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INTRODUCTION


ASK ANY TEENAGER to list the causes of anxiety, stress and general mental anguish in their life, the chances are ‘academic anxiety’ will appear near the top. I know this because it’s literally my job to ask teenagers to list causes of anxiety, stress and general mental anguish in their lives.


For more than a decade I’ve been visiting an average of three schools and colleges every week throughout the UK and beyond, delivering talks and conducting research on mental health, body image and gender equality. I work with 14-18-year-olds and use the information they give me to get a better understanding of what hinders, motivates and interests them. In turn, I use this information to create presentations and workshops (together with experts in psychology and neuroscience), as well as campaigning for changes which will better support the needs and interests of under-25s.


[image: A UK map shows flight routes.]


My job regularly takes me to Parliament, where I have terrific fun telling off politicians, and to TV studios, where I explain to commentators who think they’re being terribly clever when they use terms like ‘generation snowflake’ why they’re definitely not. I like to think of myself as having created a platform for young people, many of whom cannot vote and are therefore more likely to have their needs and interests ignored.


To do my job, I have to listen - and I mean *really* listen and be prepared to have my assumptions challenged. It’d be far easier to be one of those people who says ‘I remember what it was like to be a teenager’ and create my classes and campaigns on the basis of my recollections, but to do so would be to ignore two fundamental factors:


The first is that our brain has a tendency towards rose-tinted nostalgia. That’s why adults often describe their teenage years as ‘the best of their life’ (they almost definitely weren’t). They’re cherry-picking the aspects of teenage life they wish they had now (no mortgage/taxes/wrinkles) and forgetting everything else (hormones/homework/heartbreak).


The second is that our frames of reference are radically different. It’s absolutely true what my mum told me when I was about 13 – for example, that the things I was teased for at school (being swotty and having big lips) are some of the aspects of myself I appreciate most now, as an adult. Mum also predicted I would bump into the first person who broke my heart one day and think ‘Eurgh. What did I ever see in them?’ Both of those premonitions came to pass, but hearing that wasn’t the slightest comfort to me at the time. In fact, to my teenage ears it sounded a lot like my mum belittling my problems.


Similarly, when a family friend said to me - just days after I’d got the (excellent) A level results I had chucked every ounce of effort for the past two years into obtaining - ‘after the first couple of days at uni, no one will ask or care what you got in your A levels’. I felt the overwhelming urge to scream in his face forever (I didn’t, you’ll be relieved to learn).


When it comes to the role that assessments, exams and grades will play in your life, there’s no point in my telling you what I know, with the benefit of hindsight. I can only work with what young people tell me they’re going through, right now. And having had countless conversations with hundreds of teenagers, what I have gleaned is this:
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YOU’D RATHER ACE EVERY BIT OF SCHOOLWORK AND LOSE YOUR MIND THAN NURTURE YOUR MENTAL WELLBEING AND GET A LOWER GRADE.
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IS IT A BINARY CHOICE, THOUGH?


If, like the people I’ve described above, you’re of the staunch opinion that grades are more important than your wellbeing, I’m not here to challenge that. I will, however, ask you why you think you have to choose?


Where has the idea that academic learning and mental health are at odds with one another come from? I suspect the answer is, in part, the media. TV and radio shows are forever pitting stereotypical ‘trads’ (people who think education was better when pupils were seen and not heard, did their homework using a quill by candlelight and were thrashed with canes if they didn’t hand it in on time) and ‘progs’ (people who think schools should do away with reading altogether and pupils should instead go and sit under a tree to write a song about the beauty of a blade of grass, at the end of which everyone will get a medal for participating)* for entertainment value.


Similarly, schools often have ‘wellbeing weeks’, as though having a relationship with your body and mind is an endeavour you can choose to opt out of. It would be a great deal more convenient, I am sure, if we had the facility to open a door in our foreheads, scoop out our brains and plop them into a jar to sit in a classroom somewhere, absorbing everything we needed to know while we got on with the other aspects of life. Unfortunately, at the time of writing, this is a feat beyond the scope of human endeavour.


[image: A human brain placed in a see-through container.]


