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PREFACE





The majority of this book was written during my last year teaching in the classroom. I was balancing teaching English four days a week with looking after my two small boys.


In an attempt to maintain sanity and professional engagement when experiencing sleepless nights with a toddler and a newborn, I gave myself a pedagogical focus: what can I do to improve the way I communicate with young people? What impact will focusing carefully on my own talk and behaviour in the classroom have on honing relationships and the quality of learning in my classroom?


I wanted to examine this through the lens of five areas: understanding teenagers; using non-verbal communication effectively; being proactive in managing behaviour; improving classroom discussion; and motivating teenagers.


A book that is entitled Talking to Teenagers also had to include the voice of those who matter the most in this dialogue: teenagers themselves. I surveyed hundreds of teenagers from across the UK for this book, and interviewed a wide number of teenagers to get their views on classroom practice. That subjective experience was also combined with reading a wide range of research, and discussions with experts on the teenage brain and communication (both through informal interviews and interviews for my podcast: Beyond Survival: The New Teacher Podcast).


I have now left the classroom and started a new teacher training course for English teachers at Edinburgh Napier University. I have spent the first six months in that role reflecting on and honing the contents of this book. This, therefore, will be the last book I write at the ‘chalkface’: that is, writing alongside teaching a full timetable in a secondary school. I have loved going through this process of combining teaching and writing. It has deeply impacted my own classroom practice – and has hopefully in turn supported other teachers in their own work.


My initial work with new teachers has further reinforced how much teaching is a performance- and communication-based profession. New teachers need to be very clearly guided on what they say, how they say it, and how to consider the intended audience. It is also why there is a significant focus on language related to behaviour in this book – for without the capacity to manage a classroom, the reality is that learning does not happen.


The profound complexity of language use in the classroom, however, means that this exploration isn’t just for new teachers. Teachers at all stages of their careers can benefit from refining and reflecting on their communication in the classroom. It is through communication, after all, that all relationships are built and all learning takes place. That simple understanding, for me, marks out the best teachers I have seen – they think deeply about what they say and how it impacts the individuals in front of them.


A note on the pronoun ‘we’. As most of this book was written while I was a practising secondary school teacher, I have written in the first-person teacher voice.


I wrestled with changing that – given the fact that I am no longer in the secondary classroom on a full-time basis – and having a more dispassionate authorial voice, but I feel the book represents me writing as a classroom teacher. It also reflects my belief that I will always be a teacher, in whatever form that takes, and my profound commitment to devoting the rest of my working life to supporting the development of teachers and leaders at all stages of their careers.


I hope the contents of this book can provide some contribution to that aim.






















INTRODUCTION







‘How a teacher speaks to me is really important. I know if they are interested in me and care about how I learn.’


Sarah, 16, Newcastle





Teaching is communication. How we speak, how we act, and how we express ourselves in the classroom is absolutely vital. It can be the difference between building positive relationships and inspiring a deep love of learning, and a complete breakdown in how our classrooms and learning function. What we say as teachers deeply matters.


If anything, the elevated demands on our interpersonal skills can be one of the most exhausting parts of working in a school. We are listened to intently (ideally!) throughout the day – and we are under a significant degree of scrutiny from those in front of us. It is no exaggeration to say that under that microscope, everything we do is communication.


There are few other professions in which the levels and range of communications we are expected to have equal this intensity. The need to be clear, to be precise, and to be memorable is vital. Teaching is also a performance profession, one that requires us to script out our interactions, to prepare, to rehearse and to practise.


We are – to embrace a cliché – actors who are on stage all day, every day. We, however, have no lines to fall back on – we only have our toolbox of verbal and non-verbal skills. Our success in the classroom lies in our capacity to skilfully judge a moment and use our communication skills to their best effect. Not only do we have to communicate to ensure learning, but we also have to do so in order to build effective relationships – the two are synonymous in the classroom: without either one, there will be no learning.


The fact that in the secondary school context there is a strangely segmented environment, with lessons changing as rapidly as every 45 minutes, means that communication is given not only an added complexity, but also an added urgency. We don’t have the luxury of time to make how we talk have more impact – we have to package it all neatly in an attempt to secure learning in the time allocated.


It is often that ability to communicate effectively that can mark us out as memorable teachers – the teachers that have an impact on others, as Willingham states in Why Don’t Students Like School?:




‘Ask ten people you know ‘Who was the most important teacher in your life?’. I’ve asked dozens of people this question and have noticed two interesting things. First, most people have a ready answer. Second, the reason that one teacher made a strong impression is almost always emotional. The reasons are never things like “she taught me a lot of math.” People say things like “she made me believe in myself” or “she taught me to love knowledge.”’





