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So, what have you been doing this 
week? 
Well, Sunday I went to church and I called 
my friend Shelby. I was going to go by 
myself, but she said her parents had 
left for church without her, so we went 
together. After church, we went to the 
store and got food and ate outside in the 
park, and that was really beautiful.

I’ve gone to school all week. After school I 
went to work a couple of days. I work at a 
retirement community. 

Maybe you should explain what a 
retirement community is. 
OK. It’s like a big neighborhood with rich 
old people. It’s a nice place to stay, and it 
has an assisted living section for people 
who need nurses. It’s really fun, but it’s hard 
work too. I work in the dining room. I really 
enjoy working with elderly people. Some 
of them are my friends. Not all the time, 
but sometimes you can tell you bless* 
them just by being there. 

What else have you been doing? 
I started track this week. The track season 
started two months ago, but two of the 
girls got hurt, so the coach asked if I would 
run. Everyone else was in shape,* so I was 
running and inside going “Uh ow!” 

That was Friday, so then I went to my 
second job to waitress at a Japanese 
restaurant. It was really busy, so I pretty 
much worked my butt off,* ’cause* you 
have to clean and a lot of things. A friend 

Hannah, 18
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picked me up and we went to her house 
for a birthday party after work. We ate 
way too much ice cream and stayed up 
way too late because I had to get up early 
Saturday morning and go to school to 
help with landscaping* for community 
service. 

At my school, a certain number of hours 
of community service are required each 
year, so I choose things I like. I had a 
really good time, as much fun as you can 
have weeding and mowing and potting 
flowers. I killed my back* because I had to 
go between the cracks of the bricks in the 
sidewalk and clean out moss. It was kind of 
hard. I went home, took a nap, and then I 
went to work again at the Japanese place. 

So you are really busy. Do you enjoy 
your life? 
Yeah, I do. Sometimes I don’t like being 
so busy. Today I couldn’t go to church 
because I had to go to work at 11:00. So I 
got a teaching tape* and some food and 
got back in bed and listened to the tape 
and ate breakfast in bed. I copied part of 
Psalm 146* onto a card and put it in my 
pocket when I went to work. Because it 
blessed me tons.* ’Cause everything is 
better when you’re focused on God and 
not on yourself. 

Is there anything that you would like to 
say to kids in other countries? 
I hope the people who read this won’t 
think I’m lazy or anything. 

I really don’t think they will. 

Bless: In this sentence, bless means “make 
someone happy” or “show someone a little bit of 
God’s love.” 

In shape: Here this means that a person is 
healthy and strong and can do hard work or 
sports. 

Work your butt off: An idiom that means “work 
really, really hard.” The word butt is short for 
buttocks. This is an informal phrase and should 
not be used in formal writing or speaking.

’Cause: Short for because and used in informal 
speech. 

Landscaping: The job of arranging and taking 
care of flowers and bushes around a building. 

Killed my back: Here this means “made my back 
hurt” or “used my muscles in a really hard way.”

Teaching tape: A cassette tape with a talk from a 
teacher on it.

Psalm 146: This is a part of the Bible. Psalms are 
poems and are often read by Christians, Muslims, 
and Jews. 

Tons: Here this means “a lot” or “much.” A ton is 
2,000 pounds of weight. 

1.	 What do you think about the community 
service that students at Hannah’s school 
must do? Have you done community service 
work? What kind of community service work 
would you like to do? Why? 

2.	 If a group of girls, or a group of boys, gets 
together for a small party in your country, 
what do they usually do? (Hannah and her 
friends ate ice cream and stayed awake until 
very late.) When was your favorite party? 
What did you do?

A Few Words

Discussion Questions
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What have you been doing this week? 
I’ve been going to school. I’m taking art, 
world history, Spanish, geometry, English, 
and earth science. They are all honors 
classes,* except Spanish. There are no 
honors classes in Spanish.

What are you doing in art class? 
We learn how to draw things. We learn how 
to hold pencils and get different shades. 
I’m drawing a tiger right now. We also learn 
to use pastels* and paint. 

Is it your favorite class? 
Yes. 

Have you been doing anything else? 
Hanging out with my friend Clare. I 
always wrestle her little brother. I sleep a 
lot really. And I eat a lot. It doesn’t show 
though. 

Are you growing a lot? Teenage boys 
often eat and sleep a lot because 
they’re growing a lot. 
I’ve been growing for quite a while now. 

Is there anything happening at school? 
We have been having midterms. They’re 
the middle-of-the-year tests. The tests are 
hard, especially in honors classes. 

James, 15
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Is there anything that you are looking 
forward to? 
Summer. My family is going to California. 
I have a mother and a father and a little 
sister. My mother says she is sick and tired 
of* staying in the house, so we’re hitting 
up Cali.* We’ll go to Los Angeles. I’m just 
sort of going along with* whatever my 
mom says.

What do you want to do after high 
school?
Go to college. I want to study health 
sciences or medicine. I think I can earn a 
lot of money that way. I’d like to do sports 
medicine.*

Is there anything that you would like to 
say to kids in other countries? 
Wazzup?* 

Honors classes: These classes are for the 
best students. 

Pastels: A kind of colored chalk for making 
pictures. 

Sick and tired of: This is informal language. 
If you are sick and tired of doing something, 
it means that you have done it for a long time 
and want to do something new and different. 

Hitting up Cali: This is informal language. It 
means “going to California.”

Sort of going along with: This is also 
informal language. It means that James’s 
mother is making decisions and he is 
following her ideas.

Sports medicine: This is taking care of 
the injuries that people get when they are 
playing sports, such as injured muscles. 

Wazzup?: This comes from the question 
“What is up?” and means “What is 
happening?” It is the informal way that  
young people say hello to each other.

1.	 Is there anything that you are “sick and 
tired of”? What is it? Why is it part of your 
life? 

2.	 No one knows what will happen in 
the future. Maybe you will have an 
opportunity to earn a lot of money. If you 
earn a lot of money in the future, what do 
you think you will do with the money?

A Few Words

Discussion Questions

16-20706 American Teens Talk!_Design_Final.indd   59 3/11/16   7:47 AM



60      |    americanenglish.state.gov

American Teens Talk! 

What have you been doing this week? 
I bought a ukulele.* I’m studying for 
exams, and I’m playing the drums.

Where do you play drums? 
At my house. I have lessons there. A 
teacher comes to my house. 

Why are you learning to play drums? 
I just think it’s a cool instrument to learn. 
I like funk* and rock music. Funk is just so 
upbeat.*

Why did you buy a ukulele? 
Because I’d like to learn how to play. We 
play Jamaican* music. I’ve heard lots of 
it and I thought it would be fun to learn 
how to play it. 

Is there anything that you are looking 
forward to? 
This summer I’m going to Puerto Rico.* We 
visit there a lot because my mom is from 
there. We visit family and have vacation 
there. My grandfather, my dad’s dad, will 
visit us there. My sister is in college now. 
She’ll go with us. 

Do you like Puerto Rico? 
It’s very nice and tropical. They have nice 
beaches. I like the fruit they have, the 
different foods. I really like plátanos.* 

Hunter, 14

16-20706 American Teens Talk!_Design_Final.indd   60 3/11/16   7:47 AM



61americanenglish.state.gov     |            

American Teens Talk! 

What do you hope to do after high 
school? 
I’d like to go to college and later get my 
Ph.D.* I’ve thought about studying U.S. 
history. I want to be a professor when I 
grow up. I’d like to be a teacher, and I like 
history.

Is there anything that you would like to 
say to kids in other countries? 
To just work hard in school. 

Ukulele: This is a musical instrument that 
looks like a small guitar. It was first played in 
Hawaii. 

Funk music: A kind of music that was 
especially popular in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Upbeat: Cheerful, happy. 

Jamaica: An island in the Caribbean Sea, 
south and east of the U.S.

Puerto Rico: Another Caribbean island. The 
people of Puerto Rico are U.S. citizens. The 
main language of Puerto Rico is Spanish.

Plátanos: These are very similar to bananas. 
People cook them. 

Ph.D.: This means Doctor of Philosophy and 
is the most advanced university degree in the 
U.S. 

1.	 What kinds of things make you feel 
upbeat? Why? 

2.	 What are you looking forward to doing this 
summer? Why?

A Few Words

Discussion Questions
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What have you been doing this week? 
Well, mostly all of my days start with 
getting up at 6:30 and going to the pool 
to practice with my year-round swim 
team. At 8:00 I head over to* another 
pool to coach a swim team. That’s one of 
my part-time jobs. I finish at 11:00 and 
get home around 11:30 or so. Usually 
I go home and eat lunch and get my 
relaxation for the day.

