
AAdolescence is a time of 
rapid physical, emotional and 
cognitive development— a 
challenging time for the adoles-
cent himself, as well as for his 
parents. Adolescents begin to 
move towards independence 
in all areas of life and assume 
more of the roles and respon-
sibilities of adults. This occurs 
despite the fact that many ado-
lescents are not yet prepared 
emotionally or cognitively for 
these responsibilities because 
their brains are continuing to 
develop and mature. Although 
younger children may often 
resist assistance, the adolescent 
is much more likely to resist 
asking for, and accepting, 
help, given their focus on 
developing independence. 

This is also the stage 
of development in which 
a strong focus is on the 
expansion of abstract think-
ing and reasoning skills, 
although the adolescent 
also experiences more 

inconsistent control over 
behaviors and emotions due to 
hormonal changes and brain 
growth. Given these paradoxes, 
it is not surprising that many 
adolescents vacillate between 
appearing to be more mature 
than their age at times and 
less mature at other 
times. When they 
are asked to take 
responsibility for 
certain aspects 
of their lives, 
at times 

they will be very adept at meet-
ing these goals, and other times 
they will appear to be over-
whelmed by the demands being 
placed on them. Parents need to 
help adolescents navigate this 
minefi eld of development so 
their children move beyond this 

stage into healthy 
and success-

ful adult-
hood. 

WHAT'S WITH THE 
BRAIN?

Recent research at the 
National Institute of Mental 
Health (NIMH) has discovered 
that there is rapid growth in 
the gray matter in the frontal 
lobe just prior to the onset of 
puberty, which then sets the 
stage for development of more 
advanced executive function-
ing skills, such as planning, 
problem solving and controlling 
impulses. Thus, this age is ripe 
for interventions targeting such 
executive functioning skills. In 
fact, adolescence is the time of 
greatest change within the parts 
of the brain that are associated 

with executive functioning 
skills. As adolescence pro-
gresses, there is a thinning 
in the frontal lobe gray 
matter, suggesting this is 
one of the prime times 
to develop the neuronal 
connections that will 
allow an individual to 

be most successful 
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in life. 
Dr. Jay Giedd of NIMH has 

noted that this is the time 
when adolescents are hard-
wiring their brains for adult-
hood. Therefore, it is extremely 
important for them to be aware 
of how they are impacting their 
own brain development, as this 
will have lifelong consequences. 
The tricky part is providing guid-
ance to the adolescent, who is 
seeking independence in the 
face of an onslaught of hor-
mones and emotions, on how 
to spend time developing skills 
that promote more reasoned 
and logical thinking when there 
is such a strong pull for enjoy-
ment and experimentation with 
freedom.

ORGANIZATIONAL 
COACHING

So, how does a parent help 
a child navigate the com-
plex stage of adolescence? 
Recognizing the multiple factors 
(biological, hormonal, social) 
infl uencing a child’s life can help 
parents remain more attuned to 
the multiple needs. Once a child 
understands that the experi-
ences during adolescence have 
such a large impact on the rest 
of her life, it might be easier 
to help her be more open to 
activities or opportunities that 
will have a positive impact on 
brain development. One activity 
that can infl uence the mind in 
a positive way is organizational 
coaching, which can help set 
neuronal connections in place 
that will allow for greater execu-
tive functioning skills over the 
course of her lifetime. 

What is organizational 
coaching, and how can it help 
your teenager deal more ef-
fectively with the demands of 
home, school and extracur-

ricular activities, as well as take 
advantage of this period of 
rapid development? Coaching 
is a personalized service tailored 
to the particular needs of each 
individual. During this period of 
development, when executive 
skills can be lost or misplaced 
amidst the hormones and social 
life, the coach can pinpoint spe-
cifi c areas of diffi  culty and help 
develop an intervention plan. 
Given their demanding sched-
ules and confl icting interests, 
the most pressing concern for 
teenagers is often prioritizing 
and managing time. It cannot 
be assumed that they have the 
executive skills required to deal 
with these concerns on their 
own, particularly during one 
of their less mature periods. 
Rather, external support in the 
form of a coach may be needed 
to help them develop and 
implement an eff ective plan of 
attack for all time periods within 
this developmental stage.

THE FIRST STEP
The fi rst important step can 

be the adolescent’s acknowl-
edgment that there is a problem 
or recognition that the develop-
ment of such skills can be very 
helpful in daily life. She may see 
her grades slipping, or forget 
important soccer practices. 
This is a time when parents 
can discuss the value of exter-
nal supports and the benefi ts 
of a coaching program. If she 
responds positively, an initial 
consultation can be scheduled 
with a coach who understands 
and works with adolescents. 
Often a coach will begin with a 
questionnaire or other form of 
information gathering to iden-
tify the executive skills that are 
most problematic at the time. 
Once the coach and adoles-

cent have isolated the 
primary areas of concern, 
they work together to 
develop a strategic plan 
that will address these 
concerns and help reach 
identifi ed goals. 

It is important that 
the developed plan 
incorporates strate-
gies and schedules that 
are comfortable to the 
adolescent. When imple-
menting time manage-
ment and organizational 
strategies, for example, 
teenagers may be most 
comfortable using the 
technology that is an in-
tegral part of their lives. Rather 
than reminders on sticky notes, 
they may prefer programming 
a reminder into their computer, 
iPod or cell phone. However, 
some students will favor the 
sticky notes, so it is important 
to emphasize that everyone is 
diff erent and needs to fi nd what 
works best for her. The schedul-
ing and duration of coaching 
sessions is also individualized. 
Some adolescents may ben-
efi t from weekly sessions over 
an extended period of time, 
while others will fi nd that a few 
sessions can be eff ective in pin-
pointing problems and achiev-
ing their goals. 

OVERCOMING 
OBSTACLES 

It is also important to brain-
storm with the teenager about 
potential obstacles that might 
prevent her from reaching her 
goals and ways to overcome 
these obstacles. For example, 
she may have the goal of com-
pleting all her nightly assign-
ments by 11, but she is being 
interrupted by phone calls or 
instant messages. Once she 

identifi es this obstacle, with the 
help of her coach, she can be 
proactive and plan strategies to 
deal with likely interruptions.

Recognizing that adoles-
cence is a time of rapid develop-
ment accompanied by many 
new challenges, it is easy to 
see that coaching support can 
be benefi cial, not only for im-
mediate concerns but also for 
lifelong executive functioning 
skills.

Lisa Lenhart is a senior psycholo-
gist, and Dorothy Lange is an 
educational diagnostician for 
The Testing and Tutoring Service 
of TLC— The Treatment and 
Learning Centers, a local nonprofi t 
organization based in Rockville 
that off ers multiple services for 
children and adults with learning 
disabilities.
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Given their demanding sched-
ules and confl icting interests, 
the most pressing concern for 
teenagers is often prioritizing 
and managing time. It cannot 
be assumed that they have 
the executive skills required to 
deal with these concerns on 
their own … rather, external 
support in the form of a coach 
may be needed to help them 
develop and implement an 
eff ective plan of attack for 
all time periods within this 
developmental stage.
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