Everything is connected. Your physical fitness affects your mental health and the wellbeing of your mind impacts your ability to learn. Perhaps most excitingly, academic learning has been shown in numerous studies to make us happier and healthier.


Furthermore, there is a sweet spot, consisting of activities proven to make you a more effective learner and which also, handily, improve your mental fitness (see here to find out what I mean by this). Imagine it like a Venn diagram, with academic attainment on the left and mental health on the right.


[image: A two-circle Venn diagram in which the text in the left circle reads academic attainment, and the text in the right circle reads mental health. The text in the intersecting portion reads the good place.]


THIS BOOK is an exploration of the point at which the worlds of academia and wellbeing meet. Its aim is to make you more likely to achieve the highest grade of which you are capable, as well as emerging with your mental health and self-esteem intact – even improved. It’s going to allow you to understand your brain better, as well as give you practical guidance and exercises to help you through your schooldays, and all the challenges, assessments and exams that these years bring. Here are a few things to bear in mind, before we begin:


WHAT IS ‘MENTAL HEALTH’?


Lots of people use the terms ‘mental health’ and ‘mental illness’ interchangeably. I often hear ‘mental health is on the increase in the UK’ or ‘my sister had mental health, once’.


These statements don’t make sense. To understand why, substitute the word ‘mental’ for ‘physical’ - in just the same way as everyone has an objective overall level of physical health, absolutely everyone has a level of mental health.


Similarly, the phrase ‘mental health issues’ covers an incredibly broad remit. Anything that impacts the way you think, feel about yourself, relate to others and perceive the world in turn affects your mental health.


There is endless debate over how these various terms should be used and the conversation is constantly shifting.


However, when I say mental health issue I mean anything that originates in the mind and negatively impacts our ability to function.


When I say mental illness I mean a condition which would be recognized by a medical professional as meeting a set of criteria which would lead them to diagnose an illness.
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Stress, for example, is (in my opinion) a mental health issue. However, it is not a diagnosable mental illness in the same way as clinical depression or bipolar disorder, unless it is very severe.


There is a lot of talk at the moment about the dangers of ‘medicalizing normal emotions’ when we discuss mental health. I think that’s probably a reflection of how inadequate the term mental health issue is for discussing specific states of being. After all, if I told you I had a ‘physical health issue’ it would be absolutely ludicrous for me to expect you to understand exactly what I meant by that – my malady could be anything from a broken leg, to diabetes, to having accidentally wedged a Haribo strawberry in my left nostril (actually happened to a friend of mine).


[image: Four smileys:  angry face, disappointed face, face without mouth, and sad face with sweat.]


Similarly, to acknowledge that sometimes young people get colds and need to drink lots of fluids and rest isn’t ‘medicalizing childhood’. When encountering everyday types of anxiety (distinct from anxiety disorders – see next chapter), stress or insecurity, we need the mental health equivalent of a cough sweet and a lie-down. By recognizing this we aren’t making any kind of diagnosis (other than the very serious one of ‘being human’).
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To help understand the kind of ‘mental health’ we are addressing in this book, look at the graph below:


[image: A graph with four quadrants has mental illness diagnosis on the x axis and mental fitness on the y axis. The first quadrant is represented by a grinning face with smiling eyes smiley, second by a smiling face, third by a disappointed face, and fourth by a neutral face. A smiling lady with a cat image is placed in the second quadrant.]


The horizontal axis represents mental illness diagnosis. Everyone exists at some point between the two binaries – with the furthest left being a person with a diagnosis of severe mental illness and the furthest right a person with no diagnosis at all.


The vertical axis is mental fitness. This is what is often referred to in schools as ‘resilience’ (although I don’t particularly care for the term). It represents the strategies and tools a person has at their disposal to be able to deal with any challenges they might face.


Take a moment to consider where you are on this graph. I, for example, am left of centre because I have a diagnosis of a moderate mental illness (Panic Disorder) but towards the top of the vertical access because my mental fitness is fairly high. That’s a good place to be (hence Ruby has captured me in an expression of happiness). Your aim is to keep yourself in the top half of the graph.


[image: A smiling lady with a cat.]




(Do feel free to draw your own version, adding yourself at your current place on the spectrum).





