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Fiona

If you told the 15-year-old me that I’d become a 
teacher, teacher trainer and a writer of teaching books, 
I would have laughed until my socks fell off. However, 
conversations with peers suggest my story may not 
be so unusual. That 15-year-old me was a really bad 
student who hated school - it was the last place on 
earth I wanted to be. I was demotivated, felt totally 
disempowered, and spent many evenings in tears. 

Fast forward to the late 1990s and I’m a Director of 
Studies in a large language school, allocating myself 
all the ‘difficult’ classes, including the ‘Repeaters’: the 
teens who had to repeat school years because they 
just couldn’t pass English. Their demotivation and 
resentment were tangible and I recognised my teen self 
in them. So, I decided to reflect on what my teachers 
had done at school that had so demotivated me, with 
the plan to then do the opposite. It worked. 

I won’t bore you with the rest of the story, but it 
includes the much-missed Dogme Group, years of 
research, conferences, conversations and teen classes 
– and loving it all. The hundreds of young people I’ve 
worked with have made the classroom my ‘happy 
place’, and I think they’ve taken something away from 
it too. Something more than English. As you know, 
being a teen can be hard, trying to find your place in 
the world and discover or uncover who you are. But I 
firmly believe that, as teachers of teens, we are helping 
to form adults, showing them their potential, co-
constructing their futures, and we owe it to them – and 
to ourselves – to do it well. 

I feel honoured to have been able to write this book 
and am hopeful that it will not only be a treasure trove 
of activities for you, but that it’ll inspire you and help 
you to inspire your learners. I also hope it’ll help you 
find a way ahead when things are challenging, and 
that it’ll stay with you until it’s well-worn and dog-
eared, but still loved. Just like a favourite teacher.

From the authors

Teresa

I won’t say I’ve always loved working with teens 
because, and I’m sure this is the case for many 
teachers reading this book, there have been moments 
of frustration and despair. I’ve had classes with teens 
which have made me cry and think about giving it all 
up. However, there have also been those moments, 
even lessons, and even entire academic years, of 
absolute joy and excitement about working with this 
age group. There have been far more teen classes that I 
have been excited to teach than dreading. 

It also hasn’t been a linear development: in my second 
year of teaching, I got on really well with a group that 
had been an absolute nightmare for their previous 
teacher; fast-forward to five years later and I was sitting 
in the staffroom watching the minute hand move 
steadily closer to impending doom with my bi-weekly 
all-male group of six fourteen-year-olds. 

So, if you love teens, I know the feeling. And if you’re 
reading this and you’re having a tough time, I’ve been 
there too. Whilst this book isn’t a silver bullet, hopefully 
it helps you see a silver lining on those days of dark 
clouds.
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Teaching teenagers: silver bullets, wooden spoons and other gadgets

The challenge
Teaching teens is considered by many to be a challenge on a par with battling a mythical beast or dealing with Dr 
Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and some teachers may be looking for a silver bullet in reading a book such as this. However, 
as those teachers already intuitively know, there is no silver bullet – it’s just as mythical as the beast. Teenagers are 
complex beings, each one in the process of becoming an individual, forging their own identity, learning about their 
own personality, motivations, and emotions and with their own pace of maturity or development. Just as when 
we think of our fellow teachers we cannot say that they are all this way or that way, teenagers are equally not an 
identical in the way they think, feel, act and react, and are not all ‘difficult’. We cannot talk about ‘the average 
teen’ due to their wildly differing tastes and preferences and the variety in their life experience and backgrounds. 
For example, you’ll notice that in the book, we refer to caregivers, rather than parents, to reflect that our teens 
come from a variety of different family backgrounds and not all of them have birth parents who are their primary 
caregivers. In the task  Reflecting my reality in Using course materials, we encourage both you and the learners to 
reflect on who is included in our lesson materials, and who may be missing.

Pause for thought 1
Think back to when you were 14 years old. Do you remember your group of friends? What about two 
people in your class that you disliked? In what ways were you different from each other? Think about your 
tastes in clothes, music and haircuts, your levels of confidence, how loudly or often you spoke, school 
subjects you were stronger in, your skills, hobbies, first loves, relationship with caregivers and siblings or 
cousins, and so on.

