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Generational Theory 



A generation 



Four phases in life 

Phase of life Ages Social Role 

Childhood  

(formative years) 

0—20 Growth  

being nurtured, acquiring values & belief 

systems 

Young adulthood 
21—41 Vitality  

testing values 

Mid Adulthood 
42—62 Power  

asserting values, managing institutions 

Elderhood 
63—83 Leadership  

transferring values, leading institutions 





Claire Madden explains the who, what and why 

of Generation Z and Generation Alpha 

 



Z gen Key influences 

• Digital Age - screenagers 

• Age of Terrorism 



Z Generation 



Z Generation 

76% AUS Y/Z-gen aged 12-14 years 

own a mobile phone 





Use of technology 



text 
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• process information at faster speeds, but attention 

spans are getting shorter 

• fearless—both online and offline 

• self-directed and resourceful 

• first global generation 

• wherever they are they are connected 

Z Characteristics 
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Developmental changes 

Young adolescence is a distinct, significant and 

unique period of life characterised by the physical and 

sexual changes of puberty, and psychosocial and 

cognitive changes, including the following: 

  

 Physical – shift from childhood to adulthood with puberty a 

key marker 

 Psychological – acquiring independence and autonomy  

 Social – dealing with changing family and peer group 

relationships  

 Emotional – shifting from narcissistic to mutually caring 

relationships  

 Cognitive – moving from concrete to abstract thought  

 Moral – developing a set of moral beliefs and standard.  
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What we know about young 

adolescents in 2015...  

• Born approximately 2000 - 2002 

• Years 6-9 are the most difficult 

• Needs and challenges for this age 

group are significantly different 

• Students are making the least 

progress in learning 

• Years 5/6 – 8/9 learning often stops, 

slows down and sometimes can go 

backwards 
© Donna Pendergast 



• Experiencing diverse cultures and 

technologies and a far more complex 

and uncertain world 

 

• At the broadest range of stages of 

physical, social, emotional and 

intellectual development  

 

• Significant and rapid gains in height 

and weight 
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• Stages of awkwardness and clumsiness due 
to growth spurts 

 

• Continued brain development 

 

• Changes in sleeping and eating habits and 
energy levels 

 

• Young adolescents are often sleep deprived  

 

• Proper nutrition and quality rest are crucial 
for the developing brain 
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Brain Development 



Brain Development 
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Brain facts 

!? ?#@*&!! 
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The average Australian 

Junior Secondary student ...  
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7+ 

2+ 

40 minutes + 

39 minutes 

10PM 
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$124 per week 

$70 per week 

$70 per week 

12-13 year olds 

$192 per week 

18-19 year olds 

1 
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So this means ….. 

• more prone to risk taking due to lesser 
ability to resist impulses 

• have an underdeveloped ability to take 
moral responsibility 

• are less able to understand/anticipate 
consequences 

• as abstract reasoning improves are 
able to take on the perspective of an 
observer and have increased 
concerns about what others think 
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• increased social self-consciousness 

now increases vulnerable feelings – 

social anxiety 

• many psychiatric and mental disorders 

first appear during early adolescence 

• are more susceptible to addictions of 

all kinds … adolescent addictions are 

harder to overcome 

• physical activity is of great benefit to 

developing brains 

© Donna Pendergast 



Under construction – Alcohol 

and the teenage brain 
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Middle years 

 
Early adolescence  

11–15 years of age 

Middle 

schooling 

 
Intentional  approach 

to teaching & 

learning in the 

middle years that 

meets the unique 

developmental & 

educational 

imperatives of 

students within the 

context of 

contemporary 

society 

Junior 

secondary 

 
• Queensland 

response 

• Guiding Principles  

• Years 7–9 



Nature of  

young adolescents Transition 

Challenges 

Conceptualising the emergence of the Junior Secondary agenda in Queensland state schools 

Structural Philosophical 

LOCAL 
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MAKING 
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LOCAL 

DECISION 

MAKING 

DISTINCT 

IDENTITY 

QUALITY 
TEACHING 

STUDENT 

WELLBEING 

PARENT/ 

COMMUNITY 

INVOLVEMENT 

LEADERSHIP 

Junior Secondary Guiding Principles 



Key challenges in Junior 

Secondary years 

• the need to manage a heterogeneous student population without 

sacrificing inclusiveness 

• a decline in student academic performance  

• high incidence of disengagement, disruptive behaviour, boredom and 

disconnection from schooling 

• a ‘knowledge gap’ between what is taught and the kind of content that 

would engage early adolescents and match their cognitive skills 

• transition often entails major change, such as larger school size, more 

emphasis on teacher control and discipline, disrupted peer relations, 

more impersonal relationships between student and teachers, and 

different expectations of students’ performance. The transition 

experience can be different for different students, depending on 

individual factors and contextual factors 



Key challenges for teachers  

• Transition  

• Engagement 

• Change 

– School culture 

• Timetabling, rituals ….. 

