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Chapter one Setting the scene

Ray Jones and Colin Pritchard


Until recently the popular image of the adolescent was one of inevitable storm and stress, so that what were seen as the ‘in-between years’ of adolescene were almost, by definition, seen as a time of disturbance. This simplistic, classical view is now rightly being questioned, and, while not denying the irritability and occasionally irrational behaviour which adolescents may show, or evoke from others, we would start from the premise that adolescence is a normal period of development, and that adolescent behaviour is usually rational and understandable. Professional workers, in particular, need to be aware of the danger of over-interpreting actions and behaviour, which, whilst being distressing to the adolescent and a nuisance to others, are not in themselves ‘pathological’. Such a cautious and normative stance taken towards the adolescent enables the professional adviser to be more able to differentiate between behaviour which is particularly problematic and pathological, and behaviour which is essentially normal. This theme is developed further in the chapter by Jack Dunham and Ray Jones on ‘Understanding Adolescence’, where they explore some of the theoretical concepts of adolescence, and discuss man many aspects of adolescent development and behaviour.

In this book adolescence is taken to start with puberty and to end when adult identities and roles, such as work and marriage, have been accepted and assimilated. The duration of the process of adolescence varies between individuals, between generations, and between cultures. For instance, the 20-year-old who has been working for four years, and who is married with children, may be more readily recognised and accepted as an adult than a student of the same age who still lives in his parents’ home. Hence within this text we appreciate that any comments made about adolescence must of necessity be generalised. Equally important, such generalisations need to be interpreted against the back-drop of the level of development and the social situation of each individual, and to take into account the adolescents’ own perceptions of their experience. Hence any intervention with an adolescent should seek to establish a personally and culturally normal baseline from which the social worker assesses that person’s situation.

Young people, of course, do get into trouble with parents and more generally with society, and they are sent to, and occasionally seek the assistance of, social workers. The particular expertise of social workers is that they can consider a range of theoretical explanations, and the associated intervention methods, which might be used to assist the adolescent. It is the ability of the social worker to adopt a range of perspectives and techniques that should characterise the important social work contribution to work with adolescents. This contribution is built on the understanding that adolescence, like any other stage of life, is an interactive process. It is the combination of, and the relationships between, the individual’s physiology, his emotions, his social roles, and his material environment, which characterises that individual, and it is these interacting aspects which we need to consider in our assessments and interventions.

There are, however, two dangers for social workers in their assessment of adolescents. On the one hand they may underestimate the potential seriousness of the problem - the ‘he’ll grow out of it’ response; on the other hand they may over-react to the presenting situation, especially when faced by a strident referrent who asserts that ‘something must be done’. It is difficult to strike an appropriate balance, when in the first instance the most careful negotiations may be required to gain the co-operation of all involved, while the second situation, when it is possible to assure adolescents and adults that little is wrong, may well require considerable time and tact. This book attempts to examine some of these practical problems, and to demonstrate some of the various roles and tasks undertaken by social workers in their work with young people. A range of approaches will be explored, partly to illustrate points of similarity and overlap, and partly to highlight the different emphases of the varied forms of intervention. There are, however, two crucial omissions in the text.

The first major omission is that there can only be relatively slight discussion of the approaches of other professions, because this book focuses primarily upon social work with adolescents. Nevertheless we attempt to offset this deficit by Jack Dunham’s chapter, which recognises the important contribution of other disciplines, while acknowledging the difficulties surrounding liaison and interaction between people of possibly differing orientations.

Two of the most important professional groups concerned with adolescents are school-teachers and the medical profession, such as general practitioners and psychiatrists. In the case of teachers, despite the occasional inter-disciplinary rivalries between them and social workers, there is evidence that they welcome social work help with those youngsters who exceed their professional skills, especially if such assistance is provided within a structure that facilitates social worker accessibility, such as school-based social workers (Pritchard and Taylor, 1979). The central importance of the school system in social work with the adolescent is increasingly recognised, and Robinson(1979) usefully explores many of the areas of common interests between school-teachers and social workers.

The medical profession, especially those doctors with a psycho-social perspective, have made a significant contribution to the understanding of adolescents, and have undoubtedly influenced much of the post-war development of social work (see, for example, Kahn and Nursten, 1964). Continued growth in psychiatric interest in adolescence has included a strong behavioural and social science approach, as is illustrated by the work of Rutter (to which we refer throughout this book) which reflects an increasing degree of multi-disciplinary activity in this field. The practical implications for such developments are discussed at some length in Chapter four, where it is stressed that all who would be involved in the life of an adolescent need to enquire which, if any, of the other disciplines might be concerned, and be prepared to consider an alternative paradigm of the other professional.