How similar were you to your friends and classmates?

Learning more about the development of teenage brains

Pause for thought 2
How much do you know about the brain and how it works or develops? Can you name any parts or 
areas of the brain? What about the functions they are responsible for?

How useful is a knowledge of neuroscience for teachers of teenagers? How might it help you?

Unfortunately, we won’t find complete, definitive ‘one-size-fits-all’ answers to understanding   teenagers in 
neuroscience, as we will see in  Teens: the brain later on in Part A. One of the main reasons that understanding 
neuroscience is not the solution some educators think it could be is there is currently not enough research into the 
adolescent brain. The ability to use fMRI scanning to study living brains has only really developed since the very end 
of the twentieth century. Any truly informative study would need to be longitudinal, studying the same people as 
they develop throughout the years from puberty until the mid-to-late twenties, when cognitive  adolescence ends. To 
reflect that this period of development continues into our twenties, we often refer to adolescents and adolescence in 
Part A, rather than teens or teenagers. In addition, culture is likely to affect certain aspects of cognitive development, 
so studies would need to be carried out in a wide range of different places in order for them to be completely 
reliable.
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Generational differences

Pause for thought 3
Think about how you communicate now and in the past.

How did you communicate with friends and family when you were 15? How has your mode of 
communication with others changed over time?

Do you feel equally comfortable with different modes of communication, for example face-to-face and 
online interaction or written and verbal interaction?

To what extent do you feel these communication preferences are because of the generation you belong to? 
How do you think this might compare to 15-year-olds in the current generation?

Another problem with defining what we mean when we talk about ‘teens’ is that each generation of teenagers is 
slightly different from the one before or after, thanks to when they were born and key events in their formative years. 
This means that any research related to teens, which, as we mentioned earlier, would need to be carried out over 
time, has the potential to be obsolete even before that research has been completed. To demonstrate, here are some 
differences between the generations who are teens at the time of writing this book in 2024.

‘Generation Z’ was born between 1996 or 1997 and around 2012. At the time of writing, this is the generation still 
going through adolescence. It is the first generation to grow up with the internet in the background of their lives and 
computers in many of their homes. Generation Z teens have little recollection of life before the Twin Towers came 
down in 2001, an event that shifted levels of anxiety both globally and in the home. This is the generation that was 
in upper primary and secondary school when the coronavirus pandemic sent education into chaos in many countries, 
created a period of online education at scales never seen before, and hid the lower part of millions of faces behind 
identical face masks, thus causing problems with their cognitive development and introducing new challenges for 
teenagers and their teachers.

The generation after Generation Z is currently called ‘Generation Alpha’. The oldest individuals in this group were 
born in 2012 and, at the time of writing in 2024, are just on the cusp of puberty. There is obviously no research 
into their brains and development during adolescence as yet, but as the pandemic impacted their Early Years 
learning stages, including language development and social interaction, it is likely that their development may have 
some characteristics that differ from Generation Z, ‘Millennials’ (born between the early 80s and 1996-1997) and 
‘Generation X’ (born between the mid 1960s and late 1970s). Trauma and anxiety are known to have an effect on 
the brain, so it seems likely that the constant underlying anxiety of the two years between 2020 and 2022 will have 
left its mark on the young brains of Generation Z in a slightly different way from the way it affected older brains, and 
in different ways depending on each individual’s national and personal circumstances during the pandemic. To best 
support these learners, we will just have to wait for that research to happen – but when it does, of course, the next 
generation of teens will have arrived.

Finding solutions
Despite this lack of research, we teachers are a highly pragmatic species and we’re generally good at finding 
solutions in less-than-perfect circumstances. What can we use to support these young people in our teen classrooms 
right now?