What do you do in the afternoons? 
After lunch I usually go back to the pool 
either to lifeguard or to hang out* with 
friends. I love to catch a minute, if I can, 
to read. After that I usually do dinner* 
with the family; that’s from 5:00 to 6:00. 
At 6:00 I head back to the pool. I coach a 
night practice. After practice, like 9-ish,* I 
spend time with the family. We play Wii* or 
watch a movie. Between 10:00 and 11:00, 
probably, I’ll check the computer, talk on 
the phone with my friend, and head to 
bed. Full days. 

What do you do on the weekends? 
On the weekend, I usually have Saturday 
off. I like to get out with my friends, go 
shopping, just relax. It’s nice not to be at 
the pool. On Sunday I usually go to church 
and do lunch with the family and just 
hang out. 

Haley, 17
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You said you like to read. What kinds of 
things do you like to read? 
This summer I’m doing a class for school 
next year. It’s called We the People.* I’m 
actually reading constitutional books. 
Sounds dull, but I find it interesting. We 
read about how the constitution was 
written and the deeper meaning of it. If I 
get any free time in the middle of the day, 
I sleep. Those early mornings make me 
tired. 

Is there anything you’d like to say to 
kids in other countries? 
Hmmm. Don’t close yourself off. Take 
advantage of all the opportunities you 
have. Have a full life. Don’t think you can’t 
learn more. I think I learn something more 
nearly every day. 

Head over to: An informal way to say “leave one 
place and go to another one.” Notice that Haley 
also says “head back to” and “head to bed.” 

Hang out: A very informal way to say “talk to and 
enjoy being with friends without doing anything 
special or exciting.” 

Do dinner: “Do dinner” or “do lunch” is a casual 
way to say “eat dinner” and “eat lunch.” 

-ish: A very useful suffix in informal American 
English. People use it to say that something is 
not exact or precise. “Nine-ish” (or “9-ish”) means 
“about nine o’clock.” A “tall-ish man” is a little bit 
tall, but not very tall.

Wii: A kind of video game system.

We the People: These are the first words at the 
beginning of the U.S. Constitution. The complete 
sentence is: “We the People of the United States, 
in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish 
Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide 
for the common defence, promote the general 
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty 
to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of 
America.” 

1.	 Haley is using her summer vacation to practice 
her sport, to earn money by teaching her 
sport, and to study for a class for next year. 
If you could have the perfect summer, what 
would you choose to do? 

2.	 Haley’s mother and father play video games 
together with their children. Does your family 
have a game or other activity that you like to 
do together? What is it?

A Few Words

Discussion Questions
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FOR THE TEACHER: SOME POSSIBLE CLASS ACTIVITIES 
No one knows your class and your students better than you do. As the class 
instructor, you will of course rely on your professional evaluation of your students’ 
needs when deciding how to use these materials. The following suggestions 
are intended only as ideas that may prompt your own creativity in using these 
interviews. 

A FEW WORDS 
The A Few Words section of the materials is not called Vocabulary because 
students might think that the label Vocabulary means that these are important 
words to learn. Often they are not. They are simply words and expressions that 
might not be in your dictionary. Your students may want to add the informal 
and slang expressions to their own vocabularies, but other things, such as the 
explanations of names and activities in American culture, may not be important 
to them. You may find that you need to give these words to students before they 
listen to some of the recordings, but students’ listening skills will improve more 
quickly if they do not read the entire written interview before or while listening to 
the recordings for the first time. 

LISTENING 
In the past, language teachers often believed that listening is a one-directional 
activity. They assumed that learners develop listening skills by becoming familiar 
with the sounds and words of a language and then build up their understanding 
by putting the words together. This approach is often called “bottom-up” 
listening, and it is important. 

Now we know, however, that listening skills also involve “top-down” processing 
and are often interactive. Top-down processing means that listeners use their 
understanding of the topic and their ability to logically guess what a speaker is 
likely to say next in order to follow and understand speech. In top-down listening, 
we encourage students to gather meaning even when they can’t understand 
every word or detail. 

We also recognize that much of our listening is interactive. While it is true that 
we listen to such things as lectures, televised news reports, and films without 
speaking, much of our language use is in conversation. We listen and then 
respond by speaking. 

The interviews here can be used to encourage the development of these multiple 
listening skills. 

