
Teaching Tip #9

Teaching teenagers

Teenagers—the word often puts fear in the heart of the language teacher. Visions of 
bored students slouched in their chairs, or class clowns playing practical jokes, can sap 
the confidence of the most experienced teachers. In the world of ELT, there can surely 
be no other age group with as bad an image as teenagers.
Do they deserve this reputation? Is it really fair to see teenagers this way? This negative 
view towards teenagers blinds us to the exciting sides of this age group. The things that 
can make teenagers difficult are often the very same attributes that can make working 
with them so enriching. It is a question of perspective—and a teacher’s attitude towards 
the teenager will have a huge influence on the quality of their interaction. Try and think 
back to when you were a teenager. Can you remember a teacher or person who made 
a lasting impression and motivated you? What characteristics did he or she have?
One thing that I have heard from teenagers again and again is that they want to be 
treated with respect. To be condescending or ‘teach down’ to them is a recipe for 
disaster. This does not mean you should ‘play teenager’ yourself. You are not a 
teenager! You are still a power figure, representing authority, and you need to keep that 
distinction clear if you want to maintain a good relationship with your students. 
Remember, teenagers have their own culture. This culture has its own icons and even a 
distinct language. In order to appeal to teenagers, many teachers feel they have to 
become teenagers themselves. They try really hard to be ‘cool’. Teenagers rarely 
respect this kind of behavior. They want the teacher to respect their culture, not co-opt 
it. There is nothing wrong with letting the students know you are familiar with some fads 
and trends, but do not try to dress, talk, or act like them, unless you enjoy being 
ridiculed.
Teenagers can be quite emotional. Everything is so momentous and all-consuming. 
When teachers claim that teenagers are lethargic and hard to motivate, I am always 
surprised. I have never known a student о f this age NOT to have had an opinion on a 
matter, provided the subject was of direct relevance to their lives. If you can set up 
activities which challenge teenagers to think, you are assured of getting lots of 
impassioned input.
Simply introducing English through popular teen culture will not sustain motivation. To 
be successful with teenagers, we need to dig deeper and find the themes which 
transcend generations. Whenever you were born, issues such as:
• self-esteem
• peer pressure
• ethics
• finding one’s own identity
• dealing with relationships



to name but a few, will all have relevance to your life in one way or another. If the 
teacher can design activities which integrate these types of elemental issues, the 
students themselves will bring the input to relate it back to their current reality.
Of course not every activity in a resource book can be full о f such deeply personal 
significance. On a broader scale, we need to:
• engage teenagers by creating language awareness activities which foster an 
understanding of, and an interest in, how languages function.
• encourage students to become precise critical thinkers and to link their language study 
to other areas of their education.
• promote group work and collaborative learning through class projects.
Finally, recent studies have suggested that the teenage years may be the time when 
students learn languages fastest and most efficiently.
Childlike playfulness and an adult-like ability to hypothesize and think critically combine 
to establish a balance between acquisition and learning which is not always available to 
learners at other ages.
What is a teenager?
A teenager is a young person between the ages of approximately twelve and nineteen. 
Most experts split this age range into three distinct groups:
• young teenagers, aged 12-14
• middle teenagers, aged 14-17
• late teenagers, aged 17-19
Late teenagers are in most ways young adults. Many have jobs and live on their own. 
Some are even married. In short, they are in the real world and have full responsibility 
over their own destiny. Young and middle teenagers, on the other hand, are still finding 
themselves. They have tasted independence but are not fully ready to fly.

Features of adolescence 
Young teenagers (12-14 years old)
Young teenagers are undergoing such dramatic changes in every aspect of their lives 
that it should be little wonder that they can be a bit moody and difficult to handle at 
times. To understand young teenagers, it is important to know that the most important 
thing in their lives at this point is themselves. This natural egocentrism is paired with lots 
of emotion. Young teenagers will feel that nobody understands them because they feel 
nobody has ever felt the way they do. This can lead to quite a bit of melodrama—a 
characteristic which can be very useful in a language classroom if it is organized in an 
unthreatening way.
Physical changes
The most obvious change young teenagers are going through is physical. Most of us 
can remember the small thirteen-year-old boy or shy awkward girl whom we could not 
even recognize two years later.
Each child goes through these changes at a different speed, with girls maturing much 
faster and towering over their male classmates at this age. These sudden and dramatic 
changes make teenagers very sensitive to their appearance. Their position in school 
society and hence their level of self-esteem and self-confidence are closely tied to how 
they look.
Social changes
Young teenagers definitely want to belong to the ‘pack’. Groups are very important as a 
means of establishing identity and gaining confidence. Friendships and peer groups 
begin to influence students strongly, as they assert their independence by moving away 
from parents and finding new role models. Young teenagers find comfort and identity in 
youth culture as reflected in fads and cliques. Of course, not all students readily ‘fit in’, 
especially if they are new to a school or socially or physically awkward. These students



