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“

YOUR CHILD’S NEURAL

DEVELOPMENT WILL CONTINUE

THROUGH APPROXIMATELY AGE 24.

“

There are many stages of child and adolescent development 

that psychologists have identified. Knowing and 

understanding our children in the context of each of these 

stages can help us know what they’re going through, what 

they’re working on, and can make us smarter, more 

effective parents.

Having worked for decades with families with kids from the 

toddler years through young adulthood, I’ve come to think of 

parenting a child through the first 12 years of their life and the 

second 12 years as distinctly different.
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Why 12 years, you might ask? Yes, it’s common to think of the 

active parenting role ending when a child turns 18 or graduates 

high school. This is not the case. Whether your child goes away 

to college, takes a “gap year” abroad, lives at home and goes to 

community college, moves out and gets a job and provides their 

own support, lives at home and gets a job, or creates some 

other situation, you will still be active parents and your child will 

still need your support in many ways. And their neural 

development will continue through approximately age 24, 

so it makes sense to know that when your child enters 

their teen years at age 13, you’re starting the second 12 

years.

Their second 12 years requires a brand new set of parenting 

skills, ones that can feel awkward and unfamiliar - even for 

parents who did a spectacular job during the first 12 years. This 

article and checklist is my gift to you, to help you increase 

your understanding of the difference and begin to develop 

that new and important skill set.
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The main difference between your child’s 

first 12 years and the second is that during 

years 1-12, you are the one responsible for 

your child’s safety and wellbeing. During 

years 13-24, that responsibility is gradually 

shifting over to them.

What you did naturally in the first 12, 

and are a rockstar at, may no longer be 

effective or appropriate. What you really 

need to do instead is not obvious! And if 

you are like most parents, including me 

when my sons were that age, switching to a 

different approach is like breaking an old 

habit: it takes knowledge, intention, focus, 

effort, patience and love. And it’s so worth 

it!

Along with that basic difference, if you’ve 

been dealing with any additional challenges 

such as learning disabilities or ADHD, you’ll 

have the basic challenges I’ve described,

plus added complexity.
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I’m going to assume you’ve been a child-oriented parent, 

meaning you make being with your children and doing things 

for them your priority. You’ve raised your children well, and 

you’ve provided them things and experiences that are good for 

them. There’s been a lot of love, fun and support - and there’s 

no substitute for that! You’ve likely helped them build good 

routines and habits - such as having regular times to do 

homework, clean their rooms, maintain personal hygiene and 

do regular chores - and they’ve developed personal interests in 

areas such as sports, music and art. This has provided them 

with a sense of their own competence and a healthy self-

identity. And I’m sure you’ve worked hard to limit screen time, 

so that they engage with each other and with you, and they 

enjoy being in the real world, not just the virtual world. 

All this is fantastic. By doing this, you’ve been doing an amazing 

job. I’m sure none of it has gone easily or perfectly. Maybe one 

or more of your children has some kind of special need such as 

ADHD, sensory integration issues, or is on the autism spectrum, 

LET’S START BY ESTABLISHING THAT FIRST 
12 YEARS FOUNDATION:
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and you’ve worked hard to get 

them the resources they need to 

continue to learn and grow. Plus 

you’ve stayed focused on your 

values of love, fun and support.  

During these first 12 years of being 

a family, your children rely on you 

to support them and help them 

develop their sense of identity. Yes, 

they have friends, but mostly they 

spend time with siblings, extended 

family, classmates, and other kids 

who share activities they 

participate in, and this forms the 

foundation for what comes next.

Having done the first 12 years 

well is a great set-up for the 

second 12 years. Now, your goals 

and functions will be 

fundamentally different. 

MOST 
SIGNIFICANTLY, 
YOUR KID’S 
SENSE OF 
WELLNESS 
COMES FROM 
THE FAMILY.
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Physical and
Emotional Safety

A Strong and Healthy 
Attachment to Parents

Basic Social Emotional 
Skill Development

Self-esteem and the 
Confidence They Can 

Succeed and Learn

Personal Interests and 
the Development of a

Positive Identity.

MAJOR GOALS
THE

OF THE FIRST 12 YEARS  
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The second 12 years revolve 

around one main goal -

independence, which is 

your son or daughter’s 

ability to independently 

manage their lives. 