The second key omission from the book is consideration of the socio-political and ethical context in which social work is practised. That social work is part of a general political process is accepted (Butrym, 1976), though argument continues as to the nature and direction of that process (Corrigan and Leonard, 1978; Halmos, 1978). Differing political perspectives have been identified in the various forms of social work, and the ensuing practical implications about the role of the social worker in situations of care, control, change and conflict have been discussed by Pritchard and Taylor (1978). It is argued that all professional activity, if it is to be rational, requires an understanding of the political contexts in which it operates. Throughout our text only the briefest mention can be made of these issues, which impinge not only upon the social work service, but upon every aspect of the adolescent’s life. It would be regrettable if the reader were not reminded that we believe the importance of economic and socio-political factors to be self-evident. This seems to be particularly pertinent at the present time when the current government is re-defining some of the legislation that directly affects adolescents and the services provided for them, and when there has recently been a demographic peak in the number of adolescents, but also a reduction in the public expenditure which is made available to provide services for them.


The Structure of the Book

In continuing to set the scene it might be helpful to offer an outline of the book. One of the key aims is to present in one text a range of different approaches. Such a presentation avoids the more usual mode of giving just one or two ‘methods’, with the minimal placatory nods towards other orientations. It is hoped that by combining varying perspectives in one book we can gain a balanced discussion of the main trends in social work with the adolescent. In addition it is hoped that this will allow some consideration of elements common to all types of intervention, without obscuring those areas of real controversy.

The book falls into two broad areas. The first section serves as a foundation, exploring general issues of adolescent development, and a conceptualisation of social work practice which is illustrated by examples from work with adolescents. This section also discusses some of the problematic areas concerned with collaboration between different professional groups. The second section of the book describes in some detail a range of social work intervention which can be of value when working with young people. The last chapter of this section examines the impact upon the social worker of some of the specific pressures associated with work with adolescents. Finally the editors offer a postscript, which seeks to bring together some of the prevailing themes and looks towards future developments.


Part I

To provide a base for the subsequent practice contributions, Jack Dunham and Ray Jones review in Chapter two some of the major theories related to adolescent development. In addition they offer a working model for understanding adolescents that reflects their own practice interest. In providing this general parameter it should be emphasised, however, that there will be some overlap with those contributors who will explore those developmental features of adolescence which are of particular relevance to their practice approach. Indeed, all the intervention papers start from a common baseline of considering adolescence from a normative stance, and it is upon this baseline that they build their discussion of the social work response to difficulties encountered by the adolescent.

A second theme within the first part of the book is presented by Florence Rossetti in Chapter three. She discusses the relevance to work with young people of concepts drawn from the unitary approach to social work. It can be argued that adolescents can be seen as being at the centre of a network of welfare services which have a common link through the adolescent. Such inter-linked provisions include health, education, employment and social services. Thus Rossetti’s consideration of the unitary approach offers a valuable theoretical and practical model by which to analyse many of the support and stress ‘systems’ that may affect adolescents. Her chapter also highlights the interactional nature of both adolescent development and of work with adolescents. An important adjunct to this chapter is the discussion of ‘method’ in social work, and this provides a framework for considering the various intervention styles presented in this book. This provocative discussion offers a stimulating challenge by which to further the debate about the theoretical under-pinnings of the traditional triumvirate of social work methods.

In Chapter four a bridge between the foundation and intervention papers is given by Jack Dunham who, accepting Florence Rossetti’s discussion of the adolescent in his social situation - a situation which might include other agencies - reviews the problems associated with inter-professional contact and liaison. Sadly some practitioners may well ask ‘what contact; what liaison?’, as so often one professional group uses the other as a scapegoat for its frustrations, although we would not deny the value of conflicts which exist between some of those involved with young people, especially young people in trouble. The emphasis in this chapter is upon inter-professional communication, and strategies are offered to resolve some of the problems. Nevertheless it should be recognised that intra-disciplinary communication can be equally problematic when, for example, there is need for collaboration between a social worker with a psychotherapeutic orientation and a social work colleague who has a major allegiance towards a radical political ideology’.



