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INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a time of change, a transitional period in human development during which an individual gradually moves from childhood to adulthood.  Beginning in puberty, children undergo many physical, psychological and social changes that help them mature.  During this process of growing up, their bodies, minds and relationships stretch in many new directions.  As a result, their world – and that of those around them - seems to be upside down.
Adolescence is often a time of hurt feelings for parents and kids.  Teens struggle to free themselves from the control of their parents who, in turn, fight just as hard to keep control.  Because this struggle may reveal a side to kids that parents did not suspect, parents often feel a sense of shock and betrayal.  Beginning in puberty, kids become more outspoken in their views, more critical of parents’ values and more demanding of control over their lives.

Fifteen-year-old Jason comes home from a trip to the mall with a gold ring in his ear.  His parents are first speechless and then mad about this display of independence.  They think the earring symbolizes homosexuality.  Hurt by his parents’ misreading, Jason focuses the issue on personal freedom.  He sees no sexual meaning in the earring and he had hoped his parents would accept his right to make this choice.  A verbal fight ensues.  The emotional explosion shakes both Jason and his parents.

Thirteen-year-old Bridget comes to the breakfast table wearing tight jeans and lipstick.  Her parents ask in disbelief, “Where do you think you’re going dress like that?”  Bridget blushes and cries, then angrily defends her “right” to dress as she pleases.  Besides, she argues, “Everybody is dressing like this.”  By “everybody”, she means the girls in her clique.  Bridget is beginning to take direction from her peer group the way she once did from her parents.  Her parents feel betrayed and rejected.  She was always a quiet, compliant girl.  Bridge feels misunderstood.
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These “typical” teenagers are acting-out their belief that they, not their parents, should decide matters of style and dress.  They are asserting what they see as their “rights.”  Taken by surprise, their parents are clinging to the control they once had.
Parents may regard their teens’ assertiveness as disobedience, insolence or disrespect.  Teens may take their parents’ criticisms as a refusal to grant them the freedom they seek.  Neither side is probably aware that a battle for control is going on.  Instead, both may engage in blame and criticism.  For this reason, the potential for severely damaged parent-child relationships is strong during adolescence.

The following information offers parents, teachers and other adults facts about adolescence and suggestions on how to adjust to and manage the changes that teens go through.  It lists the physical and psychological changes that teens experience and describes the steps that teens take in their journey from sheltered child to independent adult; and it provides practical suggestions about how to deal with the tendencies of teenagers to be abrasive, argumentative and downright rebellious.

                                                                                      William S. Myers, Ph.D.

                                                                                      William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS PUBERTY?
Puberty is the beginning of adolescence, the first step in the long process of becoming an independent adult.  The average age at which puberty begins for girls is about 11 or 12.  For boys, puberty usually begins at about 13 or 14.  There are exceptions, however.  The onset of puberty can be as early as 10 or as late as 15.  Furthermore, the onset of puberty in American kids is earlier than it once was (as much as two-and-a-half years sooner than in 1900).
WHEN DOES ADOLESCENCE BEGIN AND END?

Adolescence is the stage of development following puberty.  For girls, it usually begins at 13 or 14.  For boys, the average age is 15 or 16.  As with puberty, however, there is a wide variation in the time of onset.  Similarly, adolescence may end by age 18 or last into the early twenties.

WHAT IS DELAYED MATURATION?

Maturation means “progress towards maturity.”  The term refers specifically to those physical changes that occur automatically without any effort or intent on the part of the person.  Examples of physical maturation are the appearance of facial hair on boys and rounding of the hips on girls.  Sometimes there is a delay in a physical change, usually for unknown reasons.  For instance, girls’ breasts usually begin to grow between the ages of 11 and 13.  Breast growth delayed until age 15 is an example of delayed maturation.

WHAT PHYSICAL CHANGES DO BOYS GO THROUGH DURING ADOLESCENCE?

