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WHO'S THAT ADOLESCENT IN YOUR CLASS?:

UNDERSTANDING THE PSYCHOSOCIAL WORLD
OF THF ADOLFSCENT =

M. I. Ehrlich

Universidad Anahuac

This paper will present a discussion of the various
psychosncial characteristics of adolescents, common problems
experienced by them, and strategies to use in the classroom.

The purpose of the discussion is to demystify the adolescoent for
classronm teachers in order to help them interact more effective-
Iy with their students, It is alsc expected that based upon an
understanding of the psychalngical world of the adelescent, teach-
ars can manage the classroom situation in such a way as to
facilitate their studenl's successful social and academic perform-
ance and avoid emotionally-draining conflicts with them.

Much of the misunderstanding about adolescents comes
{rom the psychological literature which describes the adolescent
as a person torn by emerging sexual and agpressive desires.
Adolescence iy generally regarded as a period of turmaoil, tension,
and mispuided attempts at independence. Onc seces strect gangs,
vinlence, grafitti on walls and buses, and vandalism and concludes
that all adolescenls are beyvond help.

Many of the pupular notions abuoul the negative aspecls
of adolescenls have bee generated by psychologists, psychiatrists
and zocial workers who have focused primarily on troubled young-
sters, G, Stanley Hall, for instance, a [amous psychologist during
the warly 1900's, wrote:

¢ This paper was originally delivered al the 8th Annual Mextesol
Convention, Guadalajara, 1981.
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The teens are emotionally unstable and pathelogical.

Tt is the age of natural inebriation withoul the need

of inloxicants, which made Plato define youth as

spiritual drunkedness. [(1904) :

When one examines the many studics about the presence
of patholagy in adolescence, Lhe "lypical" adolescenl is far [rom
the impulse-ridden, uncontrollable person that is commonly sus-
pected.  Ln one study (ITathaway & Monachesi, 1963), rescarchers
used the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), a
test Lo measure lhe presence of psychopathelogy, and found that
only 10-20% of the 11, 000 adolescents tested scored within the
pathology range on the various subtesls. Thils [igure stands in
contrast to the approximate rate of 23% of the adult population
whe manifest psychopathelogical symptoms.

In asnother study, Offer, Sabshin & Marcus (1965, as cited
in Weiner, 1970) reported that through the use of repetitive inter- t
viewing, psychological testing, and family studies with 84 adoles- '
cent boys, they found that the "average' adeolescent was:

a) almost completely free from psychopathology, severe
physical deficits, or severe physical illness.

b) able to experience affect flexibly und able to achieve
succcessful resclution of his conflicts, and

c) able to fecl a part of the larger cultural environment
and to be aware of its norms and values, |

The results of these and similar studies suggest that
adolescence, in and of itself, does not produce pathelogy. If one
encounters a disturbed adolescent, one may look to poor family
relations, problems with the peer group, or lensions related o
a learning disability. One should not shrug off the adelescent's
problems as just a sign of "being a teenager”™,. An adolescent
in trouble needs special attention and understanding.

Many of an adolescent's difficulties stem from an un-
successful resolution of the psychosocial lasks which conflront
him © during adolescoence (between the ages of 12 and 20). The

1. The reader is refecred to Lhe origical studies for a more com-
plete description of the anthors' results.

2. Masculine pronouns are used for stylistic ecase¢ and not to imply
gender.
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about classroom sggression, as their child acts "just perfect"

at home. They may be more willing to accuse the teacher than

lo recognize their own part in the problem. Teachers should
make it "standard operating procedure to investigate the manner
in which the student is disciplined at home and how the parents
react to the adelescenl's growing social interesls. With this
informativa, teachers can make some preliminary diagnosis if
the studenl is using the classroom as an arena lo resolve family
conflicts,

Closely related Lo the development of new social
relationships is the adolescent's need Lo develop emational in-
dependence. Being emotivnally indepondent means that Lhe ada-
lescent can make his own decisions, develop hisx own ideas and
values, and accept responsibility for his behavior. Emotional
independence alsoe involves the freedom to be dependent when
life situalions become too complex and stressful,

Part of the difficulty with the aggressive young adoles-
cent (ages 12-15) i= his insistence on challenging authority. The
need Lo demonstrate his independence generally arises fro:m
his insccurity reparding his ahility to be independent. It is as
if he were reading a script, and were too afraid to play himsell.
Older adnlescents (ages 15 ur 16 and alder) are usuvally easier
Lo reason with as thelr develaping sclf-confidence allows them
to accepl dirvclion and advice.

