DECEMBER  2004 – The Adolescent Experience
Huge changes occur during the life stage of adolescence, yet it is clear that this time of transition lacks any predictability or order. The "developmental changes… are part of a continuum of change that extends from childhood into adulthood - with teens moving backward and forward through stages with kaleidoscopic frenzy." (Kaufman)  Teens can display amazing maturity and insight one day and a complete lack of them the next. No wonder as parents we question our ability to understand them! However, when we consider the physical, cognitive, and social emotional changes that occur during the stage of adolescence, we are better able to manage our reactions to their behavioural inconsistencies.


Undoubtedly the physical changes that occur during adolescence are immense.  One author described it as "waking up to a different body every day". Parents living with teens are aware that during this time, their teens are increasingly concerned and self-conscious about their growth and appearance. Obsession with personal appearance results in endless hours spent creating "just the right look" for themselves. Fad behaviors are a common way for teens to identify themselves physically as they try alternative styles of dress, hair, etc. This is who they are!

Teens also experience profound changes in their way of thinking, as they develop a capacity for more abstract and "sophisticated" thought. This is a time when teens can become introspective and find a deeper understanding of issues in their lives such as friendship, religion, justice, etc.  They become better decision-makers, problem-solvers and start considering their future, as they come to the end of their years in high school. Coping skills also evolve within the context of their maturing thought processes, and teens become more empathetic i.e., they can step out of their personal viewpoint, and see it from someone else's. In fact, one exciting field of research is currently looking at the teenage brain and connecting some of their behaviors and thought processes to the actual development of their brain. "Although the research is preliminary, some of these growth spurts in the brain may coincide with developmental changes in teens, such as in their capacity for abstract thinking and the processing of emotion." (Simpson) There is a reason they behave the way they do - it's their brain's fault! This research has great potential for providing parents with information on what is actually happening inside their teen.


The social and emotional lives of teenagers are another area of significant growth. As with cognitive changes, teen's emotional changes also exhibit a greater sophistication and depth, both in their experience of feelings, as well as their understanding of feelings. They are passionate and intensely emotional - they may have mood swings and feel self-conscious about themselves. Kaufman describes teen's emotional developments as being "like a tide - ebbing and flowing" with the endpoint hopefully being one of positive growth and maturation. Once again, current research on the teenage brain (using MRI studies) suggests that teens "may process emotions differently than adults". It has already proven that remarkable changes occur in the teenage brain during the period of adolescence!

The increased emotionality of teenagers goes hand-in-hand with the intense energy spent on their peers and relationships. This is a time in their lives when they distance themselves emotionally from parents, while friendships take on a new importance. Researchers identify this as a vital milestone in the social development of teens - it is the "adolescent mandate". Friendships become the center of the teenager's universe, and "a cornerstone for learning about adult relationships" (Simpson) Although peers become more central to teens lives, parents continue to play an important role, especially when it comes to making major life decisions. "Teens can do a very convincing job of making you think they don't need you" says psychologist and author Dr. Scott Wooding (Parenting Today's Teenager Effectively: Hear Me, Hug Me, Trust Me ). "Don't believe it." Teens need their parents now more than ever! They need us to listen. They need to know we care." This can be a challenging role for parents in the midst of the mixed messages they receive from their teenager.

Just as developmental changes are happening in adolescents, so too, are changes occurring in the lives of parents. There are days when both teens and parents want to 'run away from home'. Conflict, criticism, emotional outbursts and the distance that sneaks in between parents and their teens, makes living together some days a bewildering and difficult task. In order to make sense out of this 'new' relationship, we as parents are required to make a shift in how we interact with, and support our teens. Dr. Miriam Kaufman says, "As we come to understand adolescent development, we not only understand our teens, but also begin to appreciate the personal changes we, as parents, must make to be effective and to survive the experience of living with a teenager."
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