Boys experience a growth spurt during which their shoulders widen, limbs lengthen, hands and feet enlarge and face takes on the beginning of its adult form.  They also go through sexual changes wherein public hair appears, penis and testes grow and production of sperm develops.  Additionally, the voice usually changes from the higher tones of childhood to the lower tones of adulthood.
WHAT PHYSICAL CHANGES DO GIRLS GO THROUGH DURING ADOLESCENCE?

Girls, also, experience a growth spurt during which limbs extend, hands and feet grow larger and face takes on adult shape (mouth widens, lips become fuller, chin juts out further, forehead grows wider and higher).  Furthermore, breast growth is visible and menstruation begins.

-5-
DO GIRLS MATURE EARLIER THAN BOYS DO?
Since their growth spurt occurs earlier for them, girls achieve their adult physical growth at a slightly earlier age than boys do.  This physical difference is the basis for the saying, “Girls mature earlier than boys.”  Emotional maturity, however, is another matter.  Generally, it lags behind physical growth and is not gender-based.  Emotional maturity is less tied to physical factors, like sex hormones, and more dependent on personal experiences.
WHAT DOES MENSTRUATION MEAN TO A GIRL?

Menstruation signals to the girl her future role as a woman and mother.  If prepared for this change, she will generally feel proud and handle the physical discomfort well.  On the other hand, if she feels ashamed of her body and its capacity for sexual experience, menstruation may cause serious emotional symptoms, including shame, depression, withdrawal and irritability.

WHAT ARE NOCTURNAL EMISSIONS?

Adolescent boys have spontaneous ejaculations of semen during sleep.  The ejaculation may be part of a dream or result from friction between the penis and bedclothes.  About eight of ten boys experience nocturnal emissions, which tend to begin a year or two after the onset of puberty.  For adolescent girls, the equivalent of a nocturnal emission is a spontaneous orgasm during sleep, usually resulting from dreams.  About one of ten girls experience spontaneous orgasms.

DO ALL TEENS MASTURBATE?
Teens are very shy about their sexuality, so accurate facts are hard to collect.  Studies have found, however, that about 95% of boys and 50% of girls masturbate.  Masturbation often starts during puberty and increases in frequency as adolescence progresses.  By the late teens, boys experience three or four orgasms per week through masturbation.  Conversely, girls are much less likely to achieve orgasm through masturbation.  As late as age twenty, fewer that 30% of girls have experienced orgasm by masturbation.
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IS MASTURABTION DANGEROUS?
Excessive masturbation might cause irritation of the skin, but normal amounts of this activity are not, of themselves, harmful.  Children who have been taught to feel ashamed of their sexual organs or the intense sexual feelings that arise during puberty can experience serious emotional problems related to masturbation, including shame, guilt, withdrawal from the family, difficulty interacting with others, sleeplessness and depression.

HOW DO PHYSICAL CHANGES DIFFER FROM CHANGES IN SOCIAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING?

Physical changes are almost entirely the result of hormonal changes, which, in turn, the genes control.  On the other hand, environmental factors such as family, school and society, control social and psychological changes.  In other words, physical changes do not require conscious effort, but social changes and psychological changes do.

WHAT ARE SOME CONCERNS OF ADOLESCENTS?

While parents tend to focus on the physical changes that are occurring, adolescents are more concerned about values.  They also are able to perceive the shortcomings of the adult world and may be angry or disillusioned to discover that the world of adults is not as ideal as they had once believed.  For example, teenagers are quick to point out contradictory messages from adults that relay the philosophy: “Do as I say, not as I do.”

DOES REASONING ABILITY CHANGE DURING THE TEEN YEARS?

This is when the ability to acquire and use knowledge peaks.  Teens experience an increased capacity for reasoning that allows them to analyze information and formulate alternatives.  These new possibilities often fuel the fights over values that erupt between teens and parents.  For example, parents may extol the virtues of saving for the future, while teens may believe life is short and, therefore, argue for enjoying the here-and-now.
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WHAT SOCIAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL CHANGES MUST ADOLESCENTS MAKE?
To be truly adult, teens must learn how to 1) live independently, 2) interact appropriately with the opposite sex, 3) cooperate with others, 4) acquire and apply a workable set of personal values and 5) support themselves financially.  Teens have their own ways of learning these adult roles.  They extend overnight visits with their friends or spend the summer away from home.  They develop friendship based on common interests and are likely to criticize members of their group who violated shared group values, and they will assert their own financial goals with increasing confidence.  For example, the boy who once spent every penny he earned may now begin to save for his own car.
IS THERE AN ISSUE IN ADOLESCENCE THAT OUTWEIGHS ALL OTHERS?

For many teens, the main issue is self-discovery: “Who am I?”  Teens must decide which roles they wish to take on, and they are often fearful about their ability to fulfill those roles with distinction.  They tend to experience conflict and anxiety as they consider all the possible “What if” scenarios.  For example, a boy may wonder if he is good enough to be a professional athlete.  “What if I fail?” he may ask himself.  Lacking adequate experience, he may have no satisfying alternative in mind.  Thus, as he sees it, he must either succeed in sports or regard himself as a failure.
HOW CAN PARENTS HELP THEIR TEENS MAKE THESE ADJUSTMENTS?
Grant the independence that teens seek gradually - not suddenly.  Parents who observe their teen’s reactions to independence will know when to increase or decrease the amount of control granted to the teen.  Observation is a better guide than a rigid set of rules.  This is because kids mature at different rates at various points in their development.  For example, the girl whose parents do not allow her to date until she is 16 is not likely to know what to do when the time to date does arrive.

WHAT ABOUT BEDTIMES?

The amount of sleep kids need varies so much that parents might consider adopting a policy of experimentation, observation and correction.  For example, if letting the teen stay up to 11:30 PM on weeknights results in a hassle awakening him or her the next morning, gradually move bedtime back.
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WHAT ABOUT CURFEWS?

Curfew is more difficult to determine than bedtime because of the teen’s need to do what “the other kids” are doing.  Parents should attempt to balance family rules with the realization that their teen also has a need to be part of the group.  Once again, the policy of experimentation, observation and correction works better than a rigid set of rules.

WHAT ABOUT CLIQUES?

A clique is a small social group of teens that deliberately excludes others.  Members of the clique tend to have common interests or qualities, to share personal information and belongings, to be mutually supportive and to reinforce the values of the clique.  The clique is the teenager’s first attempt to experiment with a substitute for the family.

DO ADOLESCENTS HAVE SELF-ESTEEM PROBLEMS?

Teens are notorious for sudden and dramatic shifts in self-esteem.  They are VERY self-conscious; hence, they are highly sensitive to any real or implied criticism.  Uncertainty is their daily lot.  They fear that their physical development is too slow, that they are unattractive, that their clique will reject them or that the clique of their choosing will not accept them.  All of the new roles with which they are wrestling carry the risk of failure.  Their own self-esteem is subject to sudden rises and falls as they fumble with the many uncertainties that this period of change thrusts upon them.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP WITH THEIR TEEN’S SEARCH FOR IDENTITY?

Love, acceptance and directness are three important gifts parents can offer their teenagers search for an identity.  When teens ask tough or embarrassing questions, answer as directly as possible.  When teens are moody or secretive, be as accepting as you can be without giving up your right to make and enforce household rules.  Express your love for them often.  During the teen years, parental love can be the lifejacket that keeps teens afloat when the storms of emotional turmoil threaten to engulf them.  Let them know you are there for support and encouragement as they struggle to find their own identity.
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STAGES IN

ADOLESCENCE
Children vary widely in the age at which they go through the stages of adolescence.  The common thread that connects these stages is the teen’s search for independence from parents and acceptance by peers.  The following diagram illustrates the main stages which most adolescents through as they progress for childhood toward adulthood.
               AGE RANGE                                                                      STAGE

Girls          10-12                                                                                 Cliques

Boys          11-13
________________________________________________________________________

Girls          12-14                                                                                 Mixed Cliques

Boys          13-15                                                                                 With Some Pairs

________________________________________________________________________

Girls          14-16                                                                                 More Pairs Than

Boys          15-17                                                                                    Unattached

________________________________________________________________________

Girls          16-18                                                                                 Mostly Pairs

Boys          17-19

________________________________________________________________________

CLIQUES – Each gender begins to form exclusive groups.  Acceptance into such a group becomes very important.  Kids who cannot get into a clique may be intensely lonely and depressed.  They may engage in hostile, rebellious showing-off as a response to exclusion.  Cliques of opposite gender interact at a distance, with girls tending to initiate the contact.  In this stage, boys and girls are often on opposite side of the dance floor.