Although we can’t count on a silver bullet, as teachers we do have ‘wooden spoons’: essentials 
in our ‘teacher skills kit’ that we can adapt to fit our purposes. A wooden spoon can stir without 
causing damage, but it can also become a puppet, stop a pot from boiling over, keep a door 
open, beat time to the music, draw a line in the sand, plug a hole, and be bitten on to help us 
bear pain. Metaphorically speaking, this list of uses for a wooden spoon shows similarities with 
teaching, and we teachers, like cooks, can also find practical solutions to our teaching problems 
using tools that may not be sophisticated and new.
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Modern kitchens, of course, also have many fancier gadgets, and although some are just gimmicks that will end up 
in the charity shop, some, such as the air-fryer, can genuinely enhance our cooking and save us time. If you have 
access to these fancier gadgets, you might even be foolish not to use them, as long as you know how they work and 
how best to use them.

Pause for thought 4
If you have been teaching for a number of years, how many trends or buzzwords in English Language 
Teaching (ELT) can you remember? Which were or are genuinely useful? Which disappeared or changed into 
something else?

If you are new to teaching, how many trends or buzzwords in ELT are there at the moment? Have a look at 
a conference programme or lists of webinars: which words appear several times? Which do you predict will 
leave their mark and which will quietly disappear or change?

Just like cooking with a basic wooden spoon can be enhanced by taking advantage of more  
advanced gadgets like an air fryer, so too can our basic teacher skills kit for working with teens 
be developed. Our classroom practice can be enhanced by attending training, reading research, 
and gaining experience, developing our intuition and common sense and learning more about 
neuroscience and psychology. But just like using an air-fryer, we can only take advantage of this 
knowledge if we know how to use it effectively. 

Learning to drive
When Fiona’s younger son was learning to drive, his levels of frustration hit a peak when he 
failed his test for the second time. The cost of lessons and tests was going up and up, so with 
some nervousness, she decided to buy a second-hand car and help with his driving practice.

Her role as ‘mum’ had always been kept separate from her profession as ‘teacher’, as it is rarely 
good to blur those roles, but after an hour out on the road and observing what her son had ‘learnt’ from his previous 
lessons, she suggested to him that she take over as his instructor. After a few hour-long drives sitting side by side, he 
passed his test. Why?

Well, certainly not because Fiona is some kind of naturally gifted superstar of the driving-school world, but she is 
a teacher of teens. She managed to shift her son’s perception both of what was needed for driving well and of 
his ability to pass the test by applying her knowledge of motivation and of how the brain works, particularly the 
adolescent brain.

Her son had been taught to drive by memorizing facts: the distance to maintain between his vehicle and the car in 
front, what the colour of the signs meant, how many meters before a junction to change gear and so on. He had 
no concept of why any of those things mattered or of how the engine worked and he could not ‘read’ the car at all, 
concentrating only on the road outside. He also only looked straight ahead, not anticipating other drivers’ actions 
and not reading signs painted on the road surface. He was not  mentalizing (using what he knew about the road) 
or using his  senses to enhance his knowledge and awareness as he drove.

Teaching him became a balance of the calm patience all teachers acquire (often involving deep breaths), and of 
helping him learn how to ‘hear the car’s voice’, read the sensation in his feet, and notice things outside the car. 
Fiona also had to move him away from his natural desire to risk-take and ‘Just nip through before the light goes 
completely red’ or ‘Just do a little U-turn because no-one will notice’. No-one except other drivers and the examiner! 
The way to get him away from this risk-taking was to emphasise the sense of immediate reward by empowering him, 
helping him develop skills he could consciously evaluate and apply, and which would then allow him to notice his 
own progress. It was not about telling him to turn left here or pointing out what he was doing wrong, it was about 
allowing him to show Fiona how well he could do things. Then when the near-misses happened – and there were a 
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couple! – it was about discussing his performance, why things had happened and how he could improve on it next 
time. No criticism was needed.

This was probably the first time Fiona really became aware of the fact that somewhere in her research and in putting 
it into practice over the decades, she had learned something herself.

Why this anecdote? Because it is an example of what we consider to be some of the key points we need to consider 
when teaching teens, and it brings together much of the research we have access to about how the teenage brain 
works.