Even if you have no diagnosis, it’s still important to keep your mental fitness as high as possible. That’s because our position on the spectrum isn’t fixed – it changes in response to the circumstances and challenges we face. A person with no diagnosis of mental illness but with very poor mental fitness, for example, might develop depression and find themselves in the bottom left, which is the quarter of the spectrum we’re trying to avoid. If you think you are in the bottom left of the graph now, please don’t despair. As I’ve said already, our position in the spectrum is never, ever permanent. Improving your mental fitness can take you to the top left (welcome to my quadrant!) and, depending whether your mental health diagnosis is short or long term, eventually into the top right.


The activities in this book are designed to help you strengthen the vertical axis, an endeavour which is relevant and important no matter who you are.


YOUR BRAIN IS UNIQUE


You should approach each of the activities in this book on the basis that they might work. Embrace them with enthusiasm, give them a chance, but if they aren’t helping, you shouldn’t hesitate in ditching them.


There are any number of factors – neurological, psychological and environmental – that can affect the way you absorb information and learn. For example, I absolutely cannot bear to have any sort of music playing whilst I’m writing, yet writer-friends of mine claim to be at their most productive against a backdrop of ‘white noise’ created by soft classical tunes, whilst others like to crank up death metal to ear-bleeding levels.


I actually find I remember a presentation less if the presenter has a text-dense powerpoint and proceeds to read it word for word to the audience (in fact, this style makes my soul wither, which is why if I’ve ever been to your school you’ll have noticed I only use pictures in my slides). It’s like my eyes say to my ears ‘assuming you’ve got this, I’m going to have a rest’ and vice versa. A friend of mine with dyslexia, however, is able to recall information better if she hears and sees it simultaneously.


[image: A stick figure speaking and pointing at a screen displaying a bar graph.]


Throughout this book, you’ll find quizzes which will help you to determine what kind of learner you are and tailored techniques for you to try to find the best way for you to learn. If something works for a friend but not for you it’s not a reflection of your respective abilities, just that they have a brain that works in a different way to yours.


WHAT QUALIFIES ME TO WRITE ABOUT SCHOOL?


Over the years I’ve done extensive research into adolescent mental health, but what (I hear you cry) qualifies me to write about grades and learning?


Well, don’t hate me, but I’ve aced every exam I’ve ever done (apart from one which I will talk about later). In fact, I actually enjoy them. I loved almost every aspect of school (I appreciate I am beginning to sound weird now).


At university, because of a perfect storm of circumstances I have since referred to as an ‘omnishambles’ (a couple of traumatic events, my anxiety becoming turbo-charged and blossoming into an eating disorder, and using alcohol as a coping mechanism) my academic life became fairly non-existent. I’m not exaggerating when I say I can count on my fingers and toes the number of lectures and seminars I attended during the entirety of my degree.


[image: Two smileys: face with crossed-out eyes and sad but relieved face.]


I’ve since discovered that learning and mental health have what is called a ‘symbiotic’ relationship i.e. they influence one another. When we’re really engaged in and passionate about what we’re learning, that gives a sense of purpose and achievement, both of which are key human psychological needs. If what we’re doing at school is creative, it also releases endorphins (more on these later) which are essential to mental health. So, whilst I wasn’t able to learn at university because my mental health had deteriorated so much, it’s also true to say that the not learning would have contributed to my poor state of wellbeing, at the time.




‘I DON’T THINK DOING WELL IN SCHOOL IS ALWAYS THE SAME THING AS BEING CLEVER.’





Having said that, I don’t think doing well in school is always the same thing as being clever. Most subjects are mainly assessed by our exam grades, in the end. The ability to ace a test under timed conditions mostly requires the combination of two particular skills – the first is the ability to remain calm in the face of pressure and the second is a good memory. Both of these are learnable and both are skills that can be strengthened with the techniques in this book. One day, perhaps we’ll have a fundamental revolution in the education system whereby exams are finally acknowledged as an inadequate tool for measuring intelligence. Until that time, however, they are something that the vast majority of humankind have to endure.


And on that note, let us begin . . .