MIXED CLIQUES WITH SOME PAIRS – Now that they have had a year or two of being in a clique, both genders are more willing to merge into larger groups of mixed gender.  Swimming pools, shopping malls, video arcades and skating rinks are favorite places to hang out.  The more confident members of each clique may start to form short-lived pairs.
-10-

MORE PAIRS THAN UNATTACHED – During the middle years of adolescence, most teens are intent on pairing-up.  Pairs form and re-form as teens begin to learn the hard lessons of relationships.  They learn, for example, that physical attractiveness does not guarantee compatibility.  Those teens that form relationships that last longer than a few weeks or months spend less time with their same-sex cliques but will return to the clique if the relationship ends.  Less mature teens that lack the confidence to form pairs may act as seconds to their closest paired-up friends.
MOSTLY PAIRS – In the final years of adolescence, most teens are paired-up or are recovering from a broken relationship and waiting to form a new pair.  Those teens that have not paired by this time may leave their gender group and enter larger, more impersonal groups away from home or school, such as sports teams, activity clubs and the part-time work force.
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PHYSICAL CHANGES EXPERIENCED

DURING ADOLESCENCE

The following is a partial list of the physical changes experienced during adolescence.  Teenagers vary widely on the age at which these changes occur.  A physical change delayed by more than three years may require a check-up by a pediatrician.

MALES
· Facial hair appears

· Penis and testes grow

· Production of the male sex hormone (testosterone) begins

· Production of sperm begins

· Shoulders widen

· Voice deepens

FEMALES

· Breasts develop

· Buttocks enlarge

· Hips widen

· Menstruation begins

· Production of the female sex hormone (estrogen) begins

· Production of the ovum (unfertilized eggs) starts

BOTH GENDERS

· Face takes on beginning of adult form

· Forehead becomes wider and higher

· Hands and feet enlarge

· Limbs lengthen

· Public hair appears

· Trunk lengthens
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PSYCHOLOGICAL AND EMOTIONAL CHANGES

EXPERIENCED DURING ADOLESCENCE

Psychological and emotional changes are more difficult to observe than physical changes and may vary from one teen to the next.  Some of the more common psychological and emotional changes experienced by most adolescent girls and boys include the following.
· Competitiveness intensifies

· Concerns about values increase

· Conformity to clique and peer group standards grows

· Day-dreaming becomes prominent

· Desire to excel mounts

· Emotions are unstable

· Family-ties loosen

· Friendships begin to displace family relationships

· Independence becomes a major issue

· Interest in the opposite sex intensifies

· Physical stature becomes a concern

· Membership in a clique takes priority

· Mood swings grow more frequent and dramatic

· Muscle growth and strength are assessed

· Peer pressures and influences strengthen

· Privacy and personal space become issues

· Reasoning ability expands

· Rebellious behaviors are more common

· Risk-taking increases

· Self-consciousness about physical appearance increases

· Self-esteem is fragile

· Social interest expand

· Work ethic develops
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TYPICAL CONFLICTS BETWEEN ADOLESCENTS
AND PARENTS
There is a wide range for conflict to occur between adolescents and parents.  Some teen/parent conflicts are frequent and intense, while others are considerably less so.  Parents can influence the frequency and intensity of these conflicts by understanding their own role in the process and by recognizing that: “This, too, shall pass.”
· CONTROL – Teens want more control over their lives.  Parents often perceive this as rebellion.  Parents can smooth some of the resulting conflicts by giving teens control in some areas, such as dress and hairstyle, while keeping control in other areas, such as bedtime and curfew.  Compromise can be a solution in matters related to control.
· REBELLION – Teens often react to control by rebelling.  Frequently, these acts of rebellion are over-reactions that prompt further control battles.  Parents should learn to demonstrate self-control because: 1) teens tend to copy the behaviors of their parents, and 2) someone needs to remain calm so that the issue can be resolved satisfactorily.