Part II

In the second section of the book we examine in some detail three of the main types of social work intervention. In Chapter five Audrey Taylor and Colin Pritchard explore the counselling process with the adolescent and his family. They focus upon those intensities of family interaction and development which can create considerable distress for all involved. They attempt to use, in an eclectic and integrated way, a range of psychological theories associated with different counselling strategies. They seek to maintain a balance between identification with either adolescent or parents - such a response demands a sympathetic recall by the older social worker of the adolescent experience, and an imaginative exercise by the younger social worker of what middle age means in a rapidly changing psycho-social scenario. Andrew Kerslake then looks in Chapter six at the importance of the peer group, and its potential as a base for subsequent social work with adolescents. He offers a practical exploration of some of the issues in social group work undertaken by field social workers, and comments briefly upon group work with young people in other settings. In Chapter seven Ray Jones examines the impact of the neighbourhood setting upon the adolescent, and how social work might better utilise the adolescent’s experience within his neighbourhood. It is suggested that the particular value of the neighbourhood perspective is that it minimises the stigmatising and labelling processes which are experienced by many clients of the welfare services, while in addition there will be benefit to the client by maintaining and strengthening those supports that may be available within the local community.

A frequent criticism of social work texts is the apparent neglect of residential services. This may be due to a number of reasons, not least because the admission of a youngster into care is often believed to be a tacit acceptance of ‘failure’ by social workers, rather than seeing residential care as a valuable resource for some adolescents. It is, however, recognised that reception into care, to be an appropriate service, should be a response to carefully assessed need being matched with the potential of the service being offered, and not just, as at present, a convenient disposal of ‘troublesome’ children (Hoghughi, 1978b; Millham et al., 1978; Thorpe et al., 1979). Some of these issues are discussed by John Burns and his colleagues in Chapter seven, where they develop the idea of residential care being a ‘second chance’ for young people needing care and protection. These writers offer an essentially practice-based paper from considerable experience of working together in a community home which was a former approved school.

The penultimate chapter, by Ken Reid, draws upon the interactional theme running throughout the book to look at the impact the adolescent has upon the social worker. He explores some of the common feelings and reactions which adolescents may promote and provoke in adults. He examines how the potentially sexually and aggressively provocative adolescent might revive feelings and attitudes evolved from the worker’s own adolescence, and how the adolescent may be felt to be a challenge to our own maturity, competence and professional identity. Reid’s focus has evolved from a predominately counselling approach, yet it will be argued that this contribution is relevant to all methods which involve face-to-face contact with adolescents as, irrespective of one’s view of adolescence, contact between adults and young people has the potential to re-arouse emotions that have their roots in the adult’s own social and psychological background. This, we believe, is as axiomatic as the Delphic ‘know thyself’; for unless the adult is willing to consider that the situation facing the adolescent might be different from his own, then that adult is in danger of assuming a series of norms and moral imperatives which are fallaciously based upon his own experience. Such an unquestioning response from older people in authority implies that their arrogance is only matched by their ignorance.

This book represents the University of Bath social work team’s response to the general editor’s invitation that different schools of social work ‘could speak with a collective (but not necessarily uniform) voice’ (Timms, 1975). With colleagues from a local community home we have attempted to offer a text that does not hide the differences in the various approaches to work with young people, but rather to offer a collection of papers that allows consideration of both common elements and divergences. To relate the different contributions to each other the editors briefly introduce and comment on each chapter. These remarks are given in square brackets before the beginning of the main text. It is hoped that the text provides some assistance in avoiding the complaint made about social workers in a skinhead magazine: ‘THEM - social workers who talk about your “problem” and their “help”, when it’s just their kind of help that is your problem”.






Part IUnderstanding adolescence and social work





Chapter two Understanding adolescence

Jack Dunham and Ray Jones


What is adolescence? How is adolescent development understood? How do adolescents tend to behave? These questions are explored in this chapter, which discusses some models of adolescence. The paper seeks to offer a number of developmental theories which serve as a foundation for the subsequent contributions. The authors of this chapter then go on to present a stress model of adolescent development and, based upon a review of some of the research literature, comment upon the processes of change that occur during adolescence.