By age 24, your young adult 

will have matured physically 

and neurologically and should 

be able to pursue their future, 

independently of your 

parental support. But make 

no mistake about it, this 

journey from family 

dependence to self-reliance is 

one heck of a journey. If 

you’re not prepared for it as 

parents, you’ll be reacting to 

issues and problems, rather 

than anticipating them and 

addressing them proactively.

The prepared family, which is 

what I want you to be, will 

address issues and problems 

as learning opportunities, 

taking each situation in stride.
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Physical and hormonal maturation will change 
how your son or daughter looks and feels, especially 
with respect to their sexuality.

Neurological development is fundamentally 
different from childhood and adulthood. A major 
difference is in the increased dopamine release. This 
causes a natural desire for increased excitement. It 
can lead to impulsive and risk-taking behavior. 
Neural development during adolescence is key to 
acquiring and retaining executive functioning skills 
critical to long-term happiness and success. 

Social development is very different from 
childhood. In adolescence, kids are choosing and 
creating their own friends and friend groups instead 
of socializing in situations that their parents or 
teachers have created for them. This is hard on most 
kids, as they can feel vulnerable and compare 
themselves, often unfavorably, to others and to 
idealized versions of other teens. 

Youth peer group behavior will influence a 
youth’s behavior as much or more than family 
standards and expectations. 

DIFFERENCES
HERE ARE SOME OF THE MAJOR

THAT AFFECT THE SECOND 12 YEARS:
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Family love and support is still vital, and may 

always be, but there is a shift away from 

the family and towards their peers.

Your teen’s journey towards independence 

can be thought of as a gradual handing off 

of responsibilities from parents to teen. As 

your kid develops their independent ability 

to manage responsibilities, they’ll get to 

enjoy the privileges that go along with that 

capability. 

For instance, when your teenager was 

younger, you may have had them do 

homework during the hour before dinner. 

That worked best for you because you could 

oversee it, answer questions and know that 

they were getting it done. 

NOW, AS YOUR CHILD ENTERS 
THE SECOND 12 YEARS, MUCH 
OF HIS OR HER SENSE OF 
WELLNESS COMES FROM PEERS.
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Now, as a middle schooler, your young teen cares about her 

schoolwork and reliably completes it and does a good job. 

Thus, she earns the privilege of choosing when she’ll do her 

homework. As her parent, you relinquish responsibility for 

overseeing it.  Make sense? 

Teenagers grow and mature in different areas at different 

rates. The teenager who responsibly manages her homework 

might take a while to build her social skills, while another teen 

who shows good social leadership might still need parental 

structure to stay organized and manage her school 

responsibilities.
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#1FOCUS ON 
STRENGTHS

Your teenager is a unique individual so don’t get freaked out by 

their underdeveloped areas. Stay focused on their strengths 

and give support where they still need it.
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ADVICE
SHORT LIST OF

FOR YOU



#2KEEP THE 
MESSAGE CLEAR

Here’s an example of a healthy message to use with your teen: 

“As you demonstrate the ability to manage a responsibility, 

you’ll earn the privileges that go along with it.” For instance, 

let’s say your 15 year old wants to go out with some friends to 

an outdoor party with a live band. He says, “everyone is going”.  

You’re reluctant but agree with an understanding of a specific 

curfew and a no drugs no alcohol policy. If he manages that 

well, keeps curfew and doesn’t use drugs or alcohol, he is 

earning the privilege of doing unsupervised social activities 

more often because he is showing you that he has developed 

the maturity to do that. If he doesn’t make curfew, doesn’t 

respond to your texts and you suspect he may have been 

smoking marijuana, then he’s demonstrated that he isn’t ready 

yet for unsupervised social activities. It isn’t punishment, it’s 

love. It’s acknowledging that he simply isn’t ready yet, and you 

aren’t setting him up to fail. 
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#3REQUIRE A 
HEALTHY ATTITUDE.

Teenagers make mistakes, just like you and I. Given that they 

are on a steep learning curve, we want to respond to their 

mistakes in a way that supports learning and growing: positive 

upward movement on that learning curve. If your young 

person’s attitude demonstrates respect for and accountability 

to parents, then when a problem behavior occurs, having a 

serious conversation maybe involving a consequence, with an 

understanding of how the mistake will be avoided in the future, 

will suffice to resolve an issue. If your youth’s attitude 

demonstrates resentment of parental authority, or if they don’t 

take responsibility, and they’re not available for a productive 

conversation, it’s an indication that they are likely to be stuck 

and not moving up the learning curve. When a teenager’s 

attitude is negative, no issue will be successfully resolved. 