How do we generate that emotional response? Through what humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers would define as our ‘way of being’, which very simply is an expression of how we communicate.




Interpersonal skills


I have been fortunate to work in schools with brilliant teachers and leaders across the UK: from central London, to coastal schools in the North-East of England, to schools in Scotland.


The very best educators are not homogenous but they all share one commonality: they are superb communicators with outstanding interpersonal skills. They connect with people on an individual basis, they can diffuse conflicts quickly and they are superb listeners.


Part of the mission of this book is to try to discover their secrets; to slowly grow and develop in our own communication so that we can forge similarly transformative relationships with teenagers in classrooms.








The time conundrum


Despite this endless classroom dialogue, there never seems to be enough time for us teachers to really consider how we speak and what impact it can have on the young people in front of us. The reality is that this aspect of teacher reflection is vitally important: how do we know if our communication is effective? It does not, after all, exist in a vacuum. It is about how it is received by those in front of us. As I write this book, to consider an example, I am reflecting carefully on the intended audience – teachers of teenagers – and thus adapting my writing as it progresses. That consideration will be, hopefully, what enables me to find some clarity and impact in my words.


Classroom teachers’ lives are dictated by school bells – by communication that exists on autopilot. By the nature of our jobs, our communication is often mindless, rather than reflective, considered and impactful. The aim of this book is to change that, and to give busy teachers the space to pause and break down all the layers of teacher communication, and to consider how we refine those skills in order to use them to achieve their full potential. In doing so, its intention is to leave readers with a range of strategies that will drive forward relationships, learning and our impact in the classroom.


With short reflective pieces on each particular area of communication, this book aims to be a practical one that teachers can come back to again and again.







Language


As an English teacher, I place huge value on the power and impact of both the spoken and written word. I am keenly aware of just how much influence it can have in the public arena. Recent political developments across the world mark this out with complete clarity. I am also the father of two small children, and recognise how much we influence them as communicators as they begin their own adventures with building language.


Teaching is one of the few professions that, if we found ourselves transported back 100 years, we would find the scenario comfortingly familiar. There would be a teacher communicating with young people, there would be dialogue – there would be an atmosphere of thinking.


Communication involves the transference between an individual and a receiver. Another reason why secondary teaching is challenging is the nature of the audience: the oft demonised teenager. What better place to start than to devote some time to reflecting on our adolescent audiences. Who are they? What preconceptions do they bring? Why do some of them strongly dislike school?
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PART ONE


UNDERSTAND THE COMPLEXITY OF THE TEENAGE AUDIENCE







‘I would there were no age between ten and three-and-twenty, or that youth would sleep out the rest; for there is nothing in the between but getting wenches with child, wronging the ancientry, stealing, fighting.’


William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale



























TEEN TALK







What do you think are the hardest things about being a teenager?


‘Coping up with the sudden pressure and responsibilities that arrive when you become a teenager.’


‘The pressure from school, and other teenagers around us.’


‘Adults expecting us to act like adults yet treating us like children – double standards.’


‘Lack of understanding from (what feels like) everyone around you.’


‘The behaviour of others: unlike others, I do not wear designer clothes, or go out only to do silly things (such as throw rocks at buses), play sports, etc. It’s so annoying reading about people calling us teens idiots despite the fact there are some good ones out there! Really not a fan of the toxicity among a lot of teens too, especially those who use Snapchat and may bully people on there or take photographs without prior permission.’


‘All the pressures such as pressure to become someone you’re not in order to fit in at school and in society.’


‘I think nobody takes you seriously.’


‘People not understanding or listening or accepting your choices.’


‘Making life decisions that could make a big impact on my future.’


‘Being able to be good at it all. You need to learn that it’s not possible to be great at everything and every test.’


‘Separating own opinions and sense of self from that of friends.’


‘One of the most challenging things about being a teenager is taking in/remembering information like how to answer exam-style questions or difficult tasks.’


‘When you begin to realise that you are growing up and maturing, when you notice that the world around you soon won’t just let someone hold your hand through everything that you do. Without knowing, without truly understanding the world, we are about to be shoved into it. That’s terrifying, but everyone does it.’


‘The overarching feeling of dread that looms over one’s head. Where will I be in the future? When will I die? What if I don’t make it? What is everything, why is everything? Just, what?’


‘Dealing with your mental health and having no one listen to you. All while having to do homework or extracurriculars. Not being able to talk freely.’


‘It depends on what you’re going through. For me it is communicating when I need help – I seem to be incapable of doing so sometimes. It isn’t just a puberty thing, it’s been that way my whole life, but being a teenager doesn’t help, because people assume that you can deal with your issues on your own.’


‘The most challenging thing about being a teenager is juggling responsibilities like school, as well as distractions like video games, while also trying to learn about yourself and figure out what type of person you are.’


‘Low self-esteem, comparing yourself with others.’


‘After maturing from being an irresponsible annoying child you’re forced into high school and have to figure out everything about yourself. I think the hardest thing about being a teenager is trying to find who you are, your interests, your sexuality, your gender identity. Then on top of that it feels like you only have a short amount of time to do so before you have to sell yourself, convincing universities that you’re interesting, developed and worth their time. It’s so much pressure for a teenager like me who just wants to read books and tell dumb jokes, not think about my entire future.’


‘The fact that your parents always expect you to be the best or more mature because you are a teenager. You are expected to clean the house, help with the kids, be mature and just have your entire childhood taken away just because you reached a certain age.’


‘I think the most challenging thing about being a teenager is the pressure. The pressure to be a certain type of person from family and teachers, the pressure to consistently achieve, the peer pressure from friends to explore new avenues, and most of all, the pressure from within to conform and to live up to these expectations.’


‘Your teenage years are a time for self-discovery, but it is difficult to do when you have different expectations and pressures suffocating you.’


‘Hormones and acne!’


‘The things that you are thinking about, and what you want to be, are not same as your dad or mum.’


‘The confusion of figuring out who you are, where you stand and what you want. In education the idea of having set goals and plans post-16 is drilled into us. However, many of us don’t actually know what we want… Teenagers are faced with life-changing decisions and moments all throughout secondary school and post-16 education, and ultimately, life is about more than working, and unfortunately this is not being spoken about in schools and this has created, in my opinion, a toxic environment where teenagers feel pressured to commit and make their mind up about the rest of their life, the moment they turn 13.’


‘A constant feeling of being overwhelmed, but also really wanting to fit in.’


‘Constant stress over falling out with your friends, particularly on social media.’


‘No one really knows what you’re thinking and they just assume things about how you are feeling, or what you want to do.’


‘Being a teenager made me realise that life is not as simple as I thought. When I was a kid, it was much less complicated and pressurised. Another problem is that when I have exams, I am worried about being judged by others, so I can’t focus. When the exams eventually come, I am frustrated that I don’t get the mark that I want because of not being able to focus.’



























ON THE OUTSIDE







‘I’m on the outside, I’m looking in


I can see through you, see your true colours


‘Cause inside you’re ugly, you’re ugly like me


I can see through you, see to the real you.’


Staind, ‘Outside’





I was a music obsessive as a child (and I still very much am). I now consider most of my young taste to have been acceptable, even ‘cool’ – and I am now working hard to persuade my own children to appreciate some of my finer band choices. When my four-year-old asked in the car the other day, ‘Daddy, please can we listen to Oasis’, I felt a fatherly pride that had never before been matched.


From the ages of around 13 to 16, however, I went through a rather dark obsession with angry and loud metal music. The delightfully named, and quoted above, Staind were one of my favourites (alongside similarly quaint names like Slipknot, System of a Down, Deftones and many others). Long hair, long hoodies and a long grunting attitude to most aspects of life quickly followed.


As we shall see is a ubiquitous feature of teenage behaviour, the principal reason for my descent into the darkness of metal music was peer norms. All my friends and most of my year group (certainly the ‘cool’ teenagers) had become obsessed with metal music.


Despite this strong societal pull to ‘fit in’, I often did feel that I was ‘on the outside’, though it is a stretch to imply that I defined myself as a ‘stain’ as a teenager, since I was a shy and probably fairly sensitive chap (not that I would admit it at the time). If social media had been around, goodness knows what sort of overly emotive, self-absorbed stuff I would have put out into the world.


I also certainly felt the tug of both the societal and parental ‘pressure’ and the overwhelming sense of confusion that is clear in the teenagers’ responses that open this chapter. I am not alone in that descent into a tendency towards self-absorption that marks the teenage years. This letter printed in The Guardian (Hall, 2013) is a particularly good, and funny, example of the centrality of this particular teenager’s experience over anything else:




‘There’s nothing like teenage diaries for putting momentous historical events in perspective (Banalities and bathos, 31 December). This is my entry for 20 July 1969. “I went to arts centre (by myself!) in yellow cords and blouse. Ian was there but he didn’t speak to me. Got a rhyme put in my handbag from someone who’s apparently got a crush on me. It’s Nicholas, I think. UGH. Man landed on moon.” Dinah Hall, Lustleigh, Devon.’







Challenges


Of course, not all teenagers manifest such comic levels of narcissism or indeed obvious degrees of insecurity.


To argue that teenagers are homogenous would be to do them a great disservice – and cause any teacher to snort with knowing derision. Spend a lesson with any group of teenagers and you will see that they are as diverse as any groups of adults: the extroverts, the introverts, the hard-working, the lazy, the polite, the rude – the list of opposites is as endless as it is rich.


This process of reflection on your own experience as a teenager is important in fostering empathy for just how challenging it is for the individuals who grace our classrooms every day. The next fuel for empathy, which we will shortly explore, is delving into some of the fascinating research about how the teenage brain functions. After all, we cannot communicate effectively with any audience unless we endeavour to understand and appreciate them and their context.


Dr John Coleman, the author of many books on teenagers and whom I interviewed in preparation for this book, captures the intense scope of this period of development in his essay ‘Why I Study Adolescence’ (Coleman, 2022).




‘From child to adult, the adolescent period represents one of the greatest psychological transitions we experience.’





Given the fact that we spent all day in their company, having some sense of practical understanding of this profound scope of change will help us to communicate with them more effectively.







When does adolescence begin?


To answer this, let’s return to Dr Coleman (2011) in his seminal work The Nature of Adolescence.




‘What exactly is adolescence? For many people this stage of life is a puzzle. To begin with it is far from clear when the stage starts, and when it ends. Where do the boundaries of adolescence lie? Does it start at puberty and end at age 20? Is this too simplistic? For some, the age of 13 is a good starting point, yet what might be understood as adolescent behaviour can be seen at an earlier age, and today many believe that young adults who still live at home in their early twenties are to all intents and purposes adolescents.’





Regardless of the boundaries of adolescence, one commonality of teenagers during this period is a desire to create an authentic sense of self. In the fascinating Inventing Ourselves: The Secret Life of the Teenage Brain, Sarah-Jayne Blakemore captures this particularly well:




‘During adolescence, your sense of who you are – your moral and political beliefs, your music and fashion tastes, what social group you associate with – undergoes profound change. During adolescence, we are inventing ourselves.’










Our audience


Those individuals going through such significant change are present in our classrooms every day: they are our audience. While the purpose of this section of the book is not to add fuel to the relentless negativity that surrounds teenagers, it will give some reasons (note, not excuses) as to why some teenagers can find it challenging to be in our classrooms.


The rationale for starting this book with an exploration of teenagers is very simple: our capacity to understand the experience and inner lives of teenagers is profoundly influential in determining whether or not they learn anything in our company.


It might sound trite, but the words of empathetic wisdom that Atticus passes on to his young daughter Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird should be reflected on by anyone who spends their working day in the company of teenagers:




‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view… until you climb in his skin and walk around in it.’





What we shall see in the next chapter, however, is that teenagers are often unfairly maligned and criticised by society – not the recipients of as much understanding and compassion as we might hope.

























NEGATIVITY





If we surveyed 100 adults on their perceptions of teenagers, what would we discover? While it would be unfair to suggest there would be universal disapproval, we only need to glance at how the media often demonises teenagers; or observe people crossing the road to avoid groups of teenagers; or eaves drop on parents of teenagers expressing their frustration, to question if the survey observations would be entirely positive.


There is nothing new in this. We can go all the way back to Socrates, somewhere around 469 BC, to understand that young people have always vilified.




‘Children; they have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of exercise. They no longer rise when elders enter the room, they contradict their parents and tyrannize their teachers. Children are now tyrants.’





‘Tyrannize their teachers’ is an expression that I am sure sounds familiar, an accusation that teenagers are often tarred with. Such harsh views are expressed even more succinctly by the French writer Anaïs Nin: ‘Adolescence is like a cactus.’ (Anaïs Nin, Solar Barque, 1958.) The implications of this are clear: spiky, painful and not particularly attractive!


These cultural stereotypes can reinforce the view that teenagers have of themselves as outsiders – and can be a self-fulfilling prophecy that adds fuel to teenagers behaving in challenging ways. Glancing at the pages of one of the most famous of teenage diary writers, Anne Frank, we can see plenty of evidence of this:




‘If I talk everyone thinks I am showing off, when I am silent they think I am ridiculous: rude if I answer back, sly if I get an idea, lazy if I’m tired, selfish if I eat a mouthful more than I should, stupid, cowardly, crafty etc, etc, etc.’





If we consider how we feel as teachers when we are labelled with relentless negativity, it helps to give us some sense of how it must feel to be a teenager in the face of such hostility. Remember the headlines about ‘lazy teachers’ during the coronavirus pandemic?




Apathy towards school


That societal negativity could perhaps be one reason why lots of teenagers feel a sense of apathy towards school. Indeed, one of the most significant challenges we face with our teenage audience is that often it comes with a sense of frustration and dislike of school. Their lives are very much dictated by their experience of school: they spend more waking time in school than in any other context. There is no autonomy involved; they are forced to be in our company every day.


This is why striving to build an inclusive environment in which teenagers feel some sense of community and engagement with school is so vital: like all of us, they have a need to feel engaged and accepted in an environment they spend such a significant amount of time in.


Again, it is important to clarify this isn’t every teenager in the land – some teenagers absolutely thrive in the school environment. Later, we will also look in more detail at ways in which we can communicate to challenge some of that thinking. We are, after all, agents in this process: we can have a profound influence on how positively or negatively teenagers feel about our subjects and school in general. To illuminate this point further, just ask any adult who their favourite teacher was; the answer is often offered immediately, and it is fascinating to see how it often relates to a choice in further study or profession.


So where does that teenage apathy towards school generate from? Clearly there are peer relationships that influence it: it is never going to be particularly ‘cool’ to passionately declare your love of learning at all levels.


There is also the scale of competing attention that now exists for teenagers – social media, video games, etc. – all of which appeal to the extensive dopamine (reward hormone) that is floating around in the teenage brain, which means that we are facing an uphill battle in terms of immediacy.








The thinking struggle


In Why Don’t Students Like School?, cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham also makes it very clear how challenging the process of learning is for teenagers.




‘Contrary to popular belief, the brain is not designed for thinking. It’s designed to save you from having to think, because the brain is actually not very good at thinking. Thinking is slow and unreliable…’





He concludes this by suggesting ‘people … are not naturally good thinkers; unless the cognitive conditions are right, we will avoid thinking’.


Now, given the immense internal challenges that teenagers are experiencing, any attempt to secure cognitive conditions that will aid their learning becomes even more important. The reality is that teenagers’ extensive brain development means that often those ‘cognitive conditions’ are very challenging to secure.







A new narrative


Part of our classroom aims should be about challenging negativity towards teenagers: we should be striving to create new ‘stories’ about what teenagers are like, and the various qualities and accomplishments that they can – and do – contribute to our society.


This needs to be explicit: we need to make sure that we carefully plan how we give them marked opportunities to demonstrate their wonderful qualities. These opportunities can range from simple, everyday acts such as embracing laughter (this can play a vital role), to those that are more strategic, such as encouraging teenagers to take part in charity projects or connect with the wider environment.


Discussing the research into the teenage brain with teenagers can also be very beneficial, helping them to understand their behaviour and that of their peers. It can also help them to feel less ostracised to see that the teenage years are challenging for anyone who has to undertake them.


It is simple and easy to fall into complaining and berating teenagers – they can, after all, be infuriating – but our presence in the classroom will be so much more positive and compassionate if we try to avoid such lazy stereotyping. As a parent of two very young children, I know what superhuman patience it requires of me, and how the drive for my attempts at this often comes from the understanding that their brains and emotions are undergoing significant development. Not to be patronising to teenagers, but that sense of deep empathy, compassion and patience also needs to be at the core of how we interact with teenagers. It also allows us to move away from some of the unhelpful myths that surround adolescence development: that they are lazy, that they are immature and their hormones are just raging. None of these oversimplistic definitions will help us be better teachers for them – if anything, it will just leave them feeling even more misunderstood.


Luckily for us, there has been significant research in the past 20 years about the teenage brain, with some fascinating discoveries that provide some clarity on why teenagers behave in the ways that they do and that might just stop society being so quick to demonise them.

























THE TEENAGE BRAIN





In the contexts of our lessons, our teenage audience’s brains are, of course, remarkably important. We need them to demonstrate unnatural powers of concentration (do you attend six or seven mini-lecture-style events every day?), be receptive and engaged in dialogue and discussions, and then often to retain that information for stressful examination-style situations months later.


While that seems obvious, have we ever really invested careful reflection about what happens inside those brains we are investing such energy in? Without this attempt to understand the maturation and development of the teenagers that make up our classrooms, we are effectively working in the dark. Teaching is far too important to allow for guess work, which is why this chapter is vital in our discourse of how to improve communication with teenagers.




New insights


For a long time, society believed that teenagers behaved in the way they did merely because of what G. Stanley Hall, who coined the term adolescence, described in 1904 as ‘the storm and stress’ of this time. That ‘storm and stress’ was often attributed to hormones and external social factors.


As Sarah-Jayne Blakemore highlights in Inventing Ourselves: The Secret Life of the Teenage Brain, our understanding now has now changed profoundly:




‘Contrary to the received wisdom up to the late twentieth century, we now know that our brains are dynamic and constantly changing into adulthood, and the transformation they undergo in early life continues for far longer and has much bigger implications than was previously thought. Modern brain-scanning technology like magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) is ushering in a new era of understanding of the physiological mechanisms that underpin our sense of who we are, the sense of self that develops during adolescence.’





So what have MRI scans revealed about the teenage brain?







Difference


One thing we need to be conscious of is the fact that adult and teenage brains work in markedly different ways. During adolescence there is a huge amount of brain maturation going on, with the brain effectively going through a restructuring process. There is also a significant difference in terms of the plasticity elements of the brain, implying teenagers are better at changing, adapting and responding to the environment.


We wonderful rational adults (cough) think with our prefrontal cortex: the part of the brain that uses judgement and makes us aware of long-term consequences. Teens, on the other hand, process information with the amygdala, which is the part of the brain that deals with our emotions. Teens consequently feel much more than they think. Not wonderfully helpful for us as teachers when our role is to inspire thinking in them. Their prefrontal cortices are in a state of profound flux. We will explore the reason for this shortly.


Again, anyone who spends time in a classroom will be able to testify to this, but the connection in the teenage brain between the emotion and the decision-making centre is still developing. That is why, at times, their choices and behaviour can be remarkably challenging to understand. It also goes some way in explaining why there can be a perplexing contrast between moments of maturity and illogical and impulsive behaviour.


While clearly it can cause friction in our relationships with them, and explain some of the volatility we see in classroom settings, it is also challenging for teenagers. This activity in the brain can provide some justification for the mood swings and conflict we can at times see from teenagers.








Pruning


When I interviewed Dr John Coleman about the teenage brain, he had an excellent analogy for explaining the pruning process that occurs in teenagers’ brains, arguing it is the brain’s method for becoming a ‘leaner, fitter, fighting machine’. Fundamentally, the pruning process is what makes a teenager’s brain more efficient.


What effectively happens is that many unused connections that are part of a child’s brain are ‘pruned’ away in adolescence. Scientists call this process ‘synaptic pruning’, and argue that the brain decides which neural links to keep based on how frequently they are used.


The main change is that unused connections in the thinking and processing part of a child’s brain (called the grey matter) are ‘pruned’ away. At the same time, other connections are strengthened. This is the brain’s way of becoming more efficient, based on the ‘use it or lose it’ principle. That pruning process, however, can also influence teenage behaviour. Dan Siegel expands on this in Brainstorm:




‘When adolescent pruning occurs in the integrated circuitry between hippocampus, which is important in storing memories; the corpus callosum, which links the left and right hemispheres of the brain; in the prefrontal cortex, these change, and have a profound effect on our decision-making abilities, self-regulatory processes, attention, emotional regulation, thoughts, and behavior.’










Hormones


Hormones are frequently associated with teenagers – how often have we heard the term ‘raging hormones’ to seek to justify teenage behaviour? What has become clearer in recent developments in understanding teenage brain development, is that the tentative balance of hormones for teenagers also impacts the brain development. The impact of this is that emotional regulation can be much more challenging for teenagers.


When I interviewed Dr John Coleman, he spoke at length about the levels of the hormones serotonin and cortisol in teenagers. Excessive cortisol results in increased levels of anxiety, while serotonin seeks to moderate anxiety. A constant battle between the two can be another factor in contributing to behaviour that often seems irrational. Finally he highlighted the excessive dopamine:




‘Lastly it is important to mention dopamine. This is a hormone which is released when we get pleasure or enjoyment from an activity. The brain is particularly sensitive to dopamine during the teenage years, and some risky or thrill-seeking behaviours can be explained by increased dopamine activity at this time.’





Teenagers, of course, do engage in risky behaviour, particularly when encouraged to do so by their peers. This is embodied in the following anonymous quote:




‘It seems like people accept you more if you’re, like, a dangerous driver or something. If there is a line of cars going down the road and the other lane is clear and you pass eight cars at once, everybody likes that. … If my friends are with me in the car, or if there are a lot of people in the line, I would do it, but if I’m by myself and I didn’t know anybody, then I wouldn’t do it. That’s no fun.’ – Anonymous teenager, as quoted in The Culture of Adolescent Risk-Taking (Lightfoot, 1997, p. 10)





This is linked again to the reward system in teenagers – they are effectively being validated and rewarded for this type of behaviour by their peers. As Laurence Steinberg, a leading expert on adolescence, has argued, this might be because the area of the brain that processes reward is hypersensitive in adolescents, and the area that inhibits risky behaviour is not yet fully mature (Steinberg, 2012).







Expectations


Are our expectations of teenagers’ maturity levels and capacity to cope with life too high? That is the central argument of Frances E. Jensen, the author of The Teenage Brain, who suggests that our expectations of teenage behaviour are often disproportionate: ‘We expect a little bit more out of adolescents than we should, given where their brains are.’


These changes in the teenage brain are combined with a range of other areas of their lives that are markedly changing. The first is the remarkable voyage of self-discovery that a young person goes through while they grace the walls of a secondary school. As they go through this process, they are desperately trying to uncover more about themselves and their relationship with the world.



























SELF-DISCOVERY AND PUBERTY





Let us consider a student as they enter S1 or Year 7 in a school in Britain. They are at the age of 11 or 12: essentially, still a child. Anyone who has taught those induction lessons – or indeed the first few weeks with a new class at this age – as children experience the excitement of secondary school, understands this. These ‘children’ are, for the most part, delightfully uninhibited – full of the passion and verve for learning that marks out the walls of primary schools. To take a somewhat pessimistic view of their secondary career development, that learning then slowly becomes more constrained and more correlated to mark schemes and the tools necessary to reach the qualifications that loom over them.


By the time they have reached S3 or Year 9, that 11-year-old’s own developmental change is remarkable. The classic Harry Enfield sketch that involves Kevin counting down to the moment to when he turns 13 is a great example of this. His excitement about turning 13 quickly descends into monosyllabic grunting and heightened emotional reactions to his parents: ‘I can’t do anything anymore!’


While it is clearly exaggerated to comic effect, as teachers we are given a vivid insight into this developmental change. In my first school in London I was fortunate enough to keep a wonderful Year 7 class until they sat their English language GCSE at the end of Year 10. It was amazing how those young people changed and grew during that time period (despite the fact that they were subjected to far too much time with me!).


Those changes can be split into two discrete aspects: the dramatic physical changes that occur and the deepening of their internal desire to understand themselves.





Puberty


If we want to identify some of the potential triggers that can make adolescence more challenging for teenagers, then clearly puberty is going to be one. Puberty heralds a period of brain development only matched by that during infancy.


In the article ‘The role of puberty in the developing adolescent brain’, authors Sarah-Jayne Blakemore, Stephanie Burnett and Ronald E. Dahl, identify:




‘The beginning of adolescence is loosely anchored to the onset of puberty, which brings dramatic alterations in hormone levels and a number of consequent physical changes. Puberty onset is also associated with profound changes in drives, motivations, psychology, and social life; these changes continue throughout adolescence.’





This is important in that it highlights the challenging and potentially overwhelming correlation for teenagers between the physical changes and the emotional changes. This may add to feelings of uncertainty they will be experiencing concerning their identities. Naturally this will also lead to mood swings, as they will alternate between wanting independence and wanting support from their parents. There is a fine balance we need to strike in our classrooms that will meet both this need for independence and the need to be treated as a young adult, with the scaffolding and support that will help teenagers feel safe.


There is also great variation as to when puberty hits, with the body growing at different rates. This can make things awkward and challenging with peer dynamics and relationships. Dr John Coleman (2011) writes in depth on this:




‘The body alters radically in shape and size, and it is not surprising that many young adolescents experience a period of clumsiness and self-consciousness as they attempt to adapt to these changes. The body also alters in function, and new and sometimes worrying physical experiences, such as the girl’s first period, or the boy’s first wet dream, have to be understood. Because these things are difficult to talk about, there is perhaps too little recognition of the anxieties that are common during this stage.’





Clearly one way in which we as teachers can assist with this is by having a consistent and whole-school approach to puberty education in the curriculum. It needs to be one where teenagers feel they have people they can speak to throughout the school about challenges they might be facing. Obviously, that requires a balance of both sensitivity and knowledge in our interactions with teenagers.







Who am I?


That age-old question ‘who am I?’ is one that teenagers will start to explore and evaluate for the first time. The excellently named developmental psychologist Erik Erikson (who interestingly was initially a teacher) argues that in their attempts to establish a self, there is much experimenting in the teenage years as they seek to form a strong identity. That identity might take on many initial roles as they try to find something that fits. This, he suggests, is a highly cognitive and social process, which takes signals from both environment and others in order to make decisions (Benson and Bundick, 2015). During the teenage years, this process is particularly intense.


If the experience of my nieces and nephews is typical, young people’s arrival in secondary school is often their passport to attaining a mobile phone (unless I am being woefully naive in this estimation!). That technology clearly will impact and influence much of their newfound voyage into self-discovery – and makes that process of finding their own identity particularly challenging. As Erikson points out, teenagers need ‘freedom to choose, but not so much freedom that they cannot, in fact, choose’. Their access to the minefield that is social media can make that forging of individual identity more challenging.


Just reading about the profound changes that teenagers go through is exhausting; for teenagers themselves this can cause strain. The fact that sleep can also often be a challenge for them adds to the difficulty.



























SLEEP





‘I’m just too tired, sir!’ It is one of the most common classroom complaints, usually uttered by a teenager slumped over the classroom chair, their bleary eyes struggling to stay open. The problem compounds itself when at this point all we have asked them to do is take off their school bag. The next 50 minutes of wrestling with quadratic equations might prove to be the real test!


The question for us has to be, is this a genuine statement? Are teenagers really as completely exhausted as they claim to be? If so, can we do anything about it? The answer is a tentative ‘perhaps’ – there is evidence to support their emotive claim, but where does the responsibility for this tiredness lie? The deeply cynical among us will point out that a number of teenagers lead hugely unregulated sleep lives: some are bound to their mobile phones until the small hours; some are engaging in some murderous rampage on the latest PlayStation craze; and some are watching YouTube videos about cats on repeat.


In short, some of the sleep complaints we are likely to get from teenagers are likely to self-imposed. Regardless of the reason for the sleep issues, the reality is that it is a serious issue in classrooms in which exhausted teenagers struggle to engage with learning.




Sleep deprivation consequences


There is a common consensus that teenagers do, in fact, need more sleep. The recommended amount of sleep for teenagers from the Sleep Foundation (2022a) is between eight and 10 hours of sleep a night. You don’t need to be a researcher, or indeed a teacher, to know that most adolescents do not get this amount of sleep.


If we consider any day in which we have had a lack of sleep, we can understand exactly what it does to our capacity to be at our best. Currently, my teething baby means that my mind is fully sleep-deprived as I write this: my concentration is fragmented; I am less motivated and productive than on a ‘normal’ day; and my anxiety levels are heightened.


So, what is impacting their sleep? Arming ourselves with this knowledge will do two things. One, it will help us to understand them more. Two, it will allow us to support them, to offer them evidence-informed ways in which they can improve their sleep and, if necessary, to adapt some of our teaching to make sure we are getting the best out of them.







Night owls


It is perhaps the most common of the teenage stereotypes: the young person who stays up all night and arises from their ‘pit’ deep in the afternoon. It is, clearly, a sleeping pattern that is hardly conducive to the earlier and earlier school day starts. So why do teenagers do it?


According to the Sleep Foundation (2022a), teens’ disposition to becoming ‘night owls’ is biological. Their bodies take longer to begin producing melatonin, the hormone that helps promote sleep. The reality is that they just don’t start to feel tired until a later point in the day. This even has a name: delayed sleep phase syndrome. The circadian rhythm is the synchronisation of the body’s functions to the natural light-dark cycle. It helps to coordinate our periods of sleep to the night-time.


So, what does this mean for teachers? In reality it means we should be discerning about what we are asking teenagers to do first thing in the morning. Setting a test at 9.00am, for example, would be counter-intuitive. When I interviewed Dr John Coleman, he called this ‘a moral, even human-rights issue’, and that we should plan out what we do with teenagers carefully according to what time of the school day it is.


Having a way to ease teenagers into the first lessons of the day would be helpful. Even thinking about how these early lessons might encompass some sort of movement or group work will help to ‘wake up’ our teenage customers, and improve the oxygen flow to the brain. Teenage yoga first thing in the morning, however, might be a step too far.








Electronic devices


There is no denying that teenagers spend a huge amount of time on electronic devices.


What is perhaps impacting teenagers’ sleep most with this, however, is identified by the Sleep Foundation (2022b):




‘Smartphones, tablets, computers, television screens, and some e-readers give off short-wavelength blue light that is very similar to sunlight. Not only does this light make us more alert, it also deceives the body into thinking it’s still daytime.’





This trick of the mind that can keep teenagers awake, also coupled with increased alertness, can also be caused by engaging in cortisol-spiking activities such as video games or social media. There are also connections between excessive mobile phone and screen usage and symptoms of depression and anxiety – all of which will detrimentally impact sleep quality (Hunley, 2017). Both lead to an over-aroused mind, making it very challenging to switch off. We have already seen how sensitive to rewards teenagers’ brains are, so these games are fuelling that addictive need.


An interesting research project in Norway identified that the amount of time spent on electronic devices for teenagers aged 16–19 did profoundly impact their sleep:




‘Adolescents spent a large amount of time during the day and at bedtime using electronic devices. Daytime and bedtime use of electronic devices were both related to sleep measures, with an increased risk of short sleep duration, long sleep onset latency and increased sleep deficiency.’ (Hysing et al., 2015)





It is not just electronic devices or televisions that can eat into teenagers’ sleep time – some teenagers have hectic schedules that can leave them feeling frazzled and unable to unwind.
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