Our concern in this chapter is to present a number of differing frameworks to help us understand the process of adolescence, and then to discuss in more detail some of the personal and social changes which occur as a part of this process. We discuss five models of adolescence which we have found to be useful frameworks to aid our understanding of adolescent development, and we are particularly concerned to help social workers cope with the everyday demands of adolescents rather than focusing on special cases or unusual problems. We agree with Coleman when he states:


Developmental psychology has a special responsibility to those most immediately involved with children and adolescents, and it is sad but true that too many psychologists too frequently lose sight of this fact (Coleman, 1974, p. ix).




Five Models of Adolescence


Constitutional model

Our first explanation of adolescence is based on the biological or constitutional perspective which studies the changes which occur in physique and physical capabilities. These studies include the different ages at which puberty comes, the effects of early and late development, the continuing effects of sex differences, and the relationship between temperament and personality.

These studies usually indicate great individual differences in biological development. The implications of this mean that in a group of 11- to 12-year-old girls there will be some who have reached adolescence and begun to menstruate while others show no signs of sexual maturity, such as the growth of breasts, nor of the spurt in growth. The early maturing girls will tend to be bigger and stronger than most 11- to 12-year-old boys because the adolescent growth spurt for the male comes later. The physiological changes have been starting earlier for each generation of females since the beginning of this century though this tendency is now beginning to level off (Reynolds, 1976). The average age for the onset of menstruation is now just over 13 years and the range for the beginning of their periods for 95 per cent of all girls runs from 10 to 15 years. Some girls therefore begin to menstruate before they leave primary school and some have not started by the time they have completed three years in secondary school.

Boys have also shown this trend to earlier sexual maturity and an earlier start to the growth spurt. The range of individual differences in boys’ biological development is as wide as that for girls, for example ‘acceleration in penis growth is already over for some children at the age of thirteen-and-a-half while for others it does not begin until fourteen-and-a-half’ (Reynolds, 1976). There are important psychological implications of these physiological facts because some boys of thirteen to fourteen years of age have reached sexual maturity, and have the stature and almost the strength of an adult, and some boys of the same age are still children. These differences can lead to considerable adjustment difficulties in schools because ‘our educational system tends to treat pupils at a given age as if they were all the same physiologically’ (Lovell, 1973), rather than responding to the ‘physical self’ of each individual. We return again to this issue of physical development later in the chapter.

Another significant self, in the total pattern of selves which can be described as identity, is temperament, and this too has a significant constitutional basis. The importance of this perspective in understanding child and adolescent behaviour has been clearly shown in a research study carried out by Thomas (1970) and his colleagues in New York. Temperament is defined as an individual’s behavioural style or tempo with respect to ‘characteristics such as the regularity of their various biological cycles (sleep/ waking, hunger/satiety), their adaptability in response to altered circumstances, and the intensity of their emotional responses’ (Rutter, 1974, p. 79). Thomas’s longitudinal study of families in New York found differences in these temperamental characteristics as early as the second month of life. Some of the children have ‘markedly irregular patterns of functioning (as shown, for example, by the fact that they woke and went to sleep at unpredictable times), whose emotional responses were usually of high intensity and whose predominant mood was one of misery or irritability’ (Rutter, 1974, p. 79). Other children in the study had the opposite characteristics of ‘positiveness in mood, regularity in bodily functions and a low or moderate intensity of reaction’ (Thomas et al., 1970, p. 5). These differences were evident ten years later and Table 2.1 illustrates the importance and permanency of the effect of temperament by selecting just one characteristic from the list provided by Thomas.



TABLE 2.1 Continuity of temperament


	Temperamental quality
	Rating
	2 months
	10 years





	
	Intense
	Rejects food vigorously when satisfied
	Tears up page of homework if one mistake is made



	Intensity of reaction
	
	
	



	
	Mild
	Whimpers instead of crying when hungry
	When a mistake is made in a model aeroplane corrects it quietly






It is clear from further research information which has been given by Thomas and Chess that their longitudinal study strongly indicates the continuity into adulthood of these temperamental differences in adolescence. They stated that ‘We have been impressed by the important roles that temperament continues to play at later stages of development’ (Thomas and Chess, 1977, p. 25).



Identity crises

Our second explanation of the behaviour of adolescents is that they are disturbed by crises of identity, which some may attempt to resolve by withdrawing from parents, teachers and sometimes their peers. Erikson has attempted to persuade us that young people need a period which he called a ‘psychosocial moratorium’ during which they can attempt to complete their search for an identity.

