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the ARTICLE (for teachers)          

 

Hack Your Brain with Electricity 

The quest for self-improvement is not new. Years ago, self-help books and seminars were the rage for improved 

productivity, organization, and health. In recent years, consumers download a wide variety of smartphone apps 

to achieve better results. In fact, "hacking" one's life has become big business. And now, some people are going 

so far as to use electricity and a type of DIY shock therapy to improve brain functions. 

 

This worrisome practice has people attach to the scalp what amounts to electrodes and a small battery that 

delivers a low-intensity electric current to specifically targeted areas of the brain. These devices are supposed 

to improve study and memory skills, which make them especially popular with university students around exam 

time. Students learn and think more quickly, and also enjoy sharper focus. These devices are also purported to 

improve mood, and in particular alleviate some of the symptoms of depression, too. 

 

The idea began as a treatment for chronic illnesses like depression, but it has spread to Internet forums with 

detailed instructions and vigorous discussions. Companies have cashed in on the hype too. Although someone 

could develop a device with parts from the hardware store, commercially sold devices retail for $200 and more. 

 

Unfortunately, and perhaps unsurprisingly, there are numerous risks. Self-made devices have caused burned 

skin, mood swings, and outbursts of anger. Some people have complained of seeing white flashes, headaches, 

and nausea when using these devices too, and these are but the short-term concerns. Even worse, no one 

knows the long-term risks, which could prove even more detrimental than a headache remedied with aspirin. 

 

It seems there will eternally be people who seek improvement, even with the possibility of serious risk. 

 

 

Teacher's Notes: 

 

* Underlined words in red typeface are the answers.
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the Article (for students)            

Fill in the blank with the correct word. 

vigorous quest alleviate detrimental amounts 

purported functions hype hacking rage 

hardware eternally outbursts chronic retail 

Hack Your Brain with Electricity 

The (a. _______________) for self-improvement is not new. Years ago, self-help books and seminars were 

the (b. _______________) for improved productivity, organization, and health. In recent years, consumers 

download a wide variety of smartphone apps to achieve better results. In fact, "(c. _______________)" 

one's life has become big business. And now, some people are going so far as to use electricity and a type 

of DIY shock therapy to improve brain (d. _______________). 

 

This worrisome practice has people attach to the scalp what (e. _______________) to electrodes and a 

small battery that delivers a low-intensity electric current to specifically targeted areas of the brain. These 

devices are supposed to improve study and memory skills, which make them especially popular with 

university students around exam time. Students learn and think more quickly, and also enjoy sharper focus. 

These devices are also (f. _______________) to improve mood, and in particular (g. _______________) 

some of the symptoms of depression, too. 

 

The idea began as a treatment for (h. _______________) illnesses like depression, but it has spread to 

Internet forums with detailed instructions and (i. _______________) discussions. Companies have cashed 

in on the (j. _______________) too. Although someone could develop a device with parts from the 

(k. _______________) store, commercially sold devices (l. _______________) for $200 and more. 

 

Unfortunately, and perhaps unsurprisingly, there are numerous risks. Self-made devices have caused 

burned skin, mood swings, and (m. _______________) of anger. Some people have complained of seeing 

white flashes, headaches, and nausea when using these devices too, and these are but the short-term 

concerns. Even worse, no one knows the long-term risks, which could prove even more 

(n. _______________) than a headache remedied with aspirin. 

 

It seems there will (o. _______________) be people who seek improvement, even with the possibility of 

serious risk. 
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STEP ONE            

Brainstorm:  Brainstorm with a partner(s) words and ideas associated with "life hacking" for 2 minutes.  Spend 

another 5 minutes or less discussing the words and ideas together. 

 

STEP TWO            

Vocabulary match:  Match the words in column A (from the article) with the best choice in column B.  Use a 

dictionary for any words you don't know, but be sure to check your English-English dictionary, too. 

a. quest q. obsession 

b. rage r. sell 

c. purport s. relieve  

d. alleviate t. energetic and powerful 

e. chronic u. search 

f. vigorous v. forever 

g. hype w. damaging 

h. retail x. claim 

i. detrimental y. continuing 

j. eternal z. publicity 

 

STEP THREE            

Fill in the Blanks:  Fill in the blank with the correct word. 

purported hype chronic quest alleviate 

eternally rage detrimental vigorous retail 

a. The (             ) for self-improvement is not new. 

b. Self-help books and seminars were the (             ) for improved productivity, organization, and health 

c. These devices are also (             ) to improve mood. 

d. These devices (             ) some of the symptoms of depression. 

e. The idea began as a treatment for (             ) illnesses like depression. 

f. It has spread to Internet forums with detailed instructions and (             ) discussions. 

g. Companies have cashed in on the (             ) too. 

h. Commercially sold devices (             ) for $200 and more. 

i. This could prove even more (             ) than a headache remedied with aspirin. 

j. It seems there will (             ) be people who seek improvement, even with the possibility of serious risk. 
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STEP FOUR            

The Article:  1) Read the article, but don't worry about the missing words.  2) Fill in the blanks with today's 

vocabulary, followed by all the other words.  3) Read the article again, and circle any unknown words/phrases.  

In pairs/groups, use your dictionaries to understand the words or phrases you circled.  4) Answer the questions 

to check your comprehension. 

a. What does the article say about the quest for self-improvement? What examples are given? 

b. What are some of the possible benefits of this new therapy? 

c. How did the idea begin and how has it spread? 

d. What are some of the negatives of this new therapy? 

e. What is the overall tone of the author? 

 

STEP FIVE            

Discuss:  Write down five vocabulary words from today's article that you want to use. 

a.  

b.  

c.  

d.  

e.  

 

Now talk about the following questions in pairs/groups.  Every time you use a vocabulary word, place a check 

next to it. 

a. Did you like this article? 

b. With the current information available, would you want to try this new electric shock therapy? 

c. If the shock therapy were proven safe and effective, would you want to try it? Please explain. 

d. What would you like to improve about yourself? How might you be able to achieve this improvement? 

 

Score yourself: 

10 or more times:  Fantastic!  Be sure to review the words at home. 

6-9 times:  Pretty good! You're on your way to acquiring today's vocabulary. Try writing your own 

 sentences at home for additional practice. 

5 or less times:  Try harder next time! To acquire new vocabulary, you need to use the new words as much 

 as possible. 
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