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Popular culture suggests that I am Generation X, born between 
1965 and 1980, who is trying to teach Generation Z, born 
between 1995 and 20101. I want to be a more effective 

teacher for today’s students, but there 
exists very little guidance on how to do 
this. How can we move beyond what 
Australian social demographer Mark 
McCrindle describes as delivering ‘19th 
century content in 20th century buil-
dings to teach 21st century students’.2   

Most of us probably see Gen Zs as screen-
driven users of ‘new media’, who prefer 
gaming, Instagram, and Snapchat over 
books and television3. Dana Boyd outlines 
how ‘Zs’ inhabit a ‘networked public’ and 
are in contact with people 24 hours a day.4

Jean Twenge’s recent book on iGen notes 
how many Zs like being ‘together alone’5 – spending evenings at 
home, while remaining closely connected to their peers through 
social media.  

Gen Zs are very worried about the future, too. They have lived th-
rough the global financial crisis, and witnessed in real-time the 
devastation of climate-change-driven environmental disasters, 

and the atrocities of live executions. Gen Z is 
also becoming known for having particularly 
a low tolerance of discrimination based on 
gender, race and sexual orientation.6 Like many 
Ys, they have little faith in political leaders 
and mass media, and are very concerned about 
their digital footprint.7

Another feature of Gen Z is their decreasing levels 
of physical and mental health. While there 
is evidence reporting teen obesity increa-
sing8, it is perhaps more alarming to note the 
steady rise of incidences of depression, eating 
disorders, and stress-induced illnesses9. Some 
of this stress appears to be due to what Sarah 

MacIsaac calls ‘the presentation of online self’, where the anx-
iety associated with perpetually curating one’s identity through 
social media platforms can be all-consuming.10
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One has to be careful when attributing a set of features to an ar-
bitrarily defined group of people, but I stand firm that there is 
enough of an emerging narrative around Gen Z to warrant dee-
per discussion about their education. I propose five suggestions 
for educators who are working with Gen Z students.

First, Gen Zs need to develop the skills to more effectively gather, 
critically evaluate, and systematically curate vast amounts of 
information.11 With access to so much data, it is very tempting 
to be satisfied with a quick answer rather than with one resul-
ting from a longer, more rigorous investigative process. We need 
to give our students the tools with which they can carefully 
assess the trustworthiness of their sources of information.

Second, our students’ educational tasks need to be rooted in real 
world problems, as opposed to abstract or de-contextualized 

academic exercises. This resonates with Marc Prensky’s work on 
Unleashing the power of 21st century kids, where he notes that 
students want their education to be useful and applicable in 
real world situations12, in what Mike Brown and I call ‘authentic 
learning contexts’.13 We know this generation is very concerned 
about the future and wants to change the world for better.14 Zs 
are highly capable of self-directed learning and critical thinking, 
but only when topic is deemed to be globally important.15  

The third suggestion is to employ pedagogies that permit creative 
and interactive learning. Teachers should use communication 
styles that engage multiple learning channels16 — especially 
those with visually and graphically enhanced information.17 

We need to give our students the tools with which they can carefully assess the 
trustworthiness of their sources of information.”
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Allowing students to learn through expe-
rimentation and by trial and error, rather 
than simply reading and listening to 
lectures, is likely to engage them more.18 
These young people want to co-create19, 
live-stream, and construct the activity 
as they participate.20 Importantly, times, 
places, and methods of teaching and 
learning need to be flexible and cus-
tomizable. Unsurprisingly, the speed of 
information delivery and access is crucial 
or Zs will lose interest.21

Fourth, make sure Gen Zs feel empowered.22 
They need to feel like they have a say in 
what is being learned and how it is being 
learned. They need regular feedback from 
educators who are more like coaches and 
less like teachers.23 While Gen Zs like 
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Of course, the above suggestions are very 
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however, an emerging balancing act for 
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Simon Beames är professor i 
Friluftsliv vid Norges idrottshögskola 
(NIH). Denna artikel baseras på hans 
föreläsning vid SVEBI-konferensen 
i oktober 2019.



Idrott & hälsa Nr 1 2020          19

Public Safety: A State of Mind, 1(1). www.mdle.
net/Journal/A_Tsunami_of_Learners_Called_
Generation_Z.pdf

18Eckleberry-Hunt, J. & Tucciarone, J. (2011). 
The challenges and opportunities of teaching 
‘Generation Y’. Journal of Graduate Medical 
Education, 3(4), 458–461. 
http://doi.org/10.4300/JGME-03-04-15; Rothman, 
D. (2014). A tsunami of learners called Genera-
tion Z.  Public Safety: A State of Mind, 1(1). 
www.mdle.net/Journal/A_Tsunami_of_Learners_
Called_Generation_Z.pdf

19Rothman, D. (2014). A tsunami of learners 
called Generation Z.  Public Safety: A State of 
Mind, 1(1). www.mdle.net/Journal/A_Tsunami_
of_Learners_Called_Generation_Z.pdf

20Cook, V.  (n.d.). Engaging Generation Z 
students. https://sites.google.com/a/uis.edu/colrs_
cook/home/engaging-generation-z-students

21Rothman, D. (2014). A tsunami of learners 
called Generation Z.  Public Safety: A State of 
Mind, 1(1). www.mdle.net/Journal/A_Tsuna-
mi_of_Learners_Called_Generation_Z.pdf; Ford, 
T. (2015). 5 tips for teaching Generation Z in 
college. https://blog.tophat.com/generation-z/

22Prensky, M. (2016). Education to better their 
world: Unleashing the power of 21st-Century kids. 
New York: Teachers College Press.

23Prensky, M. (2016). Education to better their 
world: Unleashing the power of 21st-Century kids. 
New York: Teachers College Press; Eckleberry-
Hunt, J. & Tucciarone, J. (2011). The challenges 
and opportunities of teaching ‘Generation Y’. 
Journal of Graduate Medical Education, 3(4), 
458–461. http://doi.org/10.4300/JGME-03-04-15

24Rothman, D. (2014). A tsunami of learners 
called Generation Z.  Public Safety: A State of 
Mind, 1(1). www.mdle.net/Journal/A_Tsunami_
of_Learners_Called_Generation_Z.pdf

25Sparkes & Honey. (n.d. 2). Gen Z 2025: The 
final generation.  http://www.slideshare.net/
sparksandhoney/gen-z-2025-the-final-generation-
preview/30-GEN_Z_2025No_parts_of

26Kardaras, N. (2016). It’s digital heroin: How 
screens are turning kids into digital junkies.  
http://nypost.com/2016/08/27/its-digital-heroin-
how-screens-turn-kids-into-psychotic-junkies/

27Ward, V. (2015). Children ’becoming hunch-
backs’ due to addiction to smart phones.  The Te-
legraph. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/
news/11935291/Children-becoming-hunchbacks-
due-to-addiction-to-smart-phones.html

28Eckleberry-Hunt, J. & Tucciarone, J. (2011). 
The challenges and opportunities of teaching 
‘Generation Y’. Journal of Graduate Medical 
Education, 3(4), 458–461. http://doi.org/10.4300/
JGME-03-04-15

29Seemiller, C. & Grace, M. (2019). Generation 
Z: A century in the making. New York: Routledge.