Erikson believes that at the end of the adolescent phase, which is the crucial one in his eight-phase theory of development, a young adult should have a firm self-concept which will enable him to continue to play a number of different roles without losing his clear awareness of personal identity. In Erikson’s view an integrated person can cope with adult problems of marriage and rearing a family from the basis of a settled occupational role if he has experienced, as an adolescent, a ‘diffusion of roles’ in his attempts at exploration. Erikson has described this essential process in his ornate language:


The adolescent’s leaning out over any number of precipices is normally an experimentation with experiences which are thus becoming more amenable to self-control, provided they can be somehow communicated to other adolescents in one of those strange codes established for just such experiences - and provided they are not prematurely responded to with fatal seriousness by over-eager or neurotic adults (Erikson, 1977, p. 125).



The experimentation with different roles and identities helps adolescents to prepare themselves for the choices they have to make. They have to make choices about, and adapt to, an occupational identity as they move into employment, and there are also non-occupational choices and decisions which may be demanding and require much attention and energy. These can include considerable doubts about one’s ethnic identity as a member of a minority group in a multi-racial society, and a disturbing uncertainty about one’s sexual identity when one feels unable to play the sexual roles presented by the mass media. It is not surprising that many adults perceive, and indeed expect, all adolescents to suffer from crises of identity which need space and time to be worked out.



Social learning model

This perspective is still widely used, but a very different approach is steadily becoming more acceptable. The supporters of the more recent theory are very critical of what they term the ‘adolescent myth’ of inevitable confusion and difficulties. Rutter et al. (1976), for instance, have found that although feelings of misery and self-depreciation are common amongst 14-year-olds, these feelings are often not recognised by adults, and he also found that psychiatric disturbance is hardly any more common during adolescence than during childhood.

One of the strongest critics of the model of adolescent crises is Bandura, who, quoting from his own research into the experiences of American teenagers, has concluded that many young people are socialised without major snags from childhood into the roles they will play as adults. They know what is expected of them and they identify with these expectations as they gradually develop the appropriate occupational, ethnic and sexual identities. There is no need for a moratorium because there is no ‘identity crisis’ or even a special adolescent stage to be worked through. Bandura suggests that some adolescents behave as society expects them to behave:


If a society labels its adolescents as ‘teen-agers’ and expects them to be rebellious, sloppy and wild in their behaviour, and if this picture is repeatedly reinforced by the mass media, such cultural expectations may very well force adolescents into the role of rebel (Bandura, 1970, p. 24).



Much of Bandura’s research has been concerned with aggressive behaviour and his interpretation is in direct conflict with those psycho-analytic explanations which emphasise the importance of releasing pent-up energy directly or vicariously by, for example, watching violence on television. Bandura and his colleagues argue very strongly the contrary position that seeing aggressive behaviour will stimulate the observers to imitate the aggressive models they have been watching (see also Belson, 1978; Eysenck, 1978). He is particularly concerned that the effects of television are not under-estimated:


The finding that film-mediated models are as effective as real-life models in eliciting and transmitting aggressive responses indicates that televised models may serve as important sources of behaviour and can no longer be ignored in conceptualisations of personality development. Indeed, most youngsters probably have more exposure to televised male models than to their own fathers. With further advances in mass media and audio-visual technology, models presented pictorially, mainly through television, are likely to play an increasingly influential role in shaping personality patterns (Bandura, 1967, p. 98).



The importance of investigating the role models offered to adolescents can also be seen when examining the results of a recent research project on the progress of the pupils in twelve secondary schools in inner London. Over two thousand pupils were observed in their classrooms and they also provided questionnaire data for the research workers (Rutter et al., 1979). The study found that (p. 157):


Pupils are likely to be influenced - either for good or ill - by the models of behaviour provided by teachers both in the classroom and elsewhere. These will not be restricted to the ways in which teachers treat the children, but may also include the ways staff interact with one another, and how they view the school. Our observations of good care of the buildings, and the willingness of teachers to see pupils about problems at any time, provide some examples of positive models. Negative models would be provided by teachers starting lessons late and ending them early, and by their use of unofficial physical sanctions. If teachers react with violence to provocation and disruptiveness this may well encourage pupils to do the same.



Hence the role models offered to adolescents are of great importance, and these also include the role models which may be offered by social workers.



