
 The Teen Years 

 Narrator:  The teen years. They’re complicated and  fascinating. So much is changing, from a person’s 

 interests and developmental needs to their identity and desire for independence. Teens with 

 disabilities? They’re really no different than their peers without disabilities. They’re also struggling 

 with feeling comfortable in their own skin and asking the questions that teens think about. They 

 need a safe space to talk through their fears, their wants, their sexuality and their hopes for the 

 future. 

 There’s another layer to it, if you’re a teen with a disability. They need the opportunity to think 

 about their challenges and identify with what makes them different, including who they are, how 

 they feel about their difference and how it may impact their lives. 

 And, don’t forget about belonging. Remember how important that was when you were a teen? To 

 feel connected to someone or something.  At a moment  of uncertainty and change, belonging is 

 powerful...for every teen, along with feeling accepted, in a place  where a teen feels that their 

 differences just don't matter . 

 Coming together socially, as a diverse group, with different needs is good for everyone. Too often 

 teens with disabilities are segregated into school and after school programs based on their 

 diagnoses or perceived developmental challenges. 

 Being together in a welcoming social space helps them make more authentic and meaningful 

 friendships.  Ones  that bridge labels and ideas about  difference. 

 When the group is really mixed, you know, teens with all kinds of disabilities alongside typical teens, 

 everyone gets a better perspective on their own challenges while developing sensitivity to others. 

 That’s an eye opening experience for everyone. 

 Counselor:  Yeah, and we see it in action when they  help each other out. Like the time one of our 

 teen participants got stuck making a transition during an activity - he didn’t want to move from 

 Point A to Point B. We were at a bowling alley and none of the counselors could get him to join the 

 rest of the group. Then, one of the other teens walked over and said, “Hey dude, c’mon along with 

 the rest of us.” And you know what? He moved! It was so funny but it was also such a great 

 moment of the teens responding to a peer in the moment and helping him be part of the group. 
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 Narrator:  That’s one of your goals. Building a respectful and caring community. Teens? They’re not 

 little kids anymore. The activities you plan and the language you use should reflect that. For teens 

 with all kinds of disabilities. They need information appropriate to their age so they can make 

 informed choices with less fear, about relationships and dating, sexuality and gender identity, drugs 

 and alcohol, street smarts and personal safety. Because we all know, knowledge is power. 

 Teens with more complex cognitive differences also deserve respect for their life experiences and 

 need for information, thoughtfully presented. Too often, they’re talked-down-to because they seem 

 younger and less sophisticated. Don’t get hung up on what might seem to you as childish interests 

 and behavior. They’re still biologically teens and at an age where their wants and needs for 

 connection are real. Responding to them respectfully is important. 

 Working with teens? It’s an exciting challenge. You have the opportunity to be a role model and a 

 mentor, helping them build awareness of themselves and others as they begin the process of 

 becoming an adult. 

 We’ve got other resources about teens. Take a look at the links below. 

 End 

 Note.  Training Tools;  Slideshow and Activities related to this topic can be found on this videos page 

 in the Training Videos category of the Shutaf Inclusion Guide. 


