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Teenagers

THE TEENAGE YEARS have been written about and
studied about as much as any other period in the life

of man. The "teenager" has been criticized and con-
demned, but seldom publicly praised. He has had a bad
press, so that the public image built up has been that
of an irresponsible individual. The older generation acts
as if the teenagers had grown up in a vacuum and
come forth at the age of thirteen to upset an otherwise
stable world. The teenager acts out some of his feelings,
disturbs the complacency of adults, and in a few short
or long yearsdepending upon one's point of view
settles down into responsible adulthood.

Three questions are basic to an understanding of
teenagers:

VWho are the teenagers?

V What responsibilities do they face?

V How can we live more comfortably with them?

Who Are the Teenagers?

Teenagers are people at one particular stage of the
life cycle who are faced with certain responsibilities to
self and others in order to move ahead into adulthood.
In this growth process the individual faces certain
stresses which affect his feelings about himself and his
relationships to others.

The word "teenager" refers to all youth, ages 13
through 19. Categorizing young people of this age range
into one group is an over-simplification and leads to
misunderstanding. One youth stated the situation clearly
when he said that convincing adults that not all teen-
agers act or react the same is a major problem facing
youth today.

Relationships between teenagers and adults would
be strengthened if the teenager were thought of as an
individual. Most teenagers are responsible young people.
Some teenagers are faced with growing pains and with
certain problems because they are moving from child-
hood into adulthood. Other teenagers have made their
transition into adult society.



A look at some characteristics of teenagers focuses
attention on some of the individual variations and dif-
ferences within the total age group.

Physical status

The teenage group is characterized by a wide varia-
tion in physical size. Some have achieved most of their
physical growth and have achieved sexual maturity.
Others are pre-pubescent and have not yet entered the
growth spurt which precedes puberty. When we con-
sider that girls usually reach puberty between the ages
of 9 and 17, and boys between the ages of 11 and 19, it
becomes evident that a wide variation in physical de-
velopment is to be expected within each sex and be-
tween the sexes. Some are truly little boys and girls in
their physical development; others are young men and
women.

School status

The holding power of the schools varies between
urban and rural areas and from state to state. Many
school figures on drop-outs include only those who with-
draw from school during the school year. Since many
drop-outs occur during the summer, the best way to get
a picture of the drop-out rate in any community is to
learn how many students completed the eighth grade and
then to check the class size until high school graduation.
Unless there has been an unusual migration from a
community, this type of study will give a fairly accu-
rate picture of the drop-out rate.

The percentage of high school graduates who enroll
in college or technical or vocational school varies from
county to county. A smaller percentage of graduates
from rural areas than from urban areas enroll in post
high-school education.

Marital status

Sixteen percent of all girls in the 15 to 19 age group
are or have been married, widowed, or divorced. The
percentage varies with the age group.

Age Age

14 1.1% 17 12.2%
15 2.4% 18 24.4%
16 5.7% 19 40.2%

(U.S. Census Population, U.S. Summary 1960, pages 1-425.)

Brides 17 years of age and younger are most likely
to marry teenage grooms.

The percentage of married young people varies from
state to state. Percentages and numbers of married teens
for the northwest states are as follows:



Percent of Teenagers Married
Idaho Oregon Washington

Age Male Female Male Female Male Female

14 .9 1.3 .5 .8 .6 .9
15-19 4.6 18.9 3.5 15.8 3.5 15.8

Number of Married Teenagers
Age

14 56 76 77 108 143 193
15-19 1,305 5,257 2,284 10,556 3,680 16,436

(U.S. Census figures, 1960.)

Parenthood
Many teenagers are parents. Nearly half of the

mothers having their first child are less than 20 years of
age. Most of these mothers are in the 18- and 19-year
age groups. Many have given birth to two children, a
few have given birth to four or five children before they
leave the teen years.

Employment status
Many teenagers are in the labor market. Others drop

out of school to enter the labor market. Many married
girls work outside the home. Some teenagers are unem-
ployed. Many teenage boys and a few girls are in the
military service.

Responsibilities of Teenagers
At each stage of development, a person has certain

responsibilities to himself which must be accepted and
resolved before he can fully function in the next stage.
These responsibilities evolve out of his own physiologi-
cal development and the demands and expectations of
the culture in which he lives. Social scientists express
this concept by saying that the individual has certain
developmental tasks to perform.

During the teen years a person stops being a child
but is not yet an adult, although he may think he is.
He faces conflicting feelings within himself. He wants
to move ahead into the future and the world of adult-
hood, but he also wants to cling to the security of the
past. He knew what was expected of him as a child,
but he does not know what is expected of him as an
adolescent. Parents who have urged him to "act like
a man," change their tune as soon as he starts acting
as adults do. At this period, instead of being exhorted
to act grownup, he hears the familiar refrain, "You're
too young." Teenagers frequently express the feeling
that "We're either too young or too old for everything
'we want to do."



The teen years are characterized by change which
usually creates stress and anxiety within the individual.
The situation is complicated for the teenager by the
fact that his thrust into adulthood is faced by his parents
and other adults with ambivalent feelings. Parents
want children to become independent, but at the same
time they need to keep them dependent. Parents want
children to make decisions but find it difficult to accept
the decisions they make. One girl said, "You know how
grown-ups are. They say they want you to make deci-
sions, but they only want you to decide the way they've
already decided."