Possible Activities
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Listening to authentic speech 
These interviews were not recorded live: the young people are reading written 
transcripts of interviews. However, the interviews are natural English because 
they are the real words of real kids and were read aloud by real kids using their 
natural accents and sense of inflection. In many cases, the voice belongs to the 
young person who was originally interviewed. Remind your students that these 
recordings may not seem as simple and easy as the English in some of their 
textbooks because it is real English and, therefore, very good listening practice. 
People speak English with many accents, and these interviews will help our 
students learn to adjust to new ones when they hear them. 

Top-down listening
Students can listen for the overall structure of an interview as it is played straight 
through once or twice. The teacher gives a general question to focus student 
attention on the main topics. Sample questions: 

What topics are discussed in the interview? 

What do you learn about the interests and personality of this young person? 

After listening to this interview, what is something that you would like to ask 
this young person? 

The first and last questions are the same in each interview, but what other 
questions are asked? Together as a class or working in pairs or small groups, 
students can create a list of the questions that they heard and then listen 
again to check their list for accuracy. 

Bottom-up listening
Students can listen for answers to specific questions about the interview. Sample 
questions: 

From the interview with Andrew: What is a tomahawk? What kind of a dog 
does Andrew own? How does Andrew travel to school? 

From the interview with Jasmine: What is Jasmine’s favorite subject? Which 
subject is her least favorite? Why does she like living in Oakland? 

Interactive listening 
The discussion questions are, of course, an opportunity to practice speaking skills, 
but students can be reminded that listening to their partner or small group in a 
discussion is an important part of developing listening skills too. Sample activities: 

Assign one student in each group to serve as secretary and write notes 
on their small group’s discussion. Assign another student to report to the 
whole class the major points raised in the discussion. Rotate assignments 
throughout the course. 

For the interview with Amy: Amy gave a bit of advice. What advice would you 
like to give Amy? 

For the interview with Landry: Survey students at your school and prepare 
a report on the results of your survey. What do students think are the most 
important signs that a young person is becoming an adult? 
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For a classroom with limited resources 
If your classroom does not have electricity or a way to play sound recordings, 
you can still practice listening. You might have two students prepare one of the 
interviews and then read it (as often as needed) to the class. You could also recruit 
another English speaker to read the interview with you to your students. 

READING 
Like listening, reading is both a top-down and a bottom-up activity. We find the 
meaning of a text both by putting together our understanding of words and 
syntax (bottom-up) and by using our background knowledge of the subject and 
our ability to follow the organization of the text (top-down). Much reading theory 
suggests that our students will read best if they develop or activate a schema 
before reading, ask questions as they read, and connect the text to their lives 
after reading. 

Activate schema 
Because these interviews follow a consistent pattern, students can easily predict 
how an interview will be organized. The photo shows whether the interview is 
with a girl or a boy. The first and last questions are always the same. The body 
of the interview includes follow-up questions about the activities mentioned 
in the answer to the first interview question (What have you been doing this 
week?). Encourage students to use this organizational pattern to predict what 
they are likely to read. For example, you could stop after reading or hearing the 
answer to the first question and predict what topics will be discussed later in 
the interview. 

Ask questions and read actively 
Encourage students to guess the meaning of new phrases and words. Encourage 
them to predict what the answer to an interview question will be. Encourage 
students to form an idea about the personality of the young person as they read 
an interview. 

Connect the text to oneself and one’s world
Ask: How is the young person similar to you or someone you know? What about 
this young person’s life is similar to yours? What is different? Do you think you 
would enjoy getting to know this person? What question would you like to ask 
him or her? What advice would you like to give? 

For a classroom with limited resources 
If you are unable to obtain copies of the interviews for all of your students, several 
of the interviews are short enough to be copied onto a chalkboard or onto a large 
sheet of paper and saved for repeated use. 

SPEAKING 
In order to become English speakers, students need opportunities to communicate 
their own ideas in English, to choose the ideas they want to express, and to choose 
the words that they want to use to express these ideas. When doing this, students will 
not speak “perfect” English, but the mistakes they make are a necessary part of 
learning a language. No one has ever learned to use a language without making 
mistakes. Often these mistakes are simply a sign that human beings are intelligent 
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and creative and must experiment with words before they can become fluent in 
expressing their ideas. In addition, students need opportunities for different kinds 
of speaking. We use language a little differently when we speak formally before a 
group and when we speak informally in conversations. 