SECTION 1


UNDERSTANDING YOUR BRAIN


YOUR BRAIN – AN OVERVIEW


THE AVERAGE ADULT BRAIN is heavier than you’d expect, at 1.5 kilograms. That’s the same as 480 teabags . . .


[image: Cartoon representation of 480 tea bags.]


75 pieces of sushi . . .


[image: Cartoon representation of 75 sushi pieces.]


15 blueberry muffins . . .


[image: Cartoon representation of 15 muffins.]


10 medium-sized bananas . . .


[image: Cartoon representation of 10 bananas, of which five are half-peeled ones. Cartoon representation of one and a half pineapples.]


. . . or one and a half pineapples. Little wonder, then, that studies show around 10% of the population is suffering from neck pain at any given time – that’s a lot of brain to carry around all day.


THE BRAIN IS DIVIDED INTO TWO HEMISPHERES – LEFT AND RIGHT.


[image: An illustration of a human brain from the top shows the left and right hemispheres of the brain.]


This is based on a misunderstanding about how the brain actually works. Whilst it is true that each half of the brain is responsible for different skills – the left more analytical and the right more creative – it’s a total myth that people are either ‘left- or right-brained’. In fact, almost everything you do involves both sides of your brain working together to some extent.


AS WELL AS LEFT AND RIGHT, THE BRAIN IS DIVIDED INTO FOUR LOBES.


[image: A schematic representation of a human brain displaying all four lobes: occipital, parietal, temporal, and frontal.]
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One of the first parts of your limbic system to develop is the amygdala. The amygdala has one seemingly simple but fundamental job – to keep you alive. It is not concerned with context – it has no sense of the past or future and it doesn’t have any morality. As such, it is constantly scanning the area around you for evidence of a threat to your existence, or the opportunity for instant reward. If it perceives a threat it will initiate a strong and immediate response – dispatching chemicals to the rest of the body using your brain’s (vastly more efficient) version of DHL, known as neurotransmitters.


I like to think of the amygdala as a cross between a siren and an automatic soap dispenser (because I’m odd that way). When danger is detected, your amygdala alerts the rest of the brain and body, causing it to prepare us for fight, flight or freeze (see here) by changing our chemical balance.


[image: An outdoor warning siren with four speakers set in different directions.]


This would be fine, except the amygdala is a fairly unsophisticated radar and its idea of what constitutes a threat to life can be, to put it mildly, rather daft. We will come to this later in the section on anxiety.


[image: Two hands below an automatic soap dispenser.]


Fortunately, at around eight months old, we develop two septal nuclei – one for each hemisphere of the brain. These have the ability to inhibit the amygdala, so we aren’t just running around punching things all day. Have you ever seen those reins people attach to toddlers so they can walk within a limited radius of their care-giver and have a certain amount of freedom within safe parameters? The septal nuclei are the reins to your amygdala’s over-excitable infant.


[image: A cartoon of two septal nuclei, wearing caps named right and left hemispheres, pull the reins of the amygdala, a monster baby, as it tries to run. The text over the amygdala reads, get me ice cream and ponies and shouting and bright lights dipped in Sherbert! Do it now then I will scream at all of it.]


There are other brain parts involved in the limbic system which I won’t detail here (including the hippocampi, which look like seahorses and are therefore quite fun), but it’s important to understand how it affects learning and wellbeing simultaneously.


The limbic system is responsible for secreting the vast majority (93%) of your total levels of a chemical called dopamine.


Dopamine’s job is to excite your brain cells, which makes it crucial for motivation, learning and concentration.


You’ve probably heard dopamine spoken about in relation to all kinds of addictions, from drugs to smart-phones. Whilst it’s true that anything addictive increases the amount of dopamine in our brains in a way that can cause us to become dysfunctional, the chemical also plays an important role in brain health. It’s getting the right balance which is key. Too much dopamine causes hyperactivity, whereas too little can lead to diseases of the nervous system (such as Parkinson’s).


We can see, then, that even on a chemical level your ability to learn is inextricably linked with your mental wellbeing.


The really interesting thing about dopamine is that during your teenage years most people will experience a natural (and completely normal) spike. Which brings me to . . .