Unfortunately, some of the most important de-
cisions of a person's total life span are made during
these yearswith little experience, preparation, or basis
for judgment. Most of these decisions relate to personal
everyday life and conduct. Simple decisions may limit
one's goals and aspirations for the future. The young-
ster who decides to "goof off" in school instead of
studying may discover the road to a particular career
closed to him because he cannot get into college. The
person who has good grades may discover that his
principal will not recommend him for college because
of poor citizenship. Others who enter into early and
intensive dating may move into a marriage which alters
the career plans of both the girl and the boy and in-
fluences their socio-economic status throughout life. The
youngster who is involved in delinquent-type behavior
may find that his reputation limits certain opportunities.

Today's youth must make his decisions in a period
of rapid social change. Men and women are involved
in a role change; thus it becomes difficult for a boy to
know what is expected of him as a man and for a girl
to know what is expected of her as a woman. New
opportunities multiply overnight, making career selec-
tion for this generation the most complicated ever
known.

What are some of the special responsibilities of
the teenager?

V To adjust to and accept his changing body
Observers of young people know that all parts of

the body do not grow at the same rate when the spurt
of growth takes place. Arms, feet, legs, noses, and
other parts of the body sprout forth at their own time.
Even the two sides of the body may grow at different
rates. Management of a body growing in such a sudden,
haphazard fashion creates particular stresses and strains
for the young person. In addition to coping with an
undependable body, many teenagers worry about how



they are growing. Some are afraid they won't start
growing and others may worry that they will not stop
growing.

During this period a person must learn to accept
himself as he is. No longer can he dream of what he
would like to be physically. Instead, he has to accept
the reality of what he is. Not all boys will be six feet
tall, handsome, and athletic. Some girls will be taller or
less well-proportioned than they would like to be. Major
responsibilities of this period are to cope with the
growth process and to accept the good as well as the
less desirable physical characteristics.

v' To find acceptance in his own age group
During the growing-up years, the young person has

been weaning himself away from his family to the point
where he can gain the security of making friends on his
own and of finding security in a group. As he finds
identity in his group he wants to please the other mem-
bers and be accepted by them. He abides by their
standards. They give him security while he is thinking
through and arriving at his own values. A group of
friends his own age serves an important function in
letting him test out ideas.

The teenager also sorts through his feelings about
the opposite sex. Up until the teen years his concern
has been primarily with his own sex group. Now he
must adjust to the pressures of dating and going steady.
He needs to think about marriage in relationship to
his life's goals. Many teenagers are deciding whom to
marry, and some are entering into marriage.

V To achieve independence from his parents
A child starts life completely dependent upon others.

The process of growth is to develop from a state of
dependency on parents to one of interdependence with
others. In order to achieve this goal, the child must gain
independence from his parents. He must learn to make
decisions and take the responsibility for his own action.

Achievement of independence is sometimes the most
difficult of all tasks because it involves "letting go" on
the part of the parents as well as the child. It involves
cutting the apron strings, a process which may be pain-
ful to both child and parent. However, the rewards
are great for the parent and the child. Successful release
on the part of parents and achievement of independence
on the part of the child free each to love and respect
one another as people as well as parent and child.

V To plan for his future
One of the most difficult and frightening tasks of

youth today is to select an occupation. Recent scientific



and technological developments make thousands of
career opportunities available. Girls as well as boys need
to give serious thought to career planning since it is
predicted that the average girl can anticipate 25 years
of employment outside the home.

The young man also must decide on the time of his
military service in relationship to his future plans.

All of these decisions inter-relate with the teenager's
decision of when and whom to marry. Setting goals
early for the future helps to place timing of marriage in
focus.

There are many other adjustments facing today's
teenagers. Many young people make the transition from
childhood to adulthood in an outwardly calm manner.
Others have difficulty, and for them and their parents
these are "stormy" years.

Youth today live in a time of unprecedented change.
They are making plans for a future which is impossible
to foresee. It is little wonder that some of their uncer-
tainty and concern is reflected in their outward behavior.

How can we live with young people to help them
accomplish this transition from childhood to adulthood?

Living With Teenagers

Living with teenagers can be a delightful or dis-
turbing experience. For most parents it is some of both.
Living is complicated by the fact that parents have their
own feelings to cope with as they are involved in a
youngster's struggle for self-identity and independence.

There is no easy set of rules to follow. But relation-
ships can be strengthened if parents can:

V Accept individual differences
No baby is born who is just like another. Each child

is different from the very beginning. Some are placid,
some energetic; some mature early, some late. Some
are more sensitive to sounds and other conditions in
the environment than others. Some are easy to raise;
others are a challenge. When a child reaches the teen
years, parents need to recognize him for what he is and
not for what they hoped he would be. It is important to
accept the fact that the child has retained some control
over his destiny. He has used his parents and other
significant people in his own way as he participated
actively in the process of "becoming."