An attitude change, from entitled and unaccountable to 

grateful and accountable, would be required. An attitude of 

entitlement and lack of accountability are strong indicators that 

a parent-teen Control Battle is present. 
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#4AVOID CONTROL 
BATTLES

Control Battles interfere with youth learning and growing. They 

occur when parents and teens develop a pattern in their 

relationship where the parent is chronically trying to get their 

teenager to manage a responsibility or change a behavior and 

the teenager is constantly working to resist their parent’s 

efforts. Control Battles negatively impact the whole family 

and they lead to parental burnout. When parents recognize 

a developing Control Battle early, they can pivot and change 

their approach. You’ll recognize a Control Battle when you find 

yourself chronically upset over your teen’s repeating problem 

behaviors and attitude.
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Tone conveys as much or more than words. When we express 

frustration, it’s likely to be experienced as anger and may be 

interpreted by your youth that you are against them. They can use that 

to justify non-cooperation.

Reclaim your vision of your teenager as a wonderful talented individual. 

Take time to write it down. Include all the specifics that makes your kid special 

in general, and special to you. Have faith in that understanding of your youth 

and communicate it often, especially when they’ve done something wrong. 

For instance, your teenager calls her younger sister a hurtful name. You might 

respond with, (Name), you are a smart, thoughtful, caring person and that 

behavior is beneath you - you’re much better than that. 

POSITIVE TONE

HEALTHY VISION
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HERE ARE 3 STRATEGIES TO PIVOT OUT OF 
A CONTROL BATTLE:

Privileges come with mastery of responsibilities and an attitude towards 

parents that is cooperative, respectful and accountable. If parents offer 

privileges when these elements are not in place, they encourage an attitude 

of entitlement and create or maintain Control Battles. 

EARNED PRIVILEGES



#5KEEP YOUR EYE 
ON THE PRIZE

Think big picture, long-term. Your goal is to support learning 

and growing towards independence and emancipation. 

Dealing with any specific issue should be done with that in 

mind. It doesn’t matter what the issue is; substance use or 

abuse, falling behind at school, going on disapproved websites, 

sexually inappropriate behavior, even getting arrested. Clearly, 

you’re not going to be happy about it, but now take a deep 

breath, take your time, and respond in a way that will help your 

adolescent learn and grow. 
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#6ENJOY AND EMBRACE 
THE TEEN YEARS

Don’t forget to enjoy your teenager and their teen years, 

embrace them. Get to know their friends and when possible, 

include them in your family life. Engage and support their areas 

of interest. Teenagers are imaginative, caring, and capable 

people. Respect your teenager’s opinions, and include them in 

planning family activities.
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#7GET THE HELP AND 
SUPPORT YOU NEED

None of this is easy and your situation may be challenging in 

its own unique way. Parents from as far away as New Zealand 

and all around the world have told me that my book, Ending 

The Parent-Teen Control Battle gave them a renewed and 

healthy approach to successfully addressing serious challenges 

with their teenager. Even if your teenager is in therapy, my 

book can provide vital support that you need and deserve. 

The right therapist can make all the difference.  When needed, 

find a therapist with a proven reputation for helping clients get 

the results they need. I can be available by video conferencing 

as well. 
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YOU AND YOUR TEENAGER 
DESERVE YOUR UNDERSTANDING 
AND COMPASSION. YOU BOTH 
NEED IT, YOU BOTH DESERVE IT, 
AND YOU’RE BOTH WORTH IT. 
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PODCAST
HEALTHY FAMILY CONNECTIONS
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https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/healthy-family-connections/id1174006903


ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN 
CONTROL BATTLE

"An exhilarating read for anyone 

who lives or works with teens. No 

book on parenting teens has felt so 

fresh and filled with so much hard-

won wisdom from decades in the 

consulting room as Ending the 

Parent-Teen Control Battle. 

Brown’s book is a gift to every 

parent of a teen."

— Lara Honos-Webb, PhD author 

of The ADHD Workbook for Teens

Ending The Parent-Teen Control Battle discloses what family therapists 

actually know, and think about, when helping struggling families. This 

perspective, now available in step by step form for parents to use in their 

families, is more than mere advice — it’s a paradigm shift. Written in clear, 

concise language with actionable tools, this book guides parents to shift 

out of the Control Battle, end parental burnout, and reclaim a healthy 

relationship with their teenager.
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AUDIO BOOK AVAILABLE AT AUDIBLE AND AMAZON KINDLE

https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781626254244
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