– Teacher practices 

• Tried and true 

• Role of PD 

 

 



Transition - Middle school plunge 

• Estimated that the drop in academic 

achievement can represent a loss of 

between 10 - 14 months of learning 

achievement 

• Effects are widespread and typical, rather 

than the exception   

• The impact on academic achievement is 

most significant in students who lack 

literacy and numeracy capacity, especially 

reading and spelling   

• Literacy skills are the key to academic 

success  



Factors causing academic 

decline during transition 

• Onset of adolescence 

• Social adjustment 

• Student perceptions of secondary school 

• Socio-economic status; cultural factors; 

family support 

• Organizational factors – Structure, time and 

routine 

• Linkages between schools 

• Curriculum & pedagogy 

• Teacher perceptions of transition 



Junior Secondary in 

Queensland: Attendance 



Queensland school reform 

longitudinal study 

2001 



Classroom practices 2008 



Questions…  

• Is the performance dip in Year 8 and 

surrounding year levels solely a result of the 

developmental changes of the early phase 

adolescent? Is it a combination of both factors? 

• Is it the way we ‘do’ Years 7–9 that inhibits the 

opportunity to have high levels of intellectual 

quality, connectedness and recognition of 

difference? 

• Does your school data reflect the state 

context?  
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Students School 

Teachers 

Home 
Peers 

Principals 

Factors that affect student learning 
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Hattie, J. (2003). Teachers make a difference.  What is the 

research evidence?  Sydney, NSW: Australian Council for 

Educational Research.   



How we learn 

• The human brain is the most complicated 

device found in the universe 

• We have learnt more about the human brain 

in the last 5 years than in the last 5000 years 



Factors effecting engagement & 

success 
 

• Relationships with teachers and other 

students 

• Motivation and interest in learning 

• Goal orientation 

• Academic self-regulation  

• Self-efficacy  

• Relational learning  

• Personal agency / cognitive autonomy 

• Disposition to be a learner  

 



The engagement dimensions 

Engagement 

dimension 
Exemplified in the following elements 

Behavioural Participation 

Presence 

On task 

Behaviour 

Compliance with rules 

Effort, persistence, concentration, attention, rates of quality contribution 

Involvement in school related activities 

Emotional Positive and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, academic activity 

Student attitude 

Perception of the value of learning 

Interest and enjoyment 

Happiness 

Identification with school 

Sense of belonging within a school 

Cognitive Volition learning (learning by choice) 

Investment and willingness to exert effort 

Thoughtfulness (applying the processes of deep thinking) 

Self-regulation 

Goal setting 

Use of meta-cognitive strategies 

Preference for challenge 

Resiliency and persistence 

Mastery orientation 

A sense of urgency 



Quality teaching  

The introduction of Junior Secondary is 

a pedagogical reform as it is about “an 

intentional approach to teaching and 

learning that is responsive and 

appropriate to the full range of needs, 

interests and achievements of middle 

years students in formal and informal 

schooling contexts” (MYSA, 2008:1) 



Why quality teaching? 

• Improving teaching effectiveness outweighs 
the impact of any other school education 
program or policy in improving student 
performance 

• A student exposed to great teaching can 
achieve in half  year what a student exposed 
to poor teaching can achieve in a full year 

• Because the impact of highly effective 
teaching is cumulative relatively modest 
increases in effectiveness can make a big 
difference in student learning 



What is quality teaching in 

Junior Secondary? 

Quality teaching in Junior Secondary 

needs to consider  

Curriculum,  
pedagogy and  

assessment  
 

Developmental 
needs of  young 
adolescents & 

changes in society  
 



What will make a difference 

in classrooms? 