Anolther major psychosocial task of adolescents is
learning how to manage and balance the many =ocial rules which
constrain their daily interactions. The classroom, [ur instance,
often presents a mixture of rules and standards to which the
studenl feels obliged to conferm. The peer FTrOUP exXerts
{remendous pressure lu {ullow cgrtain behavioral patterns
(remember his need to ‘betong), while the teachers expect
the student fo follow other criteria. Some leachers, for
example, will establish the rule (stated implicitly or explicitly)
that students should limil their question-asking behavior with
regard to clussroom policy, The peer group will hold a rule
(stated implicitly or explicilly) Lhat policy should be questioned
a5 often as possible. When a student asks, "why du [ have Lo
do that?", the teacher may view the gueslion as an arrogant




challenge to his rules, while the peer group will view the same
guestion ay an appropriate symbuol of independence. One way to
avolid this situation is to invalve the students in Lthe making of the
social rules. This way the peer group can he made an ally to the
smooth functioning of the class,

The search {or emotional independence and the process
of learning and selecting appropriate social rules are related Lo
the adolescent's task of developing values which are in harmony
with the enviromment, The ofllen conlradicltory values and standards
of the family, schoel and peer group must he combined appropriately
in order to avoid debilitating emotional problems., This harmony-
secking process, however, is slow and filled with many highs and
lows, Tecachers are often confronted with appuarently 1inexplica-
ble changes in the adolescenl's behavior., Such changes may be
the result of an unreselved canflict or ol not knowing which rules and
standards he should follow, Variability in the classroomn per-
formance may also result from the natural and quite healthy
experimentalion that is required Lo develop harmony, One of
the most cffective ways of dealing with this trial —snd-error period
is to use Lhe adolescent's deslre [or autonomy and emotional in-
dependence to help hiny reason through the purpose and consequence
of his actions.

Comumon Problems of Adolescents

Despite the fact that the problems adolescenls face are as
varied as the individuals themselves, there are general problem
arcas that should help the leacher place the adolescent  behavior
in proper perspective. The problems which are lo be discussed
below are related to the degree to which the adalescent fails to
deal successfully with the pszchosocial tasks mentioned above.

During adolescence the ability to think, compare, and
analyse  dovelops and provides Lhe young adult with many opportuni-
ties to reflect upon his life. These cognitive skills present a double-
edged swourd;, Lhey allow the adelescent to hecome more aware and
conscious of his world, while «l the sume time he is ahle to percaive
the injustice, inconsgistencies and conflicts which exist in his life.
The adolescenl may begin lo [ucus primarily on the negative. He
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may begin to dwell on the purpose of life and the meaning ol every-
thing. Ffle realizes that there are many diflerent standards and
¢riteria for his behavior and may be torn by the cuestion, "what

is the right thing to do?'. Some adolescents will belisve that

they are powerless, wilhout the ability or vpportunity to manage
their lives,

Fach of these difficulties cantributes to the problem ul
alienation. Feeling alienated can provoke serious problems for
the adolescent, His classroom bebavior may rellect the anger,
apathy, confusion ur depression which {requently accompanies
this syndrome. Ior the teacher, the alienated student is quite
difficull to manage. Very often a frank and hoenest discuzsion
with the adolescent, allowing him Lo express and analyse his
doubts and disappointments, can help alleviale, if not cure, his
digtress.

Anuther major problem for teenagers is a cunfusion about
their identity, "Who am 12" "What are my values? " "Which standards
do 1 follow? " "What will | do with my life? " Questions such as these
reflect various sources of confusion which can block the develop-
menl of a solid sense af identity,

Although sell~evaluation 18 normal and healthy, some
adolescents are unable to cope with the anxiety stimulated by the
ambivalence they fee! about their lives, and the many contradictlions
they encounter in their persunal relationships. Without the
opportunity Lo talk about Lheir feelings and ideas, to sel realistic
goals and abjectives, their confusion and doubt may lead them tu=
wards anti-social behavior. LFor some adolescents it is more ro-
warding to create a "bad" reputation than to have none at all, One
adolescent told me, "1 coulda’t be the smartest because of my
older bruother, nor the cutest, sov 1 became the best of the worst! ™

The adelescent who develops such a negative :dentity is
usually highly defensive and rigid (as there is 50 much burt and
insecurity he is protecting]., ‘lhere is usually & part of their
psychological make-up that would like to be successful and sccepted,
Yet a vicious cycle develops. The adolescent expects rejection,
and acts in & way (based upon this expectlation) that provokes
the anger and disapproval of others. le does nol understand




that his own behavior slimulales Lhe rejeclion, believes Lhat
his expectatinons were fulfilled and therefore continues to act in
an aggressive and provocative manner,

The defensivencss, the hostility, and the suspicion of
these adolescenls make il extremely difficalt to wark with them,
It may be helpful to let them periodically ""blow off steam™ in
an acceptable fashion, and provide subtle feedback about the con-
sequences ol their behavior. It is alse useful to employ what-
ever skills they have to help them experience some degree of
success, One boy ia my class manifested all of the above
symploms. Aller many fights and conflicts in class, [ finally
realized | could use his aggressiveness, and made him an aide
during physical educalivn, Experiencing some success wilh
this responsibility, we woere able to start a working relation-
shipn.

