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INTRODUCTION 

How Your Teen Can Grow a Smarter Brain explains clearly what has to happen 
for the prefrontal cortex (PFC), the “smart” part of your brain, to develop the 
foundation for executive function and critical thinking skills. 

The purpose of this guide is to give a young person some brief insights about how 
this process works. 
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The Top 15 Things You Need To Know  
About Teen Brain Development 

 

1. ADOLESCENCE—TIME TO GROW YOUR PFC 

Several brain development changes happen during adolescence, but the most 
consequential—by far—is what’s happening in the prefrontal cortex (PFC). 

2. INTELLECTUAL BRAINPOWER 

The purpose of the PFC is to coordinate executive function and critical thinking 
skills. Here are a few of these skills: focus, self-management, judgment, decision-
making, planning, and organizing. Building these important skills makes a huge 
difference during the teen years, and they are essential to success in adult life and 
work. 

3. STARTING NOW, YOU CAN TAKE LUCK OUT OF THE EQUATION 

While growing up, your teen can deliberately become smarter by consciously 
wiring their PFC for these skills. But it won’t just happen because they’re growing 
up. They’ll have to make an effort. 

4. NO SPECIAL “BRAIN-BUILDING” EXERCISES 

The key is simple. Do a lot more thinking during adolescence. Get involved in the 
kind of academic subjects, extracurricular activities, and games that exercise the 
PFC. 
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5. THE WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY OPENS, AND THEN IT CLOSES 

The PFC is the last part of your brain to undergo basic development. The process 
lasts through adolescence, beginning with “blossoming” at puberty and ending 
when “pruning” is done. This is your only chance to develop a foundation for 
brainpower. However, the results will vary widely, depending on how many skill 
circuits were actually constructed. 

6. BLOSSOMING 

“Blossoming”—the over-production of millions of connector fibers in the PFC—
happens at the beginning of puberty. The purpose of having many times more 
potential connections than will ever be needed is to make sure enough are 
available for wiring all the thinking skills. This sudden crowding of so many 
unconnected fibers is what causes foggy thinking during early adolescence. 

7. PRUNING 

“Pruning” is the gradual elimination of unused brain cells and connections. 
Eventually, the PFC will be clear of all unused connections, thereby increasing the 
efficiency of newly established thinking skill circuits. 

8. INSULATION 

As new circuits establish, myelin forms around the cells of these circuits. This 
insulation further increases the efficiency and speed of transmission. With this 
insulation, a thinking skill becomes an automatic habit. 

9. FOUNDATION SKILLS FIRST 

During a lifetime, you can develop an impressive array of applied thinking skills. 
But basic thinking skills must be established first. The time window for 
constructing this foundation is adolescence, after which all unused connections 
will have been pruned away. 
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10. YOU GOTTA DO THE REPS 

Like building any skill, you have to repeat it many times before it becomes 
comfortable and automatic. This is “the work”—using thinking skills over and over 
until the circuits are wired. 

11. NO ONE CAN DO THE WORK FOR YOU 

This is true of all skill-building in life. No parent, no teacher—no one—can 
exercise your PFC for you. No one can make you learn. And once you learn a skill, 
no one can take it from you. 

12. ADULTS CAN SUPPORT  

Caring parents, teachers, counselors, pastors and other adult mentors can 
encourage you by getting you to think for yourself, giving information, supporting 
your activities, and helping protect your growing PFC from substances and 
excessive screen exposure. 

13. EARN EVERYTHING 

Because the size of your foundation of thinking skills in adulthood depends on 
your work during adolescence, the end result varies widely from person to 
person. Some teens will have exercised repeatedly many basic thinking skills 
before pruning is done. Others will have done less work, and as adults, their 
foundations will be smaller.  

 

14. NO DO-OVERS 

By the end of adolescence, the foundation for critical thinking is set—
permanently. Once pruning has eliminated all unused connector fibers, no more 
basic construction is possible.  



5 

 

Copyright © 2018, Performance Support Systems, Inc. Sharing authorized for educational purposes only. 
https://SmarterTeenBrain.com 

 

15. MORE LEARNING IS POSSIBLE THROUGHOUT LIFE 

However, adults can continue developing thinking skills after adolescence. But 
this learning has to involve the existing foundation. If the foundation of basic 
thinking skills is minimal, learning will be difficult and limited. 

 

Next, in Part Two, you’ll find a summary of the most effective ways to build 
maximum brainpower. 
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The Top 5 Things You Can Do to Maximize 
The Development of Intellectual Capacity 

 

1. LEARN WHAT’S GOING ON IN YOUR BRAIN 

Something wonderful is happening in your developing PFC—the once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to build powerful thinking skills. To influence the outcome, you need 
to know what’s going on and what you can do to achieve the best result. The best 
way to learn this is to read the book, How Your Teen Can Grow a Smarter Brain. 

 

2. BE INQUISITIVE 

Ask how and why—about everything. Seek to understand. Don’t be satisfied with 
just knowing the facts.  

 

3. GET INVOLVED IN THINGS THAT MAKE YOU THINK 

Choose courses and get involved in activities that exercise your PFC. Working hard 
in practically any course will help, but some courses are especially effective for 
exercising critical thinking skills. Strategy games—like chess—are great, too.  

 

4. SAY NO TO ALCOHOL AND DRUGS 

It’s well known that alcohol and drugs can disrupt normal brain development. This 
is true for the brain of an unborn child, and it’s true for the still-developing 
adolescent PFC. This is why the impact of substances on the adult brain is 
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different from their impact on the adolescent brain. In addition to health issues 
and addiction, the way these substances can retard normal brain development is 
the equivalent of permanent brain damage.  

 

5. MINIMIZE SCREEN EXPOSURE 

All the cool new screen-based technologies have many uses and benefits. But like 
substances, overuse can lead to addiction and can alter brain chemistry to disrupt 
PFC development. Violent shooter games are the most dangerous. The key to 
enjoying the benefits of screen technology while avoiding the downsides is 
moderation. Even better: Real in-person friendships, experiences, and games beat 
virtual ones every time. 

 

I hope this brief ebook has been a helpful summary of the big ideas in my book, 
How Your Teen Can Grow a Smarter Brain.  

While I wrote the book to be passed on to young people, it also explains how 
adults can support and encourage teens’ efforts. 

You can find the book on Amazon.com, and you can learn more about it on the 
website, https://smarterteenbrain.com. 
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Dr. Denny Coates is a parenting thought 
leader who writes about adolescent brain 
development for parents and adults who 
work with youth. His focus is to provide 
science-based insights to help adults guide 
young people to develop their prefrontal 
cortex for executive/critical thinking skills in 
order to avoid the pitfalls of growing up and 
achieve optimum intellectual capacity for 
adult life. As CEO of Performance Support 
Systems, Inc., Dr. Coates has created award-
winning brain-based programs and 
resources for parents, leaders and teams for 
over 30 years.  

A graduate of West Point (1967), he retired from the U.S. Army as a lieutenant 
colonel (1987). He earned his Ph.D. from Duke University (1977) and served on 
the faculties of the United States Military Academy, the Armed Forces Staff 
College, the College of William and Mary, Thomas Nelson Community College, and 
the Center for Creative Leadership.  

Dr. Coates is the creator of several online coaching and reinforcement programs 
for building communication skills and personal strengths: 

 Strong for Parenting – for parents 

 Strong for Families – for family therapists, school counselors and other 
helping professionals 

 Strong for Life– for teenagers 

 Strong for Performance – for adults in the workplace 

 20/20 Insight Gold – online individual, team and organization 
performance feedback surveys 

He is also the author of: 
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 How Your Teen Can Grow a Smarter Brain 

 Conversations with the Wise Aunt – for middle school girls 

 Conversations with the Wise Uncle – for middle school boys 
 The Sacred Purpose – for administrators of youth sports programs 

Book website: https://smarterteenbrain.com 

Facebook author fan page: https://www.facebook.com/drdennycoates/ 

Blog: https://DrDennyCoates.com 

LinkedIn: Dr. Denny Coates 

Twitter: @DrDennyCoates 