can feel isolated and lonely. They are also subject to bullying and even to physical 
abuse. Be aware of such situations in your classroom and seek help from a counsellor if 
you see serious problems developing.
While young teenagers have certainly discovered the opposite sex, the girl-boy divide is 
still pronounced. Young teenagers will still tend to have same-sex friends and move in 
same-sex groups.
Young teenagers find themselves with increased responsibility for their lives. Parents 
and other adults begin talking to them on a more even level. Young teenagers now 
need to make decisions and develop a degree of independence. This newly-found 
independence often comes with new privileges. These new privileges often whet the 
young teen’s appetite for more, creating potential conflict between parents and 
teachers. Young teenagers waver between independence and a need for security. They 
have one foot in the adult world and one in the world of their childhood.
As a teacher, you walk a fine line with this age group. You must give them 
responsibility, or else they may be offended and withdraw.
However, it would be equally problematic to treat teenagers as adults. They still need 
guidance.
Thinking skills
Young teenagers have a longer concentration span than primary-age children. They can 
focus on a single project for an entire lesson and do not need a constant change of 
activity as younger students do.
Being more independent, young teenagers readily engage in group work. However, this 
needs to be monitored closely as young teenagers often ‘regress’ into more childlike 
behavior and fool around. Often this is part of showing off to their peers.
One of the most marked changes in the transition from childhood to adolescence is the 
young teen’s ability to think abstractly. While still rooted very much in the here and now, 
young teenagers begin to understand that the world is complex and they strive to create 
a ‘system’ to analyze what they see. They are developing a world view independent 
from their parents. Young teenagers test hypotheses and think critically about abstract 
ideas and concepts. But since they are relatively inexperienced, they tend to paint their 
reality in very broad strokes.
New to the complexity of the world, young teenagers have a tendency to think they have 
‘figured things out’. In the young teen mind there is little room for grey areas. It’s a black 
and white world.
Opinions are very strong, especially when it comes to ‘larger’ questions such as morality 
or politics. Young teenagers often believe what they think and what everyone else 
thinks is essentially the same. This newly-found ability to hypothesize often results in 
teenagers seeing theories as facts when it is coupled with their still very concrete 
worldview.

Middle teenagers (14-17 years old)
Physical changes
By the end of the middle teen years, full physical growth has in most cases been nearly 
achieved. Physically, boys have caught up with girls. This is not only the case on the 
outside. Internally, boys and girls of this age have moved through puberty and have 
matured to become adults.
Social skills
Middle teenagers exhibit strong abilities to work independently. They are good planners 
and can manage group work with less supervision than younger teenagers. As they 
develop their own sense of identity and place in society, middle teenagers are less 
reliant on the group for support. In fact, some older teenagers may even shun groups, 
creating a problem for some teachers.



Middle teenagers are very aware of the opposite sex. Same-sex groups get replaced by 
girl-boy relationships. While friends are still very important, group identity loses some of 
its importance and is replaced by individual relationships.
Thinking skills
Unlike younger teenagers, middle teenagers learn that there is not only one answer to 
every question. They understand that things are relative and that we all have to make 
difficult choices. This new ability to reason is particularly evident when discussing 
morals and ethics, and leads to more tolerance than their younger peers, who measure 
people and behavior in absolute terms. There is also greater potential for confusion, as 
older teenagers realize that not everything
is black and white. With more confidence in their own identity, older teenagers take a 
more differentiated view of the world. They are more willing to accept that there is more 
than one solution to a problem.