1L 15 alzo Important o nate that many adolescents with
a2 negative identity have marked difficulties with learning. This
makes academnics & continual struggle, and lhese stadents
frequently lonk to create diversions from their academic limita-
tions through the use of antiscvclal behavior. Teachers must
tread soflly in the manner in which they work an school tasks,
or risk the student's defensive attempts to prove that he "knows
everything'.

Working with the Adolescenl in the Classroom

As a result of my work as a junior high school teacher
and consultanl to teachers of emolionally dislurbed children, 1
have found Lhat there are various strategies a teacher can employ
in arder to work cffectively with the adelescent,

Prabably the most important rule for working with
adolescents is Lo SET THE EXAMPLE. The old adage, "aclivas
gpeak louder than words' is especially relevant in this case. If
you expact honesty and openness from your students, be honest and
open. If you want to be treated with respect, be respectful.

Not only is it important how you behave with your students,
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the manner in which you interact with colleagues and adminis-
trators also provides a model. One student made the following
observation, "After every time the principal would come to
talk to my teacher, she would critize him behind his back, If

I made the same kind of comment about the principal, she would
yell at me for being disrespectful. What garbage!" Teachers
must be careful about how they behave and what they say with
adolescents, as they are distressingly perceptive and skilled at
uncovering hypocrisy.

Annther important strategy for teachers is Lu establish
and maintain consistent, recasonable, and well-thought-out limi-
tations on the students' behavior. Teachers should periadically
review their rules, both written and unwritten (e. g. students
should not interrupt, studeats should not challenge my authority)
in order to determune Lheir appropriateness. Teachers should
also be prepared to explain why a rule is important and what
purposde il serves. If the class can be involved in the making of
rules and in deciding whal consequences will exist for breaking
them, much aggravation can usually be avoided. If, ina care-
ful review of the expectations ur standards for classroorn behavior,
2 teacher finds a rule that cannot be justified, it would he best
to eliminate the rule, or find a way Lo adjust the rule to make it
justifiable.

Fraviding the adolescent with o wide range for his
ernotional expression will help ¢reate a more natural classroom
envirommnent, Anger, boredomn, [ruslralion, sadness, sand excite-
ment are all normal aspects of human expression., Limits, hows
ever, must be set with regard to the form in which such emotions
are displayed., Accepling and direcling appropriately the student’s
anger, for instance, is nol Lhe: same as allowing him to throw
books on the floor or vcrbally abusc other people. Appropriate
forms of emolional expression can be discussed with the class
and an agrecement can be reached regarding the acceptable
guidelines for such expression.

Given the adolescenl’s basic desire [or independence and
individuality, tecachers should allow the student every opportunity
to learn responsibility. This will involve, at times, watching
silently as mistakes are made and later helping the student analyse
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what went wrong. Learning independent behavior inevitably in-
cludes bresking rules and suffering the cunsequences. Many
teachers make the nnfortunate mistake of pratecting the student
from his own errors. Some teachers, in the name of being a
“mice guy”, will help the student to the point of retarding his
emotional growth. :

The teacher's role, in the author's opinion, is that - f
of a benevalent dictator, Control should always be in the hands i

of the tcacher, unless for strategic purposes control is given to [
the students. lie must ensure that the students meet the class. 'f
room standards and learn the consequences of fulfilling or not ' B

e -

fulfill:ng academic and social standards. The teacher is a
facilitator, an advisor; a person to provide smotional suppert,
encouragement and guidance when a student fails,

Finally, it is recomunended Lhat the teacher learn te
listen to the adolescenl. As with any form of communication,
there arc overtl and covert messages. The overt message is
conveyed in the exact words used to express an idea. The
covert message is whal is implied by whal is said. When an !
adolescenl says "l don't care if I don't hawve any friends", ‘
there are many messages bueing sent. On the most obvious
level he iz providing information about a certain attitude he
has regarding his peer group. The covert message, however,
provides considerably more significant and relevant
information. He may be saying, "How can I make friends ?"
or "Will you be my friend?", or "Please pay attention to me''. :
The teachers must learn Lo read between the lines, and look g
for the hidden message, The hidden message is given by the
many non-verbal clues which constitute a communicative act:
tone of voice, facial expression, intonation ar stress placed on
certain words, and body language (e.g. a shrug of 2 =houlder).

