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WORKING WITH  
THE TEENAGE  
BRAIN 

Dr. Ken Beatty 
TESOL Professor and Writer 
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21ST CENTURY 
LEARNING 

What is the 
context of the 
students’ 
studies?  

  

CHALLENGES 
IN THE MIXED 

ABILITY 
CLASSROOM 

1.  Culture 
2.  First language 
3.  Maturity 
4.  Aptitude 
5.  Intelligence 
6.  Learning styles 
7.  Autonomy  
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SEVEN ISSUES 
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1. CULTURE:  
WHAT DO  
WE TEACH?  

4

2. FIRST LANGUAGE 
What makes it more / less 
difficult to learn English? 

How do we predict, identify, 
and remediate typical learner 
errors?  

5 

3. MATURITY 

How do we deal 
with learners who 
are at different 
maturity levels?  
* Remember, age 
does not equal 
maturity! 

6 
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4. APTITUDE 
How do we 
identify and 
expand aptitude? 
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5. INTELLIGENCE 

How do we 
define 
intelligence in 
the L2 
classroom?  

8 
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6. LEARNING STYLES 

MULTIPLE 
INTELLIGENCES 
What tasks 
make the  
most of 
students’ 
multiple 
intelligences 
and different 
learning 
styles. 

  

It’s not how 
smart you are, 
it’s how you 
are smart.  

Howard 
Gardner 

Gardner’s 1963 Theory of 
Multiple Intelligences 

•  There is no central, all-
purpose intelligence. 

•  We all possess a mixture 
of different types of 
intelligence. 

•  New intelligences are 
being suggested as we 
explore how people learn 
and perform.  
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WHAT IS YOUR SPECIAL 
INTELLIGENCE?  

or 

READ THESE SEVEN 
WORDS: 

caterpillar 
mathematics 
ordinary 
participate 
responsible 
advertisement 
particular 

No writing or 
talking!  
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NOW, WRITE 
THE SEVEN 
WORDS YOU 
READ.  

NOW LISTEN TO 
SEVEN WORDS.  
No writing or talking!  

NOW, WRITE 
THE SEVEN 
WORDS YOU 
HEARD.  
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HOW DID YOU DO? ARE YOU REALLY A 
VISUAL OR AN AUDITORY LEARNER?   

caterpillar 
mathematics 
ordinary 
participate 
responsible 
advertisement 
particular 
 

politician 
prehistoric 
absolutely 
punctuation 
alligator 
mechanical 
literature 
 

7. AUTONOMY 
 How can students 
continue to learn 
on their own?  

20
 

NOW, DID YOU USED TO 
BE A TEENAGER?  

21
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WHAT DOES  
BRAIN  

RESEARCH  
TELL US  

ABOUT 
TEENAGERS?  
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TEN  
TEENAGE  

BRAIN  
FACTS 

23
 

HOW DO YOU DEFINE 
TEENAGER? 

24
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BRAIN FACT #1 

The “teenage” brain 
continues to develop 
between the ages 11 to 
25.  
 
 
Nature in Neuroscience 
(1999) 

25
 

DEVELOPMENT DIFFERS 
 

        
  

Girls 11 to 20 

Boys 12 to 25 
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40% 
40% of teenagers in the 
world don’t attend school 
and miss out. 

27
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MISSING 
OPPORTUNITIES 
 

28
 

HOW DO WE  
SOCIALIZE  
STUDENTS? 
 
 

29
 

CREATE PAIRWORK 
OPPORTUNITIES 

30
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BRAIN FACT #2 

Teenagers’ brains are 
ready to learn, but see 
themselves (the 
teenagers) and the 
world, as unchanging.  

31
 

32
 

FOR  
EXAMPLE,  
FASHION 
 

The teacher’s response: 

33
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What activities 
give students new 
perspectives on 
the changing 
world? 

34
 

RICHARDS (1997) SUGGESTS 
TEACHING TYPICALLY INVOLVES:  

selecting learning activities, preparing 
students for new learning, presenting 
learning activities, asking questions, 
conducting drills, checking students' 
understanding, providing opportunities 
for practice of new items, monitoring 
students' learning, giving feedback on 
student learning, and reviewing and 
reteaching when necessary (p. 196). 

35
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38
 

Make it 
personal 

39
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BRAIN FACT #3 

The teenage brain 
develops new thinking 
skills and the 
computational abilities 
of adults – but 
emotions interfere!  
 

 

40
 

1. Developing a 
skeptical 
approach  
2. Breaking down  
problems  
3. Searching for 
evidence 
4. Maintaining a 
vigilant attitude 
toward personal 
biases 

THE 
TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 

41
 

1. Developing a 
skeptical approach 
to problem solving 
and decision 
making 
 

Will include 
Wider World 
Content 

42
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2. Breaking 
down 
problems into 
their simplest 
outcomes 
 

43
 

3. Searching for 
evidence that both 
supports and 
refutes a given 
conclusion 
 

44
 

45
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4. Maintaining a vigilant 
attitude toward their 
personal bias, 
assumptions, and values 
that may interfere with 
making an objective 
decision.       
(Buskist and Irons, 2008)  

 

46
 

WHAT  
ABOUT  

EMOTIONS?  