Why this process was successful
In his 2008 book, Visible Learning, John Hattie shared research he had done to identify the most significant factors 
contributing to learner success. His research involved analysing a wide range of studies into factors influencing 
learner success, then drawing together his findings into a meta-analysis. Hattie went on to update his work in 
2011 and again in 2017. According to his most recent data as we write, the three highest contributing factors to 
learner success are collective teacher efficacy (the sense the teachers in a school have of being part of a team that 
can improve the school’s pupils’ successes), self-reported grades (learners self-evaluating and deciding on their own 
grades) and teacher estimates of achievement (what a teacher believes a learner is capable of).

As a teacher and a teaching team, it is therefore essential that you believe in your teenage learners, and that you 
make that belief overt and clear to them. If you do that, your belief is likely to become contagious, leading them to 
believe in their own potential (see  Social and motivational contagion).

You also need to allow your learners to evaluate themselves. To do this, Fiona had conversations with her son at the 
end of each driving session. With your teen learners you could have tutorials, or quiet chats before class. Following 
up chats and tutorials with reflection tasks, journalling or similar to allow learners to process why you believe in them 
and what they might need to do in order to achieve their potential is also an effective technique. We include some 
suggestions for communicating with learners in  Part B: Self.

Another area to work on is building connections between the senses and the memory. Fiona’s son rather liked the 
idea of the ‘voice of the car’, so it became an important feature to him, and left its mark more deeply. As he learnt 
to listen to that voice, feel the sensation through the pedals and look around as well as straight ahead, he began 
to engage more senses than previously, creating more synapses and triggering more memory potential. He became 
somehow more connected to the car than he had been and his attention was more focused. His  amygdala and 

 hippocampus were firing on all cylinders (pun intended) and memories were formed more efficiently.

Going through this process meant Fiona’s son felt empowered. His new skill set would now allow him to ‘read’ the 
car in situations he had never before experienced, and to react accordingly. He had also acquired knowledge which 
felt like a superpower he could show off to his friends and girlfriend. He had not just been told stuff; he had learnt it.

Finally, if we return to Hattie, many of the other significant factors that he identified as learning strategies leading 
towards success were also accounted for in the time Fiona spent with her son: deliberate practice, effort, mnemonics, 
rehearsal and memorization, strategies to integrate new knowledge with prior knowledge, summarizing, cognitively 
challenging tasks, planning and prediction, and a focus on (classroom) discussion and feedback rather than testing. 

Pause for thought 5
In his category ‘Strategies emphasising feedback’, Hattie’s data gives Different types of testing as the only 
factor in the category not to make a significant difference.

Why do you think feedback and classroom discussion are more effective with most teens than testing?



A

13

The teenage brain
Neuroscience, the science of the brain, is becoming increasingly present as a term in ELT. Conference proposals 
and webinar abstracts feature the word and teachers are drawn to it in search of ideas. However, knowing about 
neuroscience, even the neuroscience behind long-term memory, for example, and knowing how to teach are like 
knowing all about aerodynamics and knowing how to fly. You can know all the theory, but that’s not enough to help 
you take off and soar. On the other hand, some degree of technical knowledge will definitely help you steer, and give 
you some of the skills you need on your journey.

While the scope of this book does not allow for a highly detailed description of the human brain and how it develops 
during adolescence, we have included a brief overview of some of the main parts of the brain which teen teachers 
might find it useful to know about. If you would like to find out more, we highly recommend looking at some of 
the books mentioned in  Further Reading. We would also like to underline the fact that studies into the exact 
functions of each part of the brain are ongoing and our knowledge is being refined day-by-day, so you may find 
there are more up-to-date sources which were published after this book when you come to do your own research.

Grey matter
Grey matter consists of cells, nerve endings, receptors, processors and so on, and accounts for just under half of a 
human brain. This is the typical ‘stuff brains are made of’ that we are used to hearing about. The amount of grey 
matter we have peaks around the age of 14 or 15, then it begins to reduce and settle into a more efficient size and 
shape. The grey matter in a human brain is fully developed by our mid-twenties, which is why this is considered the 
end of cognitive adolescence.