• Specific practices have a great impact 

• Achieving quality teaching requires a 
committed improvement strategy 
inclusive of: 
– Leadership practices 

– Teaching practices 

– Student learning behaviours 

 

Improving quality teaching means 
changing practices related to leadership, 
teaching and student learning behaviours 

 

 



 

When leaders, teachers and 

students share the same goal…  



3 elements 

1.Clear philosophy relevant to the context 

2.Comprehensive range of signature practices 

to engage young adolescents in relevant, 

meaningful and challenging learning, along 

with organisational initiatives to facilitate 

their implementation 

3.Evidence-based approach with clearly 

articulated outcomes 

 



Key pedagogical approaches to 

promote student engagement in 

Junior Secondary 

Key 

pedagogical 

approach 

Explanation Examples of strategies teachers 

can use 

Nurturing 

trusting 

relationships 

The need for belonging and 

opportunities to demonstrate 

competence and autonomy 

in a safe environment 

•Care about students 

•Know students well 

•Be fair with students 

Engaging 

students in fun 

learning 

activities 

Students are more actively 

engaged when learning is 

perceived to be fun, inspiring 

and challenging 

•Encourage discussion  

•Cooperative learning  

•Peer tutoring 

•Problem-based learning 

•Hands-on work 

•Demonstrations 

•Use of video games and technology 

Making learning 

meaningful 

Students perceive the 

relevance of learning when it 

is made meaningful for them 

•Indicate why learning is important and 

relate content to students lives 

•Enable students to learn better and 

help them take responsibility for their 

own learning 



 

Specific practices with great impact:  

What  do  these  look  l ike  for  Jun ior  Secondary?  

• higher order thinking strategies 

• integrated and disciplinary curricula that are 

negotiated, relevant and challenging 

• heterogeneous and flexible student groupings - 

differentiation 

• cooperative learning and collaborative teaching 

• small learning communities for sustained individual 

attention in a safe environment 

• emphasis on strong teacher–student relationships 

• authentic and reflective assessment with high 

expectations 

• democratic governance and shared leadership 

• parental and community involvement in student 

learning 



Impl icat ions  for  Qual i ty  Teaching  -  Cur r icu lum 

 

Elements 
Primary 

Years 4-6 

Child centred 

Junior Secondary 

Years 7-9 

Young adolescent centred 

Senior 

Years 10-12 

Subject centred 

Knowledge Commonsense knowledge 

reshaped into schooled knowledge. 

Comprehensive and structured, but 

flexible enough to address individual 

learning needs. Holistic approach. 

Explicit teaching in order to gain 

high level learning outcomes. 

School knowledge increasingly 

differentiated into curriculum areas, 

becoming more abstract as attitudes 

and expression expands. Content with 

rigour and practical application, 

explained in terms of the overall subject 

discipline knowledge. Tasks are 

significant and meaningful outside of 

school 

Curriculum-specific knowledge 

characterised by increasing abstraction, 

generalisation, value judgement and 

opinion.  Knowledge development is often 

focused on assessment/matriculation but 

needs to be connected to life and 

citizenship. Learning the conventions of 

the discipline. 

Higher order 

thinking 

More concrete operational than 

abstract although setting discrete 

tasks where students find solutions 

to problems is recommended. 

Learners are developing more 

abstract thinking skills by the end of 

primary. Clear examples provided to 

assist students to understand 

complex concepts. 

Engagement of young adolescents in 

relevant, meaningful and challenging 

learning through higher order thinking 

processes. These still require 

scaffolding throughout Junior 

Secondary.  

Development of skills in critical and 

creative thinking that is informed by 

knowledge of discourses within a 

discipline. Focus on skilled evaluation of 

concepts and own work. 

Relevance Relevance relies on curriculum 

expectations as well as relating to 

children’s own experience through 

use of everyday language. 

However, learners are beginning to 

relate personal experiences to 

broader contexts 

Relevant curriculum, drawing from 

students’ background, interests and 

academic needs. Value of the learning to 

their lives is explicit. Learning 

experiences are taken into the wider 

community 

Relevance ideally linked to a developing 

global perspective on issues and ideas. 

Connecting disciplinary knowledge with 

students’ developing world views. 

Connectedness Connections made between 

information and child’s own 

experience particularly in regard to 

family life and community 

connections. 

Connections made between information 

taught and real life, especially everyday 

concerns of the age group of students. 

Social awareness is developing. 