V Recognize the influence of the past
Adults cannot look at a teenager and understand

him as he is today without looking back at the child
he was yesterday and ahead to the adult he will become
tomorrow. A person responds to any situation not as
it is, but as he feels about it. His feelings are based on
his past experiences.

By the time a person has reached the teens he
has learned certain ways of acting. He has learned to
argue, to play one parent against another. He has de-
veloped values. He may have learned that adults say
one thing but do not "practice what they preach." Some
young people bristle up and rebel at any one who is in
a position of authority. They act "unreasonable" on the
basis of the present situation. The child who has always
felt "picked on" may react to the most innocent re-
mark as criticism. To cope effectively with any situa-
tion we need to ask ourselves what feelings, beliefs, and
experiences this youngster brings with him.

We also have to ask ourselves what we have been
teaching by our actions and words as the child has been
growing and learning.

V Learn to listen
Only if adults listen and observe can they know how

things look to the young person. Listening is a way
we learn how our children have received the messages
we have been sending. Most parents are so busy telling
and giving directions that they give little opportunity
for "feedback."

Have you ever listened to the things you have said
to your young people in the course of a day? Listen to
yourself some dayyou may be surprised! How many
times when your youngster tells what he and his friends
were doing do you say, "You know better than that !"
"You don't really mean it !" The wise child learns
what's safe to talk about at home.

One teenage girl said, "Each of us has to be careful
what we tell our folks. I might tell my mother some-
thing that would be all right for her to know, but if she
told Jane's mother, Jane would really get in trouble. By
the time you're our age you know your folks pretty
well."

Adults need to listen to youngsters in order to know
them better. They also need to listen to themselves to
know what they are teaching.



Use praise to reinforce behavior
Scientists can demonstrate that grandmother's old

saying, "You can catch more flies with honey than with
vinegar" is a sound principle to use in influencing be-
havior. Honest praise or a smile will encourage a per-
son to repeat a desirable action. Every person, young
and old, needs to be recognized. He would rather le
praised and complimented. If he cannot get attention
that way, he will assure his recognition through unde-
sirable behavior.

Parents and other adults tend to notice only the
"bad things." If Tom slams the back door, mother lets
him know about it; but if he should shut it quietly, she
ignores it.

V' Show a better way to act
Most of us concentrate on telling our children and

others "don't" instead of "do." It is not very helpful
to know all the things you cannot do unless you also
know how to do a few things. It is a better learning
experience if children are shown what to do as well
as what not to do.

Have you ever heard a parent say to a teenager,
"Don't sass me !" Would it help the teenager if that
parent said, "It makes me mad when you use that tone
of voice. How could you get your point across without
making me mad ?"

V Accept feelingslimit actions
If we believe in individual differences and the in-

fluence of past experiences, we have to recognize that
people feel differently about experiences. Frequently we
say, "You shouldn't feel that way" or we act as if our
teenager feels just the way we would. Finding out how
the other person feels about something is a vital step
toward understanding.

We also need to recognize that not all feelings are
good and kindly. We get mad at times, we hate others
we have "hostile feelings." These feelings are natural
and normal and need to be accepted and expressed in
some way. But just because we accept feelings does not
mean that we can act the way we feel. Actions have to
be limited, but feelings need to be expressed.

V Set reasonabe limits
Everyone needs the security of limits. Parents set

the limits for young children, but children reaching
the teens are ready to assume responsibility for helping
decide on the necessary limits. In addition to those
limits mutually agreed upon, parents sometimes have
to set other limits which are necessary for the health
and safety of the child or others.
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Although young people complain about limits, they
would complain even more if there were none. However,
limits need to be re-evaluated constantly to see if they,
have been outgrown. It is wise to check to see that limits N.

do not become the focus of trying to see who is boss;
they should be based upon real issues.

Some children seem to have more limits than others.
Some accept and integrate limits into their thinking.
Others are constantly challenging any and every kind
of limit.

V Enforce the limits set
Many teenagers have learned through the years that

adults do not always take the time to follow through
on the limits that have been set. It is wiser to have
fewer rules and regulations and abide by them. Fre-
quently we make unwise threats which cannot or should
not be enforced.

Setting and enforcing limits is one of the most
ticklish jobs of parenthood. Unwise enforcement brings
resentment and rebellion. There must be sufficient
limits to give security and guidance, but few enough
so that the individual can learn to take responsibility
for his own decisions.

V Give freedom to grow
A person can learn to make decisions and accept

responsibility only by having experiences. Adults need
to provide teenagers with a series of experiences build-
ing on their past in order to develop self-confidence.

Freedom to grow implies opportunity to try out
things, to explore ideas, and to challenge the beliefs of
adults. Freedom involves the opportunity for making
decisions on the basis of the best facts available. It
means evaluating possible courses of action and making
decisions on the basis of calculated results.

V Look to the future
Parents can make the most of these teen years if

they keep their eyes on the future. Parents need to
believe that within the child is the capacity for growth
and the need for love and approval of his parents, his
own age group, and his community. In a few short
years the child will move into adulthood. Parents com-
mitted to self-fulfillment, growth, and independence for
the child will be able to set goals to help him achieve
these ends.
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