Speaking informally 
The discussion questions at the end of each interview are intended as prompts for 
conversation. Because the questions after each interview are different, students 
will have opportunities to speak about many different topics and use a wide range 
of vocabulary. If your class is comfortable doing small group work, these questions 
should work well. If your students do not have experience with small group work, 
especially if your class is very large, you may want to begin with pair work so that 
students do not need to leave their seats. You can increase the likelihood that they 
will discuss the question instead of gossiping in their first language if you randomly 
call on some pairs to report what they discussed. 

If you prefer to call on individual students to answer questions, consider using 
the Think, Pair, Share technique that was invented by Frank Lyman. This technique 
was developed to increase the amount of thinking that students do in class, and it 
also works very well for language teachers in increasing the amount of speaking 
practice that students get. In step one, Think, the teacher asks a question and waits 
for a few moments while students think about their answer. The students are not 
allowed to raise their hands or in any other way ask to be called on. In step two, Pair, 
students turn to one other person, state their answer to the question, and listen 
to their partner’s answer. In step three, Share, the teacher has students share their 
answer to the question with the larger group. This may be by calling on different 
students in a traditional way to state their answer to the class, by having students 
write on the chalkboard or in their copy books, or by having students do something 
different such as draw a picture, make a chart, or do a role play. Language learners 
especially benefit from this technique because it allows all students to practice 
speaking without taking large amounts of class time, and it allows students to 
rehearse their answer before stating it before the whole class. 

Speaking formally 
Interviews are a fairly formal form of language use. Students may be interviewed 
when applying for a job or for university admission, and they will see political 
and business leaders as well as celebrities interviewed on television. You could 
help students practice this use of language in several ways. For example, students 
could, perhaps in pairs, write interview questions and then interview classmates 
on different topics. If the interviews are done in front of the whole class, students 
will get very authentic practice with speaking in a formal situation. 

Students could prepare and videotape interviews, editing them carefully before 
presenting them to the class. While this is still formal speech, it may be less 
stressful for students than a live interview in front of classmates would be. 

WRITING 
As we have all experienced, one of the most difficult things about writing is having 
something to say. Our students usually produce better writing if we provide them 
with an opportunity for reading and discussion before they begin to write. 
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The discussion questions after each interview include at least one question that 
could be used as a writing prompt for a paragraph. If students have read and/
or listened to the interview and have talked with their classmates about the 
discussion questions, it will be easier for them to produce a good paragraph. 
During a class discussion, you may want to write on the chalkboard words and 
phrases that arise and could be useful to students as they write. 

It is also helpful if at least some student writing can be “published” in some way. 
Students, of course, tend to see the teacher as the most important audience for 
their writing, but if they have a larger audience too, writing tends to improve. One 
simple way to publish student work is to read it aloud to the class, being careful 
to correct any errors so that the student is not embarrassed and the class can 
concentrate on meaning rather than form. Posting writing on classroom walls or 
bulletin boards is another way to create a larger audience and give recognition 
to writers. If you decide to publish work, it is important that the writing of all 
students, not just the best students, is treated with respect. 

If you have access to a photocopier, students could prepare a booklet of 
interviews on the ordinary life of ordinary kids in their own country to share with 
visitors from other countries and cultures, giving them experience with more 
formal and cooperative writing.

DEVELOPING MULTIPLE SKILLS WITH LIMITED RESOURCES 
A dictogloss, first created by Ruth Wajnryb, is a very useful activity for practicing 
multiple skills while using very limited resources. In a dictogloss, the teacher 
selects a short reading passage (a three- to five-sentence answer to one of the 
interview questions would work quite well) and reads it to the class twice, at 
normal speaking speed. (Playing the recording could work very well too.) During 
the first reading, students simply listen. During the second reading, they take 
notes, but because the reading is at normal speaking speed, they cannot write 
down everything they hear. Students then talk together in pairs or very small 
groups, use their notes, and try to write the passage down so that it is complete 
and has the same meaning as the original, using their knowledge of grammar, 
vocabulary, and top-down organizational patterns to help them. After they have 
completed their work, students have an opportunity to share their reconstruction 
with the class and to compare their version with the original. 

A dictogloss requires very little equipment. For the teacher, it is helpful but not 
absolutely necessary to have a chalkboard or large piece of paper for showing 
students the original reading after they have created their reconstructions. For 
students, all that is needed is something to write on and something to write with. 
Nonetheless, in completing a dictogloss, students must listen, write, speak, read, 
and use their knowledge of both English syntax and English vocabulary to finish 
the task.
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