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The adolescent brain - performance anxiety, 
peer pressure and personal identity

Why can teenagers behave in such a challenging manner? 

What drives them to take risks and question authority? 

What is going on in their brain? 

Drawing upon cutting-edge research, we can explore the answers to these crucial questions in 
order to inform our teaching relationship with young singers. We can find out how to use this 
time of amazing creativity and self-discovery to facilitate a developing autonomy and identity.

NB 


•Everybody’s experience of puberty is a 
different journey


•This talk does not consider physical or 
mental illness, gender or sexual identity, 
or neurodiversity



Adolescent Behaviour
• Strong Emotions

• Self-absorption

• Self-consciousness

• Sensation-seeking

• Risk-taking and social pressure

•  - are these a bit generalised, promoting stereotypes?

•  - does looking at averages make us lose sight of the individual?

Blakemore, S.J., Burnett, S. & Dahl, R.E. (2010) ‘The role of puberty in the 
developing adolescent brain’, Human Brain Mapping, 31, 926-933. 

Dahl, R.E. (2004) ‘Adolescent brain development: a period of vulnerabilities and 
opportunities’, Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1021, 1-22.



Adolescent 
Brains

• Re-wiring of the brain

• Proliferation, pruning and myelination

• Predictable order for this growth

• From cerebellum to prefrontal cortex, the last area for growth relates 
to organising thoughts, assuming responsibility and emotional reasoning.


• After adolescence (mid 20s) the growth and myelination slows down - 
our identity and relationships stabilise, but we don’t learn as fast

 Dobbs, D. (2011) ‘The new science of the teenage brain’ National Geographic Magazine, October 2011. 
Chadwick, S (current) Adolescent boys and the timing of voice change: implications for singing in primary schools. PhD thesis



Adolescent 
Brains

• The adolescent brain is not a dysfunctional or defective 
adult brain


• It’s a formative period of life

• Essential for working out what to retain and what to discard

• To focus on what we want to become

 Blakemore, S.-J. (2018). Inventing Ourselves: The secret life of the teenage brain. London: Penguin



Myelination in the teaching studio

• Continuing with singing during puberty will ensure 
functional habits remain for young adults (those 
who quit early rarely return)


• Group singing fulfils many needs of adolescents:  
Identity with a group 
Social interaction 
Mental health and wellbeing from singing activity

Theorell, T. (2020) ‘The effects and benefits of singing individually and in a group’, in Welch, G., 
Howard, D.M. and Nix, J., eds., The Oxford handbook of singing, Oxford: OUP. 
Welch, G. (2011) The benefits of singing for adolescents, Institute of Education, University of London.



Identity and sense of self
• Moral and political beliefs - strong 
sense of social responsibility


• Music and fashion tastes

• NB Music preferences are a 
stronger social bond than sporting 
activities


• These aspects of personal identity 
will determine their social group



Self, Identity and choices
• Social aspects of identity

• The self represents a key intersection among  
social, cognitive, affective, motivational, and regulatory processes


• Rewards/cognitive control - Dual-systems models focus on a 
mismatch between mature reward-related circuitry and immature 
cognitive control circuitry


• Choices will be based on rewards from situations that reinforce 
identity, that could be a party with friends or it could be study, 
depending on the sense of self

Pfeifer JH, Berkman ET.  The Development of Self and Identity in Adolescence: Neural Evidence and Implications for a Value-Based 
Choice Perspective on Motivated Behavior. Child Dev Perspect. 2018 Sep;12(3):158-164.



Timing of puberty in relation to chronological age

Sisk, C.L. and Zehr, J.L. (2005) ‘Pubertal hormones organize 
the adolescent brain and behavior’ Frontiers in Endocrinology, 
26, 163-174.

• Cognitive development is more linked to chronological age

• Emotional intensity and sensation-seeking is linked to 
biological age


• Early onset of puberty is therefore linked with higher risk-
taking


• Early puberty also linked with higher levels of social anxiety



Finding 
ways in…

• Fairness and autonomy: in education 
about healthy eating, the most 
effective message was that the food 
manufacturers are evil and coercive, 
so resisting them is making a radical 
social stand.