Needs model

The fourth perspective which social workers might find useful in understanding adolescent behaviour is concerned with attempts to satisfy needs. This theory was first propounded by Maslow (1970). In Maslow’s formulation there are five levels of needs; when level one needs are satisfied we can pay attention to those at level two and so we continue to the final level:


	Level 1: Physiological needs

	Level 2: Security

	Level 3: Acceptance

	Level 4: Identity

	Level 5: Self-fulfilment



The physiological needs at the base of the hierarchy have been investigated in a number of experiments. Studies of people who have experienced severe sleep loss have shown significant increases in their aggressive and irrational behaviour (Wilkinson, 1966). Studies of people who have been subjected to very low levels of stimulation have indicated considerable effects on their ability to concentrate and make decisions (Cooper, 1969). .One important conclusion of these experiments is that the brain may not function effectively in conditions of boredom and monotony.

Next in Maslow’s hierarchy are the security needs which if unsatisfied may dominate adolescent thinking and behaviour. According to this view if, for instance, adolescents are preoccupied with job security because of fears of unemployment they may be unable to concern themselves with any other part of the work situation such as, for example, a training course. At home they may be unable to cope with family demands.

If both the physiological and security levels are fairly well gratified, Maslow argues it then becomes possible for the next need level to be reached. Now an adolescent is aware of, and can pay attention to, his need for acceptance, love and attention which will frequently be expressed as a need to belong to a group. Maslow has described the strength of this craving for satisfying inter-personal relationships:


Now the person will feel keenly as never before, the absence of friends or a sweetheart or a wife or children. He will hunger for affectionate relations with people in general, namely for a place in his group, and he will strive with great intensity to achieve this goal. He will want to attain such a place more than anything else in the world and may even forget that once he sneered at love as unreal or unnecessary or unimportant (Maslow, 1970, p. 75).



Social workers will probably know adolescents who have such strong needs to be accepted in groups of their peers that they will conform to pressures to take part in delinquent and even violent behaviour. They may also know adolescents who feel this need intensely because they feel isolated at home, at school, or at work.

The identity needs are the next to appear in the hierarchy. These include self-respect and the respect of other people. The satisfaction of these needs leads, it has been argued, to feelings of self-confidence and personal worth.

When these four levels of physiological, security, acceptance and identity needs have been ‘largely gratified’ it is Maslow’s contention that people become concerned with self-fulfilment. Their behaviour is now motivated by the dominant aim of personal growth ‘to achieve their own potentiality’ (Herzberg, 1968). They seek challenges to achieve higher levels of competence. Their behaviour is very different from those adolescents who are still attempting to satisfy their physiological, security, acceptance and identity needs:


When we examine people who are predominantly growth-motivated, the coming-to-rest conceptions of motivation becomes completely useless. In such people gratification breeds increased rather than decreased motivation, heightened rather than lessened excitement. Rather than coming to rest, they become more active (Maslow, 1970, p. 201).



These views of human motivation have been attacked by critics, for example Cofer and Appley (1964), who find them imprecise and without acceptable research support. They are, however, still influential and one of the most recent formulations has been put forward by Mia Kellmer Pringle (1974). She has proposed that children have four basic needs: love and security, new experiences, praise and recognition, and responsibility. In her view the first of these is the most important and she argues that anger, hate, vandalism and violence are common reactions amongst adolescents to feelings of rejection. These aggressive reactions are also thought to be the result of the non-satisfaction of the other needs because of boring conditions at home, school or work, where adolescents may also receive little recognition or responsibility.



Stress model

The reactions to frustrating lives which Pringle has identified are as yet taken by only a small minority of young people. A much larger number respond by other emotional, behavioural and psychosomatic symptoms, and our fifth perspective in attempting to understand adolescent behaviour and problems seeks to relate these responses to the stress situations which young people have to cope with in their families, at school, at work, and in the community. A high level of unemployment is an example of a major stress situation for many adolescents which may evoke the responses of delinquency, violence, cynicism, depression and apathy.

The response to stress situations is determined by the resources available to an adolescent. These include his personal strengths and weaknesses, the acceptance, recognition and support he receives in his family and peer groups, at school and at work, and the leisure and recreational facilities which are available in the community. Some adolescents develop new coping skills as they meet the demands of poor home, school and work environments. If these attempts to cope are not successful, frustration is experienced. Frustration is expressed in feelings which range from irritation to extreme anger. It also results in indirect forms of aggression. Frustration and stress are also associated with the development of psychosomatic symptoms which include headaches, stomach upsets, sleep disturbance and body rashes (Ackerman, 1958). In prolonged frustrating circumstances feelings of depression and apathy are reported.