Classroom management tips
In talks with teenagers, one of the most important points they make is that they want to 
be treated with respect. To condescend or ‘teach down’ to teenagers will have a very 
negative effect on discipline.
However, as already stated, it is very important not to ‘play teenager’ yourself in an 
effort to ingratiate yourself or appear ‘cool’. Let’s face it: you are not a teen and never 
will be one in the eyes of your students. Show an interest in teen culture. Treat teen 
ideas with respect, but take advantage of the fact that you are the adult to maintain 
control. Despite teen rebelliousness, you are still the authority figure and you need to 
make clear that the respect you show to them must be returned back to you in the form 
of appropriate classroom behavior. In other words, be friendly, but don’t expect to be 
your students’ friend.
Puberty is a difficult time for all teenagers, but in certain circumstances students can 
have serious emotional problems which require attention. In puberty, teenagers are 
confronted with very adult problems which they may not know how to cope with (such 
as pregnancy, substance abuse, violence). Some students will have difficulty confiding 
in parents or classmates when they have such problems and they may turn to you for 
help and support. In such a situation it is important to know how to react and who to turn 
to for advice. If you have not been trained in counselling, do not try and deal with a 
student’s problems on your own. This can backfire and lead to very serious 
consequences for you and the student. Instead, get information and learn where to turn 
when such a situation arises.
Make students responsible for their actions
Teenagers strive to be independent. They want more responsibility. Grant this 
responsibility and all the rights and obligations it implies, but hold students accountable 
for both their work and their behavior. Negotiate rules with the students. Let them have 
input, and then hold them to the decisions that have been made. They will understand 
this. At the beginning of term, it may be worth drawing up a ‘contract’ with your students 
to outline mutual rights and responsibilities that you have agreed.
Encourage students to be honest and candid
Teenagers often say exactly what they think. Encourage them to speak their mind.
Afford opportunities for students to express their opinions. However, remember that 
teenagers can also be disrespectful and sometimes cruel. Establish limits. Do not 
tolerate disrespect.
Get students involved in setting class goals
Negotiate the syllabus with your students. Allow students to make suggestions about 
how to conduct activities. Explain your expectations and pre-requisites for the class, and 
let the students brainstorm possible courses of action. Give the students choices.



Have the confidence to relinquish control and the determination to get it back if students 
take advantage.
Take an interest in your students' lives
Teenagers, especially younger ones are the center о f their own attention. Ask 
questions about the student. How do they feel? What do they think? Treat the teen as a 
mature thinker, even if the ideas he or she expresses are very dogmatic and one-sided.
Teenagers and technology
Ten years ago it might still have been possible to discuss the teenage experience 
without reference to technology. Today, technology has an enormous impact on all 
aspects of teenage life which simply cannot be ignored. The implications for the
classroom are huge.
Teenagers today grow up in an information world. They are surrounded by media. This 
access to information has put teenagers more in control о f their lives than previous 
generations. Today’s teenagers are growing up faster than in the past. They are 
expected to ‘make sense’ of the information they receive at an earlier age. While many 
primary school students will have been exposed to computers and will have mastered 
the technology, it is in their early teenagers that most begin to interact autonomously 
with the medium and learn its true power.
In the digital world, information is constantly changing. Teaching a subject is not as 
simple as А, В, C, or point 1, point 2, point 3. Entry points and exit points and the paths 
between them are increasingly student-determined. Today’s teenager is used to 
exploratory learning.
This level о f independence needs to be extended to activities in the language-learning 
classroom. As a teacher о f teenagers you must have the confidence to take a step 
back and encourage autonomous learning. Encourage discovery learning but be 
specific in establishing expectations and explaining steps in the process. Today’s 
teenagers feel ‘connected’ to the rest of the world—and indeed they are. There is 
definitely a global youth culture—and not one dominated solely by media and 
commercial interests. Teenagers have always sought avenues of self-expression.
Today, email, chat, instant messaging, and especially blogs, provide teenagers with 
opportunities to speak their mind and share these thoughts with the rest о f the world. If 
the students know that the information on their blog is going online, they will make an 
effort to get everything right.
This supports accuracy and fluency in the language classroom. The ability to ‘self- 
publish’ is a particularly compelling aspect of technology for teenagers. Technology can 
make a school report look like a professional document. New technology allows 
students to make small movies or audio files with ease. This ability to engage multiple 
senses through the computer medium can have a great impact on skills work in your 
classroom, making it possible to do both specific and integrated skills work in authentic, 
motivating contexts. This is especially useful if you teach a very large class where 
opportunities for students to practise are limited.
When deciding whether or not to use technology in your classroom, consider the 
benefits beyond the basic ‘coolness’ factor. How long will it take the students to 
complete the task using conventional versus computer approaches? Does the computer 
medium reinforce the aims of the lesson? For example, using computer software to 
create a newspaper template in order to create a school newspaper makes a lot о f 
sense, while asking students to ‘decorate’ a survey worksheet doesn’t really ‘teach’ 
them anything new, and may not even require any English at all.