47
 

“It’s impossible,” said Pride.  
“It’s risky,” said Experience. 
“It’s pointless,” said Reason.  
 
“Give it a try,”  
whispered the Heart.  

EMOTIONS INTERFERE 

48
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BRAIN FACT #4 

The teenage brain 
embraces risk, needing 
more stimulation than 
the adult brain.  
 
Journal of 
Developmental Review 
(2008)  
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THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
How can we give 
students more 
stimulation but 
maintain a safe 
environment?   

50
 

QUESTION: WHAT 
ARE YOU AFRAID 
OF?  

51
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WHAT IS PEOPLE’S 
#1 FEAR? 

52
 

53
 

Give multiple 
opportunities to 
speak in a variety 
of formats: pair 
work, group work, 
debates, panel 
discussions, 
town hall 
meetings, 
presentations … 

54
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ADAPT ACTIVITIES TO MAKE 
THEM MORE STIMULATING 

55
 

EXPLORE STUDENTS’ LIVES! 

56
 

BRAIN FACT #5 
Teenagers’ anxiety 
increases as they 
develop their ability to 
think abstractly and 
reflect on their roles. 
 
New York Academy of 
Sciences (2004) 

57
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THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
Students need to 
challenge their 
inhibitions and build 
confidence in 
themselves by 
undertaking a range 
of social activities.  

58
 

WORK IN PAIRS 
Mix pairs continuously to encourage 
negotiation of meaning and scaffolded 
learning. 

59
 

WORK IN GROUPS 
Have students work in groups, but use 
strategies to ensure they are all working.  

60
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BRAIN FACT #6 

Teenagers have 
difficulty interpreting 
emotions and 
directions.  

61
 

GET STUDENTS TO THINK OF– 
AND DESCRIBE–PROCESSES 

62
 

RELATE NEW IDEAS TO 
ONES STUDENTS KNOW 

63
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GET STUDENTS TO 
EXPLORE EMOTIONS 

64
 

BRAIN FACT #7 

Teenagers weakest 
reasoning skill is cause 
and effect.  

65
 

THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
Students fail to see 
cause and effect 
relationships in 
terms of 
consequences for 
actions they want to 
do or are pressured 
into doing.  

66
 



18-04-10	

23	

TEACHING THE CAUSE AND 
EFFECT STRUCTURE 

What  
would  

happen if …  

67
 

68
 

69
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HOW CAN TEACHERS EXPLORE 
CAUSE AND EFFECT?  

71
 

BRAIN FACT #8 

Teenagers experiment 
with emotions, trying 
them out on teachers, 
parents and others.  

72
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THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
When should we 
address inappropriate 
emotions and when 
should we let them 
go?  
How do we do 
address emotions in 
the classroom?  

73
 

74
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ROLEPLAY 

76
 

MAKE IT ABOUT THE STUDENTS 
 

77
 

BRAIN FACT #9 

Teenagers are slow to 
develop empathy for 
others.  

78
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THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
“In foreign language teaching, we 
customarily begin with the lives of 
others, with whom students may not 
easily identify, and then expect 
students to transfer the material to 
their own lives.  However, transfer to 
the textbook is easier when the 
content starts with the student … 
then leads into the materials to be 
learned.” (Moscowitz, 1978, p. 197) 

79
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BRAIN FACT #10 

Teenagers need more 
sleep.  

81
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MOTIVATION IS KEY 

82
 

THE TEACHER’S 
RESPONSE: 
Teenagers’ rhythms are 
different, and teachers 
should consider the 
times when they are 
most awake and also be 
concerned about 
stimulants they may use 
to stay awake.  

83
 

CHALLENGES 
IN THE MIXED 

ABILITY 
CLASSROOM 

1.  Culture 
2.  First language 
3.  Maturity 
4.  Aptitude 
5.  Intelligence 
6.  Learning styles 
7.  Autonomy  

84
 

WHAT DO WE KNOW?  
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SUMMARY 
Teenagers stand 
between childhood 
and adulthood and can 
best make the 
transition with the 
support of teachers 
who try to understand 
them and address their 
needs.  

85
 

Questions?  
kenbeatty@mac.com 

kenbeatty.ca 
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ALWAYS LEARNING 
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THE TEENAGE BRAIN  
This session sets the theme for this weeklong 
course of teacher training webinars for 
teachers of secondary students.   
Dr. Ken Beatty, an expert in technology in 
language learning, explains what science 
teaches us about how teenagers think and how 
that informs our language teaching practice. 
Using examples from Wider World, the new 
Pearson/BBC secondary course, he 
demonstrates how content and pedagogy can 
frame and maximise learning outcomes for 
teenage students. 
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