The second major emotional response to stress situations is anxiety. High levels of anxiety are associated with feelings of inadequacy, loss of confidence, confusion in thinking and, occasionally, panic. Severe anxiety is also expressed in the appearance of psychosomatic symptoms.

If stress situations are not reduced, and there is no increase in resources, the drain on the adolescent’s emotional resources may be followed by exhaustion and a ‘nervous breakdown’. When stress situations cannot be modified adolescents attempt to protect themselves by withdrawing from them. Absenteeism from work and school is one of the more obvious forms of withdrawal, but in more extreme circumstances psychotic withdrawal may occur. Laing and Esterson (1964), for instance, argue that it is stress within the family which promotes schizophrenic disturbance, especially during late adolescence.




Development During Adolescence

Having discussed some models of adolescence we now turn to focus on development and behaviour during adolescence. In discussing the changes which the adolescent has to face, and the responses he and others make to these changes, we continue to relate our discussion to the stress model. This model would seem to be particularly useful for social workers who are having to decide how best to work with and for an adolescent client, and the breadth of assessment which the stress model offers can be related to the discussion in Chapter three on the range and breadth of social work tasks and social work practice. Table 2.2 presents a framework which relates this stress model to some of the issues which may arise in adolescent development.



TABLE 2.2 A framework for understanding adolescent development


	Problems (stress creation)
	Resources (stress reduction)
	



	
	Individual
	Group
	Organisation
	Community





	Individual
early/late physical development emotional conflicts uncertain identity
	Physical prowess; emotional stability; secure identity
	
	
	



	Group
discord with parents delinquent peers rejection by peers
	
	Supportive and authoritative parents; integrated and secure in peer group
	
	



	Organisation
failure at school delinquent school anxious about schoolwork unsatisfying work unemployment unintegrated into workgroup
	
	
	Successful at school; belongs to caring school; satisfying employment; integrated into workgroup
	



	Community
deprived neighbourhood rejection of youth and community facilities confusing and restricting legal status
	
	
	
	Range of neighbourhood facilities; use of neighbourhood facilities; legal rights and protection






Table 2.2 is based on a division of the adolescent’s life into four areas - the individual and personal aspects of development (physical and sexual development, intellectual and cognitive development, and emotional development); group influences (primarily the family and the peer group); the organisational context in which the adolescent spends much of his time (especially the school and the work organisation); and, finally, community influences on the adolescent (such as the availability and use, or non-use, of neighbourhood facilities, and the attitudes the wider community expresses towards the adolescent). The table also notes some of the strengths and some of the weaknesses that there may be for the adolescent in these differing areas of functioning.

The stress model suggests that if a problem arises in one area or arena of functioning we do not have to assume that the resources to cope with that problem are also necessarily located within the same area of functioning. For example, conflict within the area of group functioning, such as within the family or the peer group, may be met by resources and satisfactions within the organisational context of the adolescent’s life, such as success at school or satisfaction at work. This picture of an interrelating mesh of negative and positive influences on the adolescent is supported by a major American study of adolescents who run away from home. Brennan, Huizinga and Elliot (1978) studied a sample of 800 self-reported runaways and a sample of 7,000 young people who were representative of most young people. They found that it was conflict within the home which usually initially prompted young people to run away, but if the adolescent was having his needs for care and control, for success and satisfaction, met at school he would be unlikely to run away despite conflict at home. However, if the adolescent was also involved with a delinquent peer group not only would he be more likely to run away from home, but whilst running away he would also be more likely to commit offences.

A particular difficulty for adolescents, and for the social workers who may be involved with them, is that problems and stresses tend to cluster so that the adolescent who is in conflict with his parents is more likely to be involved with a delinquent peer group, and he is also likely to be unsuccessful at school or to be unemployed. This interactional theme will emerge on several occasions during our discussion of particular aspects of adolescent development, but another theme will be that there often are compensatory resources in an adolescent’s life which can reduce the impact of some of the stresses and conflicts which he, like most other people, has to face. The task of the social worker is to identify the stresses being experienced by the adolescent and, whilst attempting to reduce these stresses to identify and build on the strengths in the adolescent’s life. We now turn to look at some of these stresses and problems and some of the strengths and resources.



