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ADOLESCENT PSYCHOLOGY
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Adolescent psychology is an entity of a major branch of developmental psychology which also constitutes Child and Adult psychology. Any concise definition of adolescence falls short of a comprehensive description of the term because every definition reveals the bias or major interest of the author. Often a technical term is invented in order to create a social condition and a social fact and such has been true with respect to the term, ‘Adolescence’.

Adolescence, may be defined in several ways in terms of physical development, an individual's adolescent period may be said to have begun at the time that he or she shows the first signs of making the transition to sexual maturity and to have ended when physical growth has ceased or almost ceased at about age 17 or 18. The period may also be defined in terms of social responses, beginning with the increase interest in the opposite sex that usually accompanies sexual maturity and ending with the attainment of social and financial independence from parents. Although the beginning of the adolescent period is not defined in legal terms, the ending of it is. A person is legally an adult in some respects at age 18, legally adult in all respects at age 21 in America and Britain for example. The view is that adolescence begins when signs of sexual maturity begin to occur in both physical and social development and ends when the individual has assumed adult roles and is accepted in most ways as an adult by his reference group – those persons towards whom he refers his behaviour for approval. Adolescence as a stage of life is not a universal phenomenon, and it is historically recent in origin. The Greeks and Romans did not view it as a separate stage, except for that short (one-to two-year) period when the actual physical change from sexual immaturity to sexual maturity occurred. “Adolescence” is a dynamically evolving theoretical construct informed through physiologic, psychosocial, temporal and cultural lenses. This critical developmental period is conventionally understood as the years between the onset of puberty and the establishment of social independence (Steinberg, 2014). The most commonly used chronologic definition of adolescence includes the ages of 10-18, but may incorporate a span of 9 to 26 years depending on the source (APA, 2002). Inconsistencies in the inclusion criteria of “adolescence”, and adolescent sub- stages, can create confusion in the construction of adolescent research and adolescent program planning. Although an appreciation for developmental variability is imperative when discussing adolescence, there is an equal necessity for conceptual clarity. This article explores the developmental foundation for definitions of adolescence, identifies commonly used chronologic parameters and posits a theoretically consistent chronology of adolescence and adolescent sub- stages for use in research and program development. Adolescence spans the second decade of life, a phase social scientists describe as beginning in biology and ending in society. Adolescence may be defined as the life-span period in which most of a person’s biological, cognitive, psychological, and social characteristics are changing in an interrelated manner from what is considered childlike to what is considered adult like. When most of a person’s characteristics are in this state of change the person is an adolescent.

Adolescence refers to the period of human growth that occurs between childhood and adulthood. Adolescence begins at around age 10 and ends around age 21. Adolescence can be broken into three stages: early adolescence, middle adolescence, and late adolescence. Each stage has its own characteristics (Williams & Taccone, 2020).
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Early Adolescence
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Early adolescence is the first stage and occurs from ages 10 to 14. Puberty usually begins during this stage. Like Henry, people in this stage become aware of their rapidly changing bodies and start to worry about their physical appearance. They might experience shyness, blushing, modesty, and a greater interest in privacy. Early adolescents may feel invincible and start to engage in risky behaviors such as smoking and alcohol use. This period is also characterized by sexual curiosity, which is usually expressed through admiration of celebrities, teen idols, and musicians. Relationships with close friends become more important than family relationships. Early adolescents start to realize that their parents are not infallible and begin to identify their own faults. It is also common for early adolescents to show acting-out behaviors. 
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Middle Adolescence
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Middle adolescence is the second stage and occurs from ages 15 to 17. By this time, puberty has passed. Teens in this stage are extremely concerned with how they look, and they think others are concerned, too. They spend a large amount of time grooming, exercising, and modifying their physical appearance. Relationships are often changing during middle adolescence. There is also worry about sexual attractiveness. Middle adolescents complain about their parents preventing them from becoming independent, and they withdraw from them. They may try to assert their independence by refusing to bathe, not cleaning their rooms, and picking up annoying habits. There is an intense focