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Young Teens (12-14 years of age)  
Developmental Milestones 
This is a time of many physical, mental, emotional, and social changes. Hormones change as puberty begins. Most boys 
grow facial and pubic hair and their voices deepen. Most girls grow pubic hair and breasts, and start their period. They 
might be worried about these changes and how they are looked at by others. This also will be a time when your teen 
might face peer pressure to use alcohol, tobacco products, and drugs, and to have sex. Other challenges can be eating 
disorders, depression, and family problems. At this age, teens make more of their own choices about friends, sports, 
studying, and school. They become more independent, with their own personality and interests, although parents are 
still very important.  

Here is some information on how young teens develop:  

Emotional/Social Changes 

Children in this age group might: 

x Show more concern about body image, looks, and clothes. 
x Focus on themselves; going back and forth between high 

expectations and lack of confidence. 
x Experience more moodiness. 
x Show more interest in and influence by peer group. 
x Express less affection toward parents; sometimes might seem rude 

or short-tempered. 
x Feel stress from more challenging school work. 
x Develop eating problems.  
x Feel a lot of sadness or depression, which can lead to poor grades at 

school, alcohol or drug use, unsafe sex, and other problems.   

Thinking and Learning  

Children in this age group might: 

x Have more ability for complex thought. 
x Be better able to express feelings through talking. 
x Develop a stronger sense of right and wrong. 

 

Positive Parenting Tips 
Following are some things you, as a parent, can do to help your child during this time:  

x Be honest and direct with your teen when talking about sensitive subjects such as drugs, drinking, smoking, and 
sex. 

x Meet and get to know your teen’s friends.  
x Show an interest in your teen’s school life. 
x Help your teen make healthy choices while encouraging him to make his own decisions. 

Positive Parenting Tips for  
Healthy Child Development 



 

 
 

x Respect your teen’s opinions and take into account her thoughts and feelings. It is important that she knows you 
are listening to her. 

x When there is a conflict, be clear about goals and expectations (like getting good grades, keeping things clean, 
and showing respect), but allow your teen input on how to reach those goals (like when and how to study or 
clean). 
 

Child Safety First 
You play an important role in keeping your child safe―no matter how old he or she is. Here are a few tips to help 
protect your child: 

x Make sure your teen knows about the importance of wearing seatbelts. Motor vehicle crashes are the leading 
cause of death among 12- to 14-year-olds.  

x Encourage your teen to wear a helmet when riding a bike or a skateboard or using inline skates; riding on a 
motorcycle, snowmobile, or all-terrain vehicle; or playing contact sports. Injuries from sports and other activities 
are common. 

x Talk with your teen about the dangers of drugs, drinking, smoking, and risky sexual activity. Ask him what he 
knows and thinks about these issues, and share your thoughts and feelings with him. Listen to what she says and 
answer her questions honestly and directly.  

x Talk with your teen about the importance of having friends who are interested in positive activities. Encourage 
her to avoid peers who pressure her to make unhealthy choices.  

x Know where your teen is and whether an adult is present. Make plans with him for when he will call you, where 
you can find him, and what time you expect him home. 

x Set clear rules for your teen when she is home alone. Talk about such issues as having friends at the house, how 
to handle situations that can be dangerous (emergencies, fire, drugs, sex, etc.), and completing homework or 
household tasks.  

Healthy Bodies 
x Encourage your teen to be physically active. She might join a team sport or take up an individual sport. Helping 

with household tasks such as mowing the lawn, walking the dog, or washing the car also will keep your teen 
active. 

x Meal time is very important for families. Eating together helps teens make better choices about the foods they 
eat, promotes healthy weight, and gives your family members time to talk with each other. 

x Limit screen time for your child to no more than 1 to 2 hours per day of quality programming, at home, school, 
or afterschool care.  
 
 

A pdf of this document for reprinting is available free of charge from 
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/positiveparenting/adolescence.html  
 
 
 
 
Additional Information: 
http://www.cdc.gov/childdevelopment  
1-800-CDC-INFO (800-232-4636) http://www.cdc.gov/info 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/positiveparenting/adolescence.html
http://www.cdc.gov/childdevelopment
http://www.cdc.gov/info
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Executive Function Activities for Adolescents

Goal setting, planning  
and monitoring 
Self-regulation is necessary in any goal-
directed activity. Identifying goals, planning, 
monitoring progress, and adjusting behavior 
are important skills to practice. 

n To focus the planning process, encourage 
teens to identify something specific that they 
want to accomplish. Most important is that 
the goals are meaningful to the teen and not 
established by others. For some teens, planning 
the college application process may be self-mo-
tivating, but for others, planning a social event 
may be more important. Start with something 
fairly simple and achievable, such as getting a 
driver’s license or saving money to buy a com-
puter, before moving on to longer-term goals 
like buying a car or applying to colleges. 

n Help teens develop plans for steps to reach 
these goals. They should identify short- and 
long-term goals and think about what has to 
be done to achieve them. For example: If teens 
want their team to win the sports champion-
ship, what skills do they need to learn? How 
might they practice them? Identify some prob-
lems that might arise, and encourage the teen 
to plan ahead for them.

n Taking on large social issues, such as 
homelessness, domestic violence, or bully-
ing can be both appealing and overwhelming 
to teens. DoSomething.org and Volunteer-
Match.org can help identify concrete actions.

n Remind adolescents to periodically monitor 
their behavior and consider whether they are 
doing the things they planned and whether 
these plans are achieving the goals they iden-
tified. “Is this part of the plan? If not, why am 
I doing it? Has something changed?” Monitor-
ing in this way can identify counter-productive 
habitual and impulsive actions and maintain 
focused attention and conscious control.

During adolescence, executive function 
skills are not yet at adult levels, but the 
demands placed on these skills often are. 
Teenagers need to communicate effec-
tively in multiple contexts, manage their 
own school and extracurricular assign-
ments, and successfully complete more 
abstract and complicated projects. Here 
are some suggestions for helping teens 
practice better self-regulation throughout 
the daily challenges they face.

continued

Tools for self-monitoring
n Self-talk is a powerful way to bring thoughts 
and actions into consciousness.  Examples 
include having teenagers talk themselves 
through the steps of a difficult activity or peri-
odically pausing for a mental play-by-play nar-
rative of what is happening. When occasions 

arise that provoke strong negative emotions 
or feelings of failure, self-talk can help adoles-
cents identify potentially problematic thinking 
and behavior patterns.

n Encourage self-talk that focuses on growth. 
Help teens recognize that an experience—par-
ticularly a failure—can offer lessons, and need 

www.developingchild.harvard.edu
http://www.dosomething.org
http://www.volunteermatch.org
http://www.volunteermatch.org


developingchild.harvard.edu 13

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION 
ACTIVITIES FOR  
ADOLESCENTS

not be interpreted as a final judgment on one’s 
abilities. For example, when a sports team 
loses a game, help a discouraged team mem-
ber to consider what went wrong and what he 
or she might do to improve next time—rather 
than simply deciding the team lacks any skills. 
The same thinking can be helpful for school as-
signments. Carol S. Dweck, a professor at Stan-
ford University who researches mindsets, has 
developed a website with more suggestions. 

n Help adolescents be mindful of interruptions 
(particularly from electronic communication 
such as email and cell phones). Multitasking 
may feel good, but there is strong evidence that 
it saps attention and impedes performance. If 
two (or more) tasks are competing for atten-
tion, discuss ways to prioritize and sequence.

n Understanding the motivations of others 
can be challenging, particularly when people 
are driven by different perspectives. Encourage 
teens to identify their hypotheses about oth-
ers’ motivations and then consider alternatives. 
“Why do you think she bumped into you? Can 
you think of another explanation?” Teens who 
are not used to this kind of thinking may need 
you to model the process: “Could it be that she 
didn’t see you?”

n Writing a personal journal can foster self-
reflection by providing teens a means with 
which to explore thoughts, feelings, actions, 
beliefs, and decisions. There are many ways 
to approach journaling, but all encourage 
self-awareness, reflection, and planning (see 
websites at end of this section).

Activities
There are many activities that teens may enjoy 
that draw on a range of self-regulation skills. 
The key is a focus on continual improvement 
and increasing challenge. Some examples fol-
low, below:

n Sports — The focused attention and skill de-
velopment inherent in competitive sports draw 
on the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ 
actions, make quick decisions, and respond 
flexibly to play. Ongoing, challenging aerobic 
activity can also improve executive function.

n Yoga and meditation — Activities that sup-
port a state of mindfulness, or a nonjudgmental 
awareness of moment-to-moment experiences, 
may help teens develop sustained attention, 
reduce stress, and promote less reactive, more 
reflective decision-making and behavior.  

n Music — Working memory, selective atten-
tion, cognitive flexibility, and inhibition are 
challenged while developing skills in playing a 
musical instrument, singing, or dancing—par-
ticularly when dealing with complicated pieces 
that involve multiple parts, sophisticated 
rhythms, and improvisation.

n Theater — A performance is carefully choreo-
graphed and requires all participants, on stage 
and backstage, to remember their jobs, attend 
to their timing, and manage their behavior. For 
actors, learning the lines and actions of a role 
draw heavily on attention and working memory.

n Strategy games and logic puzzles — Classic 
games like chess, as well as computer-based 
training programs like Cogmed and Lumosity, 
exercise aspects of working memory, planning, 

and attention. Mensa, the high IQ society, 
holds a yearly competition testing new games 
and has an interesting list of strategy games.

n Computer games can also be valuable, as 
long as time limits are established and ob-
served. Games that require constant monitor-
ing of the environment and fast reaction times 
challenge selective attention, monitoring, 
and inhibition. Moving through complicated 
imaginary worlds, such as those found in many 
computer games, also challenges working 
memory.  Common Sense Media, a non-parti-
san media information source, provides some 
good reviews of popular games.

www.developingchild.harvard.edu
http://mindsetonline.com/changeyourmindset/firststeps/index.html
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EXECUTIVE FUNCTION 
ACTIVITIES FOR  
ADOLESCENTS

Study skills
In school, adolescents are expected to be in-
creasingly independent and organized in their 
work. These expectations can place a large 
load on all aspects of executive function. Basic 
organization skills can be very helpful in this 
regard. The list below can serve as a guide for 
teens to use.  

n Break a project down into manageable 
pieces. 

n Identify reasonable plans (with timelines) for 
completing each piece. Be sure that all steps 
have been explicitly identified and ensure that 
the completion of each step is recognized and 
celebrated.

n Self-monitor while working. Set a timer to 
go off periodically as a reminder to check on 
whether one is paying attention and under-
standing. When you don’t understand, what 
might be the problem? Are there words you 
don’t know? Do you know what the directions 
are? Is there someone you can ask for help? 
Would looking back at your notes help? If you 
have stopped paying attention, what distracted 
you? What might you do to refocus? Identify key 

times to self-monitor (e.g., before handing in an 
assignment, when leaving the house, etc.).

n Be aware of critical times for focused atten-
tion. Multitasking impedes learning. Identify 
ways to reduce distractions (e.g., turn off elec-
tronics, find a quiet room).

n Use memory supports for organizing tasks. 
Mnemonic devices can be powerful tools for re-
membering information. Developing the habit 
of writing things down also helps.

n Keep a calendar of project deadlines and 
steps along the way.

n After completing an assignment, reflect on 
what did and did not work well. Develop a list 
of things that have supported focused and sus-
tained attention as well as good organization, 
memory and project completion. Think about 
ways to ensure that these supports are in place 
for other projects.

n Think about what was learned from assign-
ments that were not completed well. Was this 
due to a lack of information, a need to improve 
certain skills, bad time management, etc.? 
What would you do differently next time?

Resources
Journaling with teens – some supports
n extension.missouri.edu/p/GH6150
n www.cedu.niu.edu/~shumow/iit/doc/journal-
writing.pdf

Carol S. Dweck’s work on mindsets
n mindsetonline.com/changeyourmindset/
firststeps/index.html

Common Sense Media
n www.commonsensemedia.org
n www.commonsensemedia.org/game-reviews

List of winning games from American Mensa’s 
Mind Games competitions
n mindgames.us.mensa.org/about/winning-
games/

Other programs
n www.cogmed.com
n www.lumosity.com

Stress management suggestions
n www.mindinthemaking.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/10/PFL-school-age-stress-man-
agement.pdf



      HOW YOUR FAMILY IS DOING

 ▪ Encourage your child to be part of family decisions. Give your child the chance 
to make more of her own decisions as she grows older.

 ▪ Encourage your child to think through problems with your support.

 ▪ Help your child find activities she is really interested in, besides schoolwork.

 ▪ Help your child find and try activities that help others.

 ▪ Help your child deal with conflict.

 ▪ Help your child figure out nonviolent ways to handle anger or fear.

 ▪ If you are worried about your living or food situation, talk with us. Community 
agencies and programs such as SNAP can also provide information  
and assistance.

      YOUR CHILD’S FEELINGS

 ▪ Find ways to spend time with your child.

 ▪ If you are concerned that your child is sad, 
depressed, nervous, irritable, hopeless, or angry,  
let us know.

 ▪ Talk with your child about how his body is  
changing during puberty.

 ▪ If you have questions about your child’s sexual 
development, you can always talk with us.

BRIGHT FUTURES HANDOUT PARENT 
11 THROUGH 14 YEAR VISITS
Here are some suggestions from Bright Futures experts that may be of value to your family.

American Academy of Pediatrics

      YOUR GROWING AND CHANGING CHILD

 ▪ Help your child get to the dentist twice a year.

 ▪ Give your child a fluoride supplement if the dentist recommends it.

 ▪ Encourage your child to brush her teeth twice a day and floss once a day.

 ▪ Praise your child when she does something well, not just when she looks good.

 ▪ Support a healthy body weight and help your child be a healthy eater.

 ◦ Provide healthy foods.

 ◦ Eat together as a family.

 ◦ Be a role model.

 ▪ Help your child get enough calcium with low-fat or fat-free milk, low-fat yogurt, 
and cheese.

 ▪ Encourage your child to get at least 1 hour of physical activity every day. Make 
sure she uses helmets and other safety gear.

 ▪ Consider making a family media use plan. Make rules for media use and balance 
your child’s time for physical activities and other activities.

 ▪ Check in with your child’s teacher about grades. Attend back-to-school events, 
parent-teacher conferences, and other school activities if possible.

 ▪ Talk with your child as she takes over responsibility for schoolwork.

 ▪ Help your child with organizing time, if she needs it.

 ▪ Encourage daily reading.

American Academy of Pediatrics  |  Bright Futures  |  https://brightfutures.aap.org     PAGE 1 of 2

Helpful Resource: Family Media Use Plan: www.healthychildren.org/MediaUsePlan

      HEALTHY BEHAVIOR CHOICES

 ▪ Help your child find fun, safe things to do.

 ▪ Make sure your child knows how you feel about 
alcohol and drug use.

 ▪ Know your child’s friends and their parents. Be 
aware of where your child is and what he is 
doing at all times.

 ▪ Lock your liquor in a cabinet.

 ▪ Store prescription medications in a locked 
cabinet.

 ▪ Talk with your child about relationships, sex, and 
values.

 ▪ If you are uncomfortable talking about puberty or 
sexual pressures with your child, please ask us 
or others you trust for reliable information that 
can help.

 ▪ Use clear and consistent rules and discipline with 
your child.

 ▪ Be a role model.
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The information contained in this handout should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and advice of your 
pediatrician. There may be variations in treatment that your pediatrician may recommend based on individual facts and 
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11 THROUGH 14 YEAR VISITS—PARENT  

       SAFETY

 ▪ Make sure everyone always wears a lap and shoulder seat belt in the car.

 ▪ Provide a properly fitting helmet and safety gear for biking, skating, in-line skating, skiing, snowmobiling, and horseback riding.

 ▪ Use a hat, sun protection clothing, and sunscreen with SPF of 15 or higher on her exposed skin. Limit time outside when the sun is strongest 
(11:00 am–3:00 pm).

 ▪ Don’t allow your child to ride ATVs.

 ▪ Make sure your child knows how to get help if she feels unsafe.

 ▪ If it is necessary to keep a gun in your home, store it unloaded and locked with the ammunition locked separately from the gun.

Consistent with Bright Futures: Guidelines for Health Supervision  
of Infants, Children, and Adolescents, 4th Edition

For more information, go to https://brightfutures.aap.org.
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