Connections between and within domains 

of disciplinary knowledge (school 

subjects). Links to ethical, moral and 

social issues 



Impl icat ions  for  Qual i ty  Teaching  -  Pedagogica l  

response to  s tudent  character is t ics   

 

Elements 

Primary 

Years 4-6 

Child centred 

Junior Secondary 

Years 7-9 

Young adolescent 

centred 

Senior 

Years 10-12 

Subject centred 

Physical Varied activities often with clear learning 

expectations are provided. These include: 

group tasks, hands-on activities 

Focus on active learning, such as 

interactive group tasks, hands-on 

activities, differentiated instruction, and 

opportunity for discussion 

Hands-on, engaging activities and 

collaborative tasks still important but 

students also developing skills in long periods 

of focused work alone 

Social Supportive grouping structures designed, 

with children of similar age and interests 

Strong emphasis on collaborative, 

cooperative and peer-assisted learning. 

Most adolescents learn well in a mixture 

of patterns-sometimes alone, sometimes 

with a partner, in a small group of peers, 

in a team, or in a teacher directed activity 

Increased emphasis on individual results and 

achievement, albeit often in the context of 

group tasks. Ideally a wide range of learning 

activities rather than a single mode 

Emotional Supportive and safe environment, 

building self-worth and self-confidence 

Safe and supportive environment where 

students feel safe, valued and listened to 

and are encouraged to experiment and 

take risks with their own learning and 

express own ideas and challenge ideas of 

others  

Safe environment in which students feel able 

to actively participate and free to share ideas  

Intellectual Learning provides opportunities to be 

curious and accept differences eg. 

compare and contrast, imagine, 

opportunities for experimentation 

Learning provides challenge and 

differentiation to cater for the wide range 

of intellectual development in the class.  

Students encouraged to set goals, make 

choices in their learning, experiment with 

new ideas, and self-regulate their learning 

Trends from middle years continue with an 

increased focus on individual learning, 

responsibility and autonomy. Challenging 

activities and differentiation remain 

important 



Impl icat ions  for  Qual i ty  Teaching  -  Teacher  

character is t ics   

 

Elements 
Primary 

Years 4-6 

Child centred 

Junior Secondary 

Years 7-9 

Young adolescent centred 

Senior 

Years 10-12 

Subject centred 

Subject 

approach 

Integrated approaches to content 

knowledge – making connections 

between subject areas and focusing 

on big ideas 

Subject/ generalist role (flexible and 

adaptable and prepared to teach outside 

their subject specialisation), making links 

between discipline areas 

Strong emphasis on subject 

specialisation, teaching in isolation from 

other subjects, lecture style is a more 

frequent but ideally not universal tool 

Teaching style Explicit approaches enhance 

learning outcomes in general. 

Constructivist approaches with 

strong support and structured 

scaffolding. Model appropriate 

behaviour, learning attitudes and 

language  

Focus on constructivist learning through 

active learning and hands-on activities. 

Recognised as requiring a unique teaching 

style 

Focus on high level engagement with 

concepts that requires building on 

existing knowledge. New learning 

experiences challenge assumptions and 

develop understanding 

Teacher focus Generalist Generalist with subject specialist 

knowledge 

Subject specialist role with deep content 

knowledge as well as pedagogical content 

knowledge of how students engage with 

content 

Relationship 

with students 

Supportive, encouraging and 

nurturing, where students feel 

valued. A strong pastoral care role 

Encouraging and supportive to students, 

maintaining a meaningful pastoral care 

role. Students value and seek authentic 

interactions with teachers outside of the 

classroom environment 

Encouraging and supportive to students. 

Senior students wish to feel that they are 

‘known’ by the teacher as individuals 



Impl icat ions  for  Qual i ty  Teaching  -  Teacher  

character is t ics   

 

Elements 
Primary 

Years 4-6 

Child centred 

Junior Secondary 

Years 7-9 

Young adolescent 

centred 

Senior 

Years 10-12 

Subject centred 

Teacher learner 

knowledge 

Expertly prepared to teach children Expertly prepared to teach young 

adolescents 

Expertly prepared to teach subject 

specialisation, with deep content knowledge 

and skills to teach young adults 

Teachers 

working together 

Teachers plan together but are mostly 

responsible for the majority of one class 

teaching. Team teaching in some contexts 

Strong emphasis on teacher collaboration 

/ teacher teaming 

Teachers plan together and are usually 

responsible for separate subject delivery 

Teacher 

expectations 

Students are expected to do their best. 

All students should be expected to 

experience learning as high-skills/high-

challenge, where they experience flow of 

learning.   