Adolescents’ Stresses and Resources


The rapid growth spurt

Conger (1975) has stated that ‘it is fair to say that adolescence begins in biology and ends in culture’, and this understanding of adolescence provides us with the logic for our ordering of this discussion of some adolescent difficulties and possible solutions.

It is traditionally accepted that adolescence is that time of life which is heralded by puberty, but that the onset of puberty varies between generations and between individuals. Puberty, as we have already noted, is the result of hormonal changes which lead to a relatively rapid burst in sexual development and general body size, but not all aspects of this development takes place at the same time or at the same rate, and there is no necessary overriding sequence to this development. Hence we need to be careful in assuming abnormality in development because one young person seems to be out-of-step with his immediate peers. So what does happen during puberty?

One of the earliest indicators of puberty, which we briefly discussed in considering the constitutional model of development, is the ‘growth spurt’ which may start to occur for boys as early as 10½ years, and for girls as early as 7½ years (Conger, 1973). However, for the average boy the growth spurt is most pronounced between 13 and 15½, and for the average girl the growth spurt is most pronounced between 11 and 13. The acceleration in stature can give added status to some adolescents, especially boys, who experience the growth spurt earlier as it adds to their physical superiority over their peers, but the growth spurt can also cause concern to many adolescents. For girls, for instance, there may be some embarrassment as they find themselves becoming taller than their friends as our cultural preference is that females should not be taller than men. There is also embarrassment for some adolescents as a result of their feeling awkward and out of control of their body. This may be because not all parts of the body grow at the same rate during the growth spurt. First the head, hands and feet grow rapidly, and this is followed by the accelerated growth of the arms and legs. Then body width increases before finally the trunk reaches its adult proportions. The adolescent may therefore feel and look uncoordinated and, at a time when young people are often concerned about their body image, he may feel uneasy with his physique.

The distressing consequence for those adolescents who come from financially deprived backgrounds is that they may find themselves wearing ill-fitting clothes - trousers may be too short, jackets too tight, or skirts too big. These adolescents will also often have a slower rate of development than their peers, as social class is associated with physical development. For example, a Home Office study of a sample of largely working-class 13-year-old approved school boys found that they were ‘less tall, somewhat less heavy, but relatively less slender’ than a comparative sample of London school boys (Field, Hammond and Tizard, 1971). This is partly explained by the changing dietary needs of adolescents to allow them to progress through the physical demands of the growth spurt. Sandstrom (1966) has stated that a man needs about 3,000 calories a day, but that a 13- to 16-year-old needs an extra 200 calories, and an older teenager needs about 3,800 calories. For females the adult needs about 2,500 calories but the 13- to 15-year-old needs another 300 calories. That a proportion of adolescents have an unsatisfying diet partly accounts for the finding of the National Child Development Study that 11 per cent of 16-year-olds are obese and another 12½ per cent are rated by doctors as thin (Fogelman, 1976a).



Sexual development

At the same time that the adolescent is having to adapt to a changing body image he is also having to respond to his increasing sexuality. For boys the sequence of sexual development is usually that the testes and scrotum enlarge, that pubic hair grows, that the penis grows, there is a growth of body and facial hair, and finally that the voice deepens (Conger, 1973). For girls the sequence is an enlargement (budding) of the breasts, the growth of pubic hair, the growth of the vagina and the uterus, followed by menarche. However, these aspects of sexual development overlap and do not necessarily occur in this sequence.

Findings from research concerning the implications of early and late sexual maturation for boys shows that early development of the signs of male maturity confers considerable advantages. These boys are reported to be more self-confident and responsible and to show leadership skills. Late maturing boys on the other hand are reported to develop ‘feelings of inadequacy and inferiority’ (Lefrançois, 1976). For girls, Tanner (1962) has noted ‘the apparently inexplicable embarrassments of the girl who menstruates earlier than anyone else or whose breasts grow large while those of the remainder are still prepubertal’. The late development of female sex characteristics may also cause feelings of being very different from other girls. The early or late development of breasts may have important influences on an adolescent girl’s awareness of her body, i.e. her body image, and this is an integral part of her physical self which is an important and sometimes crucial aspect of her total identity. It has also been found that the onset of menstruation has implications for the social status of the girl amongst her peers. Faust (1960) collected data from 731 girls in the USA and found that early and late maturing girls (as measured by menarche) had low esteem amongst same-age peers, but that girls who were in step with the peer group’s age of menstruation had high status.
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