[image: A cartoon representation of a human brain with popped-out eyes, legs, and a top hat.]


THE TEENAGE BRAIN


Society deems we become adults at 18. I don’t know who decided that, but whoever it was didn’t know much about the human brain. Our brains don’t actually finish developing until we are around 24 years old.


That doesn’t mean, however, that we are children until then. In fact, the adolescent brain is completely unique and, in my humble opinion, totally brilliant. The bulk of my work is with teenagers and I love the way they’re smart enough to understand how the world works but open-minded enough to want it to change. Teenagers also think completely ‘outside of the box’. If ‘the box’ was in, say, Paris, a teenager’s ideas generally come from somewhere near Pluto. This prevents my job from ever being boring.


[image: A map of France with a tag over Paris reads, teenager.]


As it turns out, there are very good reasons why teenagers are like this. Dr David Bainbridge, who is a Reproductive Biologist at Cambridge University specializing in adolescence, told me that our teenage years are when the ‘complex tangle of connections between brain cells which are developed during childhood are trimmed and neatened to produce the efficient thinking machine which makes humans so special’. In fact, your brain is larger at 10 years of age than it is at 20.


Yet (in theory at least) a 20-year-old is smarter than a 10-year-old, so this pruning phase is meant to make our brain’s functioning more streamlined. Teenagers therefore have the combined curiosity of a child with some of the advanced cognitive skills that adults have.


Adolescence is also the time when we get our ‘third layer’ of awareness, which means that instead of focusing solely on our immediate surroundings, we are easily distracted. (Anyone who has ever tried to present to a class of teenagers and suddenly heard ‘SNOOOOOOOOW’ or ‘BEEEEEEEEEEEE!’ will attest to this.)


Having said all of this, you cannot alter the fact that you are a teenager. It’s advantageous to know what stage of development your brain is at and that many of the ways you are thinking and behaving will feel unfamiliar. But it’s not like you can do much about the fact that, for example, your brain is secreting unprecedented levels of dopamine during adolescence, making you more prone to risk-taking behaviour.
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Instead, it’s more helpful to focus on the ways your brain is better equipped for studying than it has ever been before. Dr Bainbridge points to your new organizational abilities. ‘Unlike children,’ he says, ‘teenagers can respond to finding a task easy or difficult by organizing their work, prioritizing what’s important and focusing on their goals’.


[image: ]


You’ll find out how to harness these new abilities in Section 2.


‘In some ways, it’s strange that adolescence is when we are asked to sit exams,’ says Dr Bainbridge. ‘Between 16 and 18 you’re really just learning to use your new-found cognitive brilliance’. Part of the reason the process feels so hard is because you’re still getting used to your new brain skills. If exams happened in your early 30s, for example, you’d be used to practising self-analysis, which allows you to learn from mistakes and track where you have gone wrong.


WHY DON’T I PERFORM TO MY BEST ABILITY DURING AN EXAM?




EXAMS ARE A STRANGE AND UNIQUE PHENOMENON, WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT IT.


WHEN ELSE IN LIFE DO YOU HAVE ALL YOUR PERSONAL POSSESSIONS TAKEN AWAY FROM YOU AND GET HERDED, SINGLE FILE AND IN SILENCE, TO SIT AT A SMALL TABLE TO RECALL A HUGE NUMBER OF FAIRLY ARBITRARY FACTS, UNDER TIMED CONDITIONS, WITHOUT RECOURSE TO GOOGLE?


NEVER, THAT’S WHEN.





It would be odd, therefore, if you didn’t feel at least a little bit apprehensive, both at the prospect of and during your exams. Indeed, most of the people I know who are in their thirties, forties and beyond still have the occasional exam-themed anxiety dream in the run-up to a stressful life event (mostly they’re back sitting an exam for their least favourite subject and have the sudden realization that a) they haven’t done any revision and b) they’re naked). Exams have become a symbol within their subconscious of ‘something I am dreading’.


[image: A giraffe with a question mark over its head.]


Assessments and exams are also a human invention. They don’t exist in nature – one doesn’t see a teenage giraffe having to write a paper detailing the specific significant dates in the history of giraffe-dom before it’s allowed to join the herd.
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