” and “being present in the moment” are most strongly 

associated with heightened pleasure. Social media means that adolescents are not 

allowed to forget mistakes and spend unhealthy amounts of time with the anticipatory 

anxiety that accompanies unpredictable social ticker tape and engage in “negative 

mental time travel” consequently. 

 
Social Media 

We only ever see people’s highlights on social media - a filtered world of perfection. We 

compare our outtakes with other people’s highlights. We have more ‘friends’ than ever 

before and the highest levels of loneliness ever recorded.  

 

American teenagers are 2 and a half times more likely to experience elevated pleasure 

from doing a hobby than watching TV, and 3 times more likely by doing sport. And yet, 

they watch 4 times more TV than doing hobbies or playing sport. Why would they spend 4 

times more of their time doing something that gives them half the chance of being 

happy? 

 

Because it’s easy, convenient and habitual. 



 

Every time we refresh our screens we get a dopamine 

hit, which is like a hug. A lot of young people have 

anticipatory anxiety from social media, which fuels high 

levels of adrenalin and cortisol in their bloodstream, 

which is useful if they need to run away from a terrorist, 

but sabotages learning if levels stay high. Once 

adrenalin is activated, it lasts up to 6 hours. Young 

people swing from adrenalin to dopamine and back 

continuously. From Drive state to Threat state like a 

yoyo. Many of the conversations are occurring in the 

early hours of the morning and are completely 

unpoliced - as though the freedom that social media gives them is an early opportunity to 

take the biggest risks. 

 

We know that taking risks is exactly what adolescents need to do to discover who they are 

and what they are capable of - but I guess as parents we want them to take calculated 

risks in the real world so that they don’t take stupid risks online. Some behaviours that are 

videoed or photos that are screen shot show a low level of understanding of 

consequences. When things are posted when a child is in a highly emotional state, they 

are literally not thinking, let alone thinking about evidence or consequences. 

That makes sense - a 16 year olds brain shows us the true meaning of “all gas and no 

brakes”. The CNN special report called #beingthirteen showed that the more teenagers 

went on their phones, the more distressed they became. There were many interesting 

findings from this programme - link is below if you are interested 

 

Further reading: 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/robertwhitley/social-media-mental-health_b_11893462.html 

 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/8458786/The-young-generation-are-addicted-to-

mobile-phones.html 

 

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/10/05/health/being-13-teens-social-media-study/index.html 

 

‘What matters?” not “What’s the matter?” 

 

 

 

 

Belonging to a group matters more than 

anything to most young people. 

 

The need to build social relationships can 

feel like a matter of life or death to a 

teenager.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/robertwhitley/social-media-mental-health_b_11893462.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/8458786/The-young-generation-are-addicted-to-mobile-phones.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/8458786/The-young-generation-are-addicted-to-mobile-phones.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2015/10/05/health/being-13-teens-social-media-study/index.html


The ‘wait but why website’, by Tim Urban, explores this issue with humour featuring the 

hairy, hungry, easily freaked out Social Survival Mammoth, who feeds on acceptance and 

approval - a relic from 50,000BC who is still with us in 2017 despite the significant advances 

we have made since then. 

 

I cannot recommend this enough and it is something you could look at together as a 

family (there is a swear word in one of the Mammoth’s speech bubbles- you have been 

warned!) 

 

 

https://waitbutwhy.com/2014/06/taming-mammoth-let-peoples-opinions-run-life.html 

 

Understanding our brains and development 

 

Our brains can sometimes behave as though they are drunk monkeys helping us escape 

from a desert island. They don’t know what they might need, so they bring us EVERYTHING, 

JUST IN CASE!  - wood that is dry and good for a fire, empty crisp packets, rotten berries, 

moss and algae, old coke cans, water bottles, nourishing berries, wet bark. They bring us it 

all and it is up to us to use our thinking brains, the human brain that is capable of 

reasonable thought, to decide what we need and what we don’t. If we use the 

emotional part of our brain, which when under stress, cannot discriminate between what 

we need to absorb and what we can afford to ignore. 

 

https://waitbutwhy.com/2014/06/taming-mammoth-let-peoples-opinions-run-life.html


 

Understanding our reptilian, mammalian and human brains is a worthwhile venture, as if 

we can understand why we do what we do, then we can begin to endeavour to change 

the structure of the brain through focussed awareness, and learn how to calm our brains 

when they become overwhelmed. 

I love Dan Segal’s handy model of the brain, which help us understand what happens 

when we “flip our lids”, and lose the ability to sooth ourselves when we are in perceived 

crisis. Mindfulness helps us keep our adult brain on board and connected and strengthens 

the hinges of the lid, so that it does not flip open quite so easily. An integrated brain, 

where all 3 brains are connected, predisposes positive mental well-being. 

 

Further reading: 

 

http://psycheducation.org/brain-tours/3-brains-in-one-brain/ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3kmkxIRGtc 

 

Those pesky things called thoughts and feelings 
 

As parents and educators, we are all trying to help the children in our care relate more 

skilfully to their internal worlds, and curiosity helps here. 

Understanding that thoughts are not facts, that we cannot control them, that our minds lie 

to us most of the time and that our brains need befriending, can be news to young 

children. Understanding that our brains are like radios - lots of stations are available, and 

just because we listen to one show, does not mean that the others are not playing at the 

same time. Where we bring the spotlight of our attention is what makes the difference. We 

have up to 50,000 thoughts a day and most of them are not on what we are doing in the 

present moment. And yet we all know that the present moment is the only bit we have 

any control of.  As Kung Foo Panda put it, “The past is history, the future is a mystery, this 

moment is a gift. That’s why it’s called the present” 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7BwWNMFJwE 

 

Trying to control our emotions is no easier than trying to control the weather. They are both 

futile pursuits. Feelings cannot be turned on or off. 

http://psycheducation.org/brain-tours/3-brains-in-one-brain/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3kmkxIRGtc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7BwWNMFJwE


 
 

Stress is a very physical experience and understanding that emotions – energy in motion – 

have clear physical sensations associated with them, can go some way to start a 

conversation about this matter with your child. For example, look at anger in the picture 

above. How the sensations in the hands and feet are very intense. The function is to 

prepare the body to punch and kick. Depression is often the absence of feelings. 

The more we struggle with thoughts and feelings, the bigger the hold they have on us. To 

resist is to persist - just like the Chinese finger trap. Acceptance vs struggle. Leaning into 

our emotions, being curious about them, letting them come and pass is what helps us the 

most. Feelings are meant to show up for a cuppa, not a sleep over! They bring a message. 

Most self-harming behaviour is an attempt to control emotional pain, a belief that they 

won’t survive the emotions but can survive the physical pain. 

 

 

Try some BOLD moves: 

B - Take a few deep Breaths 

 

O- Open up and Observe what is going on in your body? What physical sensations can 

you feel and where are they? 

 

L- Label the emotion if you can. What is the feeling called? Label it to cradle it. Listen to 

what it is trying to tell you 

 

D- Decide what to do next, but do something that matters to you- a nurturing move, not a 

depleting one 

 

 



Growth mindset 
 

 
 

I have just said that we cannot control our thoughts, but we can encourage children to 

take a different perspective. To stand on a different mountain and get a different view. 

“The tyranny of now and the power of yet”. 

I am not good at maths…..yet. It is so important in education that our children get 

meaningful feedback, in the moment, from observed behaviours and given in a way that 

helps them embrace failure as a tool for learning. 

 

Further reading: 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/may/10/growth-mindset-research-uk-

schools-sats 

 

Parenting 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/may/10/growth-mindset-research-uk-schools-sats
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/may/10/growth-mindset-research-uk-schools-sats


Our job is to be a gatekeeper and set the rules at home and in terms of acceptable 

behaviour but to become guides during adolescence - encouraging risk taking 

behaviours after trouble shooting the alternatives. 