White matter and myelination
White matter is the neurotransmitters and synapses in the brain, what we might think of as the connections, circuitry 
or wiring. Neuroscientists are increasingly interested in white matter. As we practise something – the guitar, painting, 
speaking another language – myelin is created. This is a protective layer strengthening the synapses or neural 
pathways, like insulation strengthens wiring. Myelin helps electrical messages to travel considerably faster along 
synapses. If we don’t practise or do something, the synapse remains weak and may even disappear. Myelination takes 
place in the white matter throughout childhood and adolescence, continuing into our late twenties or early thirties, 
at which point our brains can be said to be fully developed. A little myelination may continue to happen after this but 
it will be considerably slower.

The limbic system
The limbic system is, loosely speaking, in the 
middle of the brain, on either side of the 
thalamus. As a group of brain parts and functions 
which connect to other brain parts and functions, 
the exact definition of the limbic system is 
disputed, but we know that it consists of several 
elements. For our purposes, we need only look 
at the  hippocampus and  amygdala, which 
we will examine in more detail in the next two 
sections.

Neuroscientists seem to agree that the limbic 
system participates in or is responsible for brain 
functions such as our sense of smell, pleasure 

responses, reward systems, motivation, emotion, memory, and learning, most of which are relevant to the classroom. 
This part of the brain is one of the first to change when we are teenagers, typically between the ages of about 10 
and 13. Clearly, therefore, it is important that a teacher of teens have a passing knowledge of what how it develops.
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The hippocampus
The hippocampus is part of the limbic system. Although we normally refer to the singular ‘hippocampus’, we 
actually have two hippocampi, one in each half of our brain on each side of the thalamus. According to current 
understanding, the hippocampus helps us to form mental maps of our environment (spatial memories) and to  
retain factual memories like dates, names or places (declarative memories). It also works with the  amygdala and 

 caudate nucleus to convert short-term memories and transfer them to the long-term memory, particularly as 
we sleep. Exactly how it does this is still debated, though some studies suggest that this process is connected to 
the mapping function of the hippocampus. The hippocampus is triggered by emotions and senses, meaning that 
using books rather than screens helps it work more effectively, as the feel of the paper, the corners of the pages, 
the left-page/right-page layout, the colours and the lack of the flickering you get from a screen all aid the mapping 
process. The hippocampus is the thing that speaks to you in an exam when you remember where exactly on the page 
the answer to the question is…. while absolutely refusing to tell you what it says! Any activities involving mapping, 
boxes, tables, colours and so on are likely to trigger the hippocampus.

The amygdala
As with the  hippocampus, we have two amygdalae, one on each side of the brain, but they are commonly 
discussed using the singular form of the word. The amygdala is part of the limbic system, along with the 
hippocampus, and they work with the  caudate nucleus to form long-term memories. Its other functions also 
make it a key part of the brain that we can work with in the language classroom.

The amygdala is involved in the production of emotions, both pleasurable, positive emotions, such as joy, happiness 
and feelings of reward, and more negative emotions, such as fear, aggression and anger. It is also involved in stress 
and anxiety production, whether positive or negative. Positive stress and anxiety can make you perform better in an 
exam, work well under pressure, or do well in public speaking and can give you a buzz. Negative, more harmful, 
stress and anxiety is designed to protect us from danger and triggers the fight-freeze-flight instinct. If our amygdala 
wants us to fight, we take action to confront the cause of our anxiety, or we get angry about it. If we freeze, we 
become immobile, panicked or overwhelmed, and don’t take any action to resolve the situation. Anxiety which 
causes flight makes us run away or take other action to avoid whatever set off the reaction.

Speaking a foreign language in the classroom means producing noises that feel strange, at least at first, making 
funny faces, and potentially making mistakes in front of your peers. This means that negative stress from the 
amygdala is often triggered in the English Language classroom, regardless of the age of the learners, but it is even 
more likely in the teen classroom. Common sense tells us that it is not only teaching teens that can be stressful: 
being a teen can also be stressful. Teens are very much driven by peer pressure, with their sense of identity being 
inextricably linked to their relationship with their peer group, how they may be perceived, and the need to feel 
integrated within that group (see  Fitting in). This means that any situation where they stand out and can’t control 
it, such as having a good accent in English or accidentally making basic mistakes, exposes the teen to potential 
ridicule from the ‘tribe’, the group they are trying to belong to.