Students are expected to do their best 

and to increasingly take responsibility for 

their own learning.  All students should 

be expected to experience learning as 

high-skills/high-challenge, where they 

experience flow of learning.   

Students are expected to do their best, and 

to increasingly take responsibility for their 

own learning. All students should be 

expected to experience learning as high-

skills/high-challenge, where they experience 

flow of learning.   

Assessment 

practices 

Clear and directed setting of tasks that 

can also allow for flexibility in introducing 

student choice. Comprehensive feedback. 

Formative feedback is given on a range of 

tasks to help students with their current 

learning. Authentic assessment used to 

ensure relevance and to focus on 

engagement. Opportunity to negotiate 

assessment when appropriate. 

Determined by the nature of the discipline 

and government/system requirements.  

Individual performance focus. 

Working with 

data 

Teachers are data literate and work with 

data beyond classroom assessment.  

Deep knowledge of individual student 

achievement for a class across all learning 

areas. 

Teachers are data literate and work with 

data beyond classroom assessment.  Deep 

knowledge of student achievement across 

a number of learning areas.   

Teachers are data literate and work with data 

beyond classroom assessment.  Deep 

knowledge of individual student achievement 

limited to discipline area for many classes and 

year levels of students.   



Impl icat ions  for  Qual i ty  Teaching  -  Phys ica l  

teaching  space  

 

Elements 
Primary 

Years 4-6 

Child centred 

Junior Secondary 

Years 7-9 

Young adolescent 

centred 

Senior 

Years 10-12 

Subject centred 

Feeling of 

belonging 

Safe and supportive environment 

created for all children, with 

designated space (classroom) as 

‘theirs’. 

Ownership of the learning space 

promoted by the provision of 

designated learning areas; display of 

student work. 

Space tends to be more functional: it is 

appropriate if it is effective and efficient 

for learning. 

Flexibility Guided flexibility so that students are 

aware of expectations, learning 

outcomes to be met and 

consequences.  

Flexible space created that can be 

easily adapted to suit different 

learning experiences, e.g. lecture 

style, cooperative learning. 

Spaces are designed to reflect the subject 

specific requirements. 

Cater for 

learning styles 

Differentiated approaches are 

required for optimal learning 

outcomes for all children. 

Learning styles identified with 

learning spaces catering for the 

differentiation. e.g. quiet individual 

work, small group work. 

Space reflects the dominant learning style 

associated with the subject 

Movement 

around the 

classroom 

Cooperative learning groups in the 

classroom. Flexible options during the 

school week also recommended. 

Learning pedagogies varied to allow 

and facilitate movement around the 

classroom. 

Little movement around the classroom, 

although students may be asked to 

present or complete work to the whole 

class. 

Resources High quality resources that enhance 

educational content and focus.  

Access to practical resources for 

relevant application of learning.  

Reflect the subject requirements. Ideally 

include additional textbooks and other 

complementary information sources in 

addition to ICTs. 

Technology Technology embedded in learning and 

access enabled.  

Technology resources provided and 

access to mobile technology 

facilitated. 

ICT tools include workstations or laptops 

in classrooms, can use ‘bring your own 

device’ to give students access. ICTs may 

be used for composition. 



Why middle school? 



The role of teachers … ask 

yourself    

• Do I deliver interactive, varied and relevant lessons? 

• Am I encouraging and supportive of students? 

• Do I have classrooms: 
– in which students feel comfortable asking questions 

– where students are expected to do their best 

– where instruction is challenging 

– where specific feedback is given to help students with their current 
learning  

• Are my lessons paced and with varied learning tasks - not 
continuously listening to the teacher or note taking?  

• Do I focus on active learning, such as interactive group tasks, hands-
on activities, differentiated instruction? 

• Do I deliver a relevant curriculum, drawing from students’ 
background, interests and academic needs? 

• Do I make connections between information taught and real life, 
especially everyday concerns of the age group of students? 

• Do I encourage students to set goals, make choices in their learning, 
experiment with new ideas, and self regulate their learning? 



“The teenage brain is very capable of learning ...and this 
is absolutely the wrong time to stifle creativity.  They can 
do amazing things and yet schools haven't changed that 
much for 400 years.  The more I learn about how plastic 

and changing the human brain is, the more I question 
whether what we have is the right learning environment 

for teenagers.  One of the things I've often thought is that 
if teenagers were allowed to design schools, maybe they 

would be completely different”. 
 

 Blakemore, S. (2015).  Teenage mutants.   
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