• Short-term rewards (bribery?), risk-
taking in the moment in order to 
gain social status



Group identity 
and self-belief

• Playing a musical instrument or singing can lead to bullying and social rejection in 
school


• Teenagers who surround themselves with other musicians will be more likely to 
continue and succeed


• Self-belief and coping mechanisms are essential

• Role models - ‘an idol within touching distance’

• Teacher who is seen to be an expert performer is as important as one who is 
viewed as a ‘nice person’

Davidson, J. W., & Burland, K. (2006). Musical Identity Formation. In G. McPherson 
(Ed.), The Child as Musician (pp. 475-490): Oxford University Press.



Identity and the teacher’s role

• Autonomy from parents - teacher is now  
less of a parent and more of a mentor


• Developing equilibrium and self-acceptance

• Teacher fosters trust and respect

• Unconditional Positive Regard - showing complete support and acceptance of 
a person no matter what that person says or does (Carl Rogers)


• Regardless of how irritating, disengaged, over-confident or inconsistent they 
are; any comment is made from the ‘I’


• Singing lessons need calmness, consistency and care as well as spontaneity, 
challenge and fun

Morgan, J. Can a student’s learning be optimised by a less directed teaching approach, encouraging self efficacy?  MA dissertation 
2020



Risk-taking 
behaviour

• Much more likely in group setting

• Enhancing status

• Adolescence = healthy stage of life

• Increase in overall morbidity and mortality rates: 
Accidents 
Suicide 
Eating disorders 
Depression


• All difficulties in managing  
emotion and behaviour

Forbes, E.E. & Dahl, R.E (2010) ‘Pubertal development 
and behavior: hormonal activation of social and 
motivational tendencies, Brain and Cognition, 72, 66-72.



Risk-taking 
behaviour 
Brains can 

change

• Adult brain has more memories and 
patterns of past situations


• Can map and compare feelings and make 
both intuitive and cognitive decisions


• Adolescent is doing all this for the first 
time


• Majority of adolescents who engage in 
criminal behaviour don’t continue to do so 
as adults

Moffitt, T. E. (1993). Adolescence-limited and life-course-persistent antisocial 
behaviour: a developmental taxonomy. Psychological Review, 100(4), 674-701. 



Implications 
of adolescent 
voice change

• For both boys and girls, their voices become less 
predictable at the most vulnerable age 
emotionally and socially


• Don’t abandon them!

• Drop all idea of talent and focus on application 

• Embrace vulnerability for the emotional 
expression and the openness to change


• This needs trust and respect

• Use repertoire that enables them to show what 
they CAN do, they are facing enough challenges 
elsewhere


• Better together

Sweet, B. (2020). Thinking outside the Voice Box: Adolescent Voice Change in Music Education: Oxford University Press. 



Repertoire choices

• Use repertoire that enables them to show 
what they CAN do, they are facing enough 
challenges elsewhere


• Small vocal range, re-write sections that are 
too high


• Songs that they choose, that speak to them

• Text that they identify with, and understand



Performance Anxiety

• Anecdotally, there may be differences 
between boys and girls


• Girls socially anxious, constantly seeking 
acceptance and positive reinforcement


• Very few are easy about performing in 
front of their peers


• Worst at 14, better by 16 (anecdotally)



• Children with high levels of parental 
support will have the best outcomes

Davidson, J. W., Howe, M. J. A., Moore, D. G., & Sloboda, J. A. (1996). The 
role of parental influences in the development of musical performance. 

British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 14(4), 399–412.

Autonomy in musical development 
the role of parents

• Adolescents who are gradually handed 
autonomy for their musical progress will 
have the best long-term outcomes



Autonomy in the teaching studio 
the role of the teacher

• Student-led learning even more important now

• Relate the content to the student’s interests

• Use coaching models for fostering autonomy 
(a) providing choice  
(b) providing a rationale for tasks and limits 
(c) providing non-controlling competence feedback 
(d) avoiding controlling behaviours such as criticisms  
(e) acknowledging the singer’s feelings and perspectives 
(f) providing opportunity for initiative and independent action  
(g) avoiding behaviours that promote ego-involvement 

Coatsworth JD, Conroy DE. The effects of autonomy-supportive coaching, need satisfaction, and self-perceptions on initiative 
and identity in youth swimmers. Dev Psychol. 2009 Mar;45(2):320-8. 
Mageau GA, Vallerand RJ. The coach-athlete relationship: A motivational model. Journal of Sport Sciences. 2003;21:883–904.
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