L - L AR

Once a muessape is reccived accurately there are
everal ways of responding that will encourage further
Comununication. Many times a pat on the shoulder, a well-
ed "uh hub" can convey tn the student thal you are listens
g and underslanding. llclping the adolescent reason through
8 confusions by the conservalive use of questions will also
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help facilitate comumunication.

There are also many ways to cut off communication.
Some of the more popular methods include: 3

Placating

Blaming

This 1mplies that the student is
told that cverything will be [ine,
that he should not warry. A
problem exists wilh placating in
that there is na way Lo predict
thist everything will be fine, and
the teacher ends up creating false
confidence. Alsa by placaling,
there is the chance that the st
dent will interprel it as indicaling
that bkis problem is not terribly
importanl Lo his lislener.

Examples:

"] wouldn't be concerned if | were
you. '

"You're exaggevating, "

Thiz is when the teacher tells the
student that he caused all the problems,
By blaming, one ignores the fuct that
cvery problem exists within a relation-
ship. and fault does nat lie in just one
persan.  Blaming is the surest way to
provoke the studenl's anger and un-
willingness to communicate {urther,
Ralher than blaming, one can search
for the causes of the problem with the
sludent, A student cian be helped to
understand what pars he played in Lhe
problem hy being asked, "What could
have Leen done differently Lo avoid this

3, The reader interested in a more detailed discussion of communi-
cntinn roadblocks is referred to "' Teachers Fffectiveness Train-
ing”, by Thamas Gordon (1978} and " Peoplemaking'', by Virginia
Salir (1972).




problem?' or "What can you do
differently in the [uture to make sure
such things don't happen aguin?',

Examples:
"You obhviously didn't pay attention,”
"You never scem to know what to do.

"1 don't want tn Lalk about it because
you never follow my advice," }

Lecturing/ Many limes a student will ask a ques- !

Sermonizing tion as & means of trying to start 2
conversation. CGiving a sludent a lec-
ture or a sermon ahout whal should or
should nol happen will prevent more
important concerns of the student from
surfacing. Asking "Why da you wanl
to know?" before or aller answering
the guestion usually halps Lthe sludent
express more directly what is on his
mind, Obvicusly, answering questions
is important, but the teacher should be
sensilive to the atudents who use
question-asking ax a means of making
conlact.

Examples:

"Dan't you know that the happicst people
are those who spend Ume with their
farnilies?"

“You must be more friendly to people in
order to have more friends.™

"Smalking will only cause you problems."




Interpreting/ Adolescents are especially sensitive

Analy=zing lo others' attempts to analyse their
behavior. If an altempt is made, they
will, as would many adults, close the
door to [urther communicaiion. FEven
if a student asks, "Why do you think 1
did that?" or "Tell me what's wrong
with me?'" it is penerally best to avoid
giving them an answer. It would be more
appropriate ta say. "Let's talk ahout
that. What do you think about what
you did?" or "l could try to guess, but
you knowtyoursel! better than anyone.
What do you think?"

Fxamples:
"You're being inunature,

"You are alraid to do your homewark
because you have an inferiority com-
plex."

"Not studying is really a way lo punish
your mother,"

The most basic way of comununicating is being yourself,
Many times teachers feel pressured to put on a mask and play the
- role of "teacher", Such role-playing usually leads students to
play similar games. If the student can trust the teacher, he will
feel more conlident to talk and express himself freely, thereby
‘making comumnunication mare satisfying.

The major points covered in this paper were:

1. Adolescence does not, by definition, involve psycha-
pathology.
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If an adolescent has emotional or behavioral prob-
lems, one must look fur [amily conflicts, problems
with the peer group, or difficultics managing the
stresses found in life, rather than simply thinking
"it’s only a phase'.

The important psychosocial tasks of adolescents
include:

4) accepting one's physigue and sexual role,
b)] eslablishing new peer relationships,

¢) attaining emotional independence,

d) ncquiring soclally responsible behavior.

€) building values which are harmonious with
the environment,

Common problems during adolescence include aliena-
tion, identity confusion, and the development of a
negative idaentity,

Teachers are advised Lo

i) Set an example for the students,

b) Establizh and maintain appropriate classroorm
limita.

¢) DProvide the adolescent with a wide range for
his emotional expression within acceplable
Limits.

€] Provide the adolescent every opportunity for
independence and individuality.

e) Learn to listen to and communicate cffectively
with the adolescenl.
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This paper by no means presents an exhaustive discussion
of the dynamics of adolescence. It does offer the tcacher a basis
for understanding the world of the adolescent student, and hopelully
some advice for working with him.
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