· VALUES – The need for teens to control their own lives includes the need to create their own values.  Parents sometimes focus on what they believe are the differences between their values and those of teens.  By talking respectfully with their teens and carefully listening to their response, parents are often pleasantly surprised to learn that their differences in values are not so far apart.
· CONFORMITY – While rebelling against some of their parents’ rules, teens are often fanatical in conforming to their own.  This is especially true of minor issues such as hair and clothing styles.  Because of the peer pressure to conform and the personal desire to be a member of the group, teens usually do not want to look different from other members of their clique.

· CRITICISM – Teens may be more interested in dishing it out than they are in taking it.  Parents would do well to calmly point out this fact to their teenagers.  Additionally, parents should remember that their teen’s self-esteem is especially vulnerable during this stage of development and that there is an important difference between “constructive” and “destructive” criticism.
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· CONTRADICTIONS – Parents are often confused when their teen demands to adult treatment but behaves like a child.  During the transition from childhood to adulthood, teens often alternate between what they were and what they are becoming.  A guide for parents is to treat teens like children when they act child-like and as adults when their behavior is adult-like.
· PERSONAL REPONSIBILITY – Parents may hold teens to adult standards of responsibility.  Teens, however, may feel entitled to more leeway.  In the use of vehicles, for example, teens may feel unjustly criticized if their parents restrict car privileges for getting a speeding ticket.  Teens often take the viewpoint that their faults and misbehaviors deserve overlooking.
· FAMILY TIES – The teen’s main job during adolescence is to achieve independence from the family.  With this in mind, parents may feel less “betrayed” when their teenager puts friends ahead of family.
· PRIVACY AND SECRECY – Because teens spend a lot of time alone in their room or no longer confide in their parents does not necessarily mean something is wrong.  Rather, the need for privacy and the tendency to keep their important personal information to themselves is typical of teens that are in the process of learning how to exist apart from the family.

· SCHOOL PERFORMANCE – While adults measure school performance largely on grades, teens may use other yardsticks such as popularity and athletic ability.

· MONEY – Disagreements about money often reflects differences of opinion in tastes and values.  For example, the teen’s taste in clothing and personal adornments may differ greatly from that of his or her parents.  Likewise, parents may value saving for the future while the teen may think that the purpose of money is to meet more immediate needs such as buying clothes, attending social events or purchasing a car.
· CLOTHING AND HAIRSTYLES – The relative importance of this issue is the reason why it is last.  Parents have a right to insist on basic house rules and forms of behavior.  However, they should remember that every generation, including their own, tries to set itself apart by hair and clothing styles.
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SOURCES OF

HELP AND INFORMATION
Because teenagers can experience so many changes during this tender and tumultuous period of development, parents sometimes need the help and advice of professionals.  The following is a list of local professionals who can provide adolescents and their parents guidance and support.  Check the telephone book for listings and services.  You are entitled to ask any professional about fees and licensing.
PEDIATRICIAN – If the problem concerns physical symptoms, consult a pediatrician.  Pediatricians are medical doctors who have specialized in the disorders of childhood, defined as the period from birth to 16.  After age 16, refer medical problems to a family practice physician.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHIATRIST – Psychiatrists are medical doctors who have specialized in mental diseases.  Psychiatrists can check for organic problems and prescribe medications.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – If the problem is social or emotional, consider a licensed psychologist.  Be sure to ask if they have training in the problems of adolescence.

Telephone #

SCHOOL COUNSELOR – Most schools have at least one counselor trained in the emotional and behavioral problems of youth.  They also can provide referrals to other professionals who may be qualified to diagnose and treat the problems.
Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – These agencies usually have a staff of psychiatrists, psychologists, counselors and therapists who can offer a variety of mental health services.
Telephone #

PLANNED PARENTHOOD – This national agency has chapters throughout the United States and offers sexual and reproductive counseling to teenagers.

Telephone #
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