 

We learn far more from what we don’t get right, than what we do. Success is not the 

greatest teacher. Remember: an adolescent is far more likely to confide in a guide than a 

gate-keeper. 

 

PACE: 

 

P  - play immediately activates a feeling of safety in a young person, so try and bring an 

element of light hearted play into the conversation at the start, especially if you are trying 

to encourage them to open up. 

 

A  - Accept what they say and don’t try and change it. The power of the word “if” is 

important here. If a child says; “nobody likes me”, the temptation is to say “of course they 

do, everyone loves you!” which does not often help matters. If we can say “If I believed 

that nobody liked me, I guess I would feel sadness too” then we are alongside them in 

their pain. 

 

C  - Curiosity about the brain and how it works. See if you can encourage them to be 

curious about their internal worlds, by asking them about what physical sensations show 

up with certain emotions and see if they can “Name them, to tame them”. 

 

E - Empathy can be a slow burner for teenagers. One way to ensure that you have your 

child’s attention and therefore optimise the impact of the interaction, is to surprise them. If 

they don’t get what they think they are going to get, then there is learning and a whole 

different part of the brain flares up in response. If they think you are going to be cross, and 

you are, nothing changes. 

 

 

 

 

 



Let’s talk about it 
 

It is hard for young people be open in person to their 

parents about emotional matters. But we can seek to 

help them normalise struggle and periodic low mood 

and self-doubt as being a natural and normal part of 

being a human being. We might even begin to share our 

own with our children and reflect on how it impacts our 

behaviour sometimes. 

 

Mindfulness 
 

Big subject to cover here. Any focussed awareness: 

whether it is listening carefully to a piece of music, 

holding a pose in yoga, focussing on our breathing in a 

meditation or feeling the wind against our skin. All of them are a bicep curl for the brain 

and encourage our muscles of attention to get stronger and stronger, so that they 

automatically come on board when we need them, such as in exams and other stressful 

situations. We need to practise regularly so that it becomes a habit. Neurons that fire 

together, wire together. Mental gymnastics! 

 

Benefits of focussed awareness exercises, over a 3-month period of 10 minutes a day - 

Science supports this and the research is hard to argue with 

 

We can learn to: 

 

 

Further reading: 

 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/sarah-rudell-beach-/teaching-mindfulness-to-

teenagers_b_5696247.html 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2014/06/25/mindfulness-for-children-benefits-

stress_n_5525292.html 

 

https://www.teenvogue.com/gallery/meditation-apps-to-try-now 

 

• Pay	better	attention

• Become	more	aware

• Less	stressed

• Notice	others	and	make	better	connections

• Make	better	decisions

• Modify	unhelpful	behaviours

• Become	more	resilient

• Sleep	better

• Be	more	creative

• Get	better	grades

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/sarah-rudell-beach-/teaching-mindfulness-to-teenagers_b_5696247.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/sarah-rudell-beach-/teaching-mindfulness-to-teenagers_b_5696247.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2014/06/25/mindfulness-for-children-benefits-stress_n_5525292.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2014/06/25/mindfulness-for-children-benefits-stress_n_5525292.html
https://www.teenvogue.com/gallery/meditation-apps-to-try-now


Preparing our bodies to support our minds 

 

 

 

I will be running a mindfulness evening in December which will be called: 

 

“Mindfulness- What is that all about?” 

 

It will be an invitation for parents and children from Years 7 and 8 at Senior boys and girls 

to come and explore mindfulness with me in a 90 minute workshop after school. 

 

It will be a mixture of discussion, experiential work and practical advice on how to keep a 

cool head when your world is falling apart  

 

Details to follow 

 

Rachael Williams 

School Counsellor 

Claires Court 

RAW@clairescourt.net 