As teachers, we do need to activate the amygdala to make learning happen as we are more likely to remember 
things we have an emotional response to. Importantly, though, we need to make sure we trigger positive emotions 
to compensate for these negative emotions of stress and anxiety. Two ways of doing this are by normalising mistake-
making by drawing attention to our own mistakes or by asking learners to deliberately make mistakes for peers 
to correct. Some studies show that by planning an activity that triggers the emotions after a key learning event, 
retention of new information is greater. This is a very good argument for following up quieter input stages with 
games, challenges, and other engaging tasks to promote these positive emotions. 
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Pause for thought 6
Close your eyes and imagine these things. Which senses activate? Can you smell them? Do you hear any 
sounds? What colours come to mind?
 ` Changing rooms at the gym
 ` Freshly brewed coffee
 ` A florist’s shop
 ` Rainy streets

As with the  hippocampus and  caudate nucleus, the amygdala is triggered by the  senses, with the sense 
of smell seeming to be the strongest. This explains the ease with which most of us can associate certain smells with 
places, people and events. You may be pleased to hear that in the classroom, the sense of smell can be activated 
without the need for old cheese sandwiches, perfumed candles or other pungent realia! Just as we have a mind’s 
eye that pictures things, and a mind’s ear that plays earworm music on a loop or helps us ‘hear’ what we’ve written, 
we also have a mind’s nose. Even the mention of certain words or phrases will tend to trigger the mind’s senses. 
When you read old cheese sandwiches, did you smell them in your mind? What about perfumed candles? Your lived 
experiences, senses and emotions all come together in the amygdala, so did you experience a flickering of emotion 
as you brought those things to mind?

Caudate nucleus
There are also two caudate nuclei, one on each side of the brain, but they are referred to in the singular. The caudate 
nucleus is not part of the limbic system, but sits just above it. It works with the hippocampus and amygdala to 
form, store and recall memory. The caudate nucleus likes problem-solving and decision-making activities, particularly 
critical thinking or making value-based judgements. It is also activated during categorising activities, such as tasks 
asking learners to assign lexical items to categories, and sensorial tasks such as the smell-related one in the previous 
paragraph.

Furthermore, the caudate nucleus can also be activated by beauty. Although the exact concept or definition of 
beauty may be culture-dependent, the ability to recognize it and respond to it is neurological. As the caudate nucleus 
is also in the area of the brain which is at its ‘busiest’ stage of development in the adolescent years, this is also a 
facet we can exploit to maximise learning. Images in particular, and activities to evaluate e.g. the artistic merits of 
paintings, photos and so on, in order to practise the language of liking and disliking or adjectives of opinion would 
serve to strengthen and thereby help enlarge the caudate nucleus.

Researchers have discovered a direct correlation between the size of the caudate nucleus and the capacity for verbal 
expression, and adolescence is the optimal time to develop this. This again gives weight to the suggestion that we 
should use sensorial stimuli in the teen classroom – images, videos, realia, and the ‘inner senses’ as detailed under 
amygdala.

A final note on the caudate nucleus is to say that studies carried out by researchers including Abutalebi et al. (2013) 
strongly suggest that the left caudate is always activated in the brain of multilinguals. These researchers’ studies 
using fMRI scans appear to show that anyone with a level of roughly B<sup>1</sup> in the CEFR (Intermediate) in 
a second language (L2), or anyone bi- or multilingual is, to an extent, permanently thinking in both or all of their 
languages. Furthermore, it is the left caudate that appears to be responsible for selecting the correct language or 
linguistic items for the context, along the lines of saying ‘we’re speaking German so we need this word; now we’re 
speaking English, so we need this other one’. Many of us who can speak more than one language have experienced 
moments when we can only think of a word in one language but not in another, perhaps not even in our first 
language (L1) - ‘It’s only coming to me in Spanish, right now’ – particularly when we are tired. This is your caudate 
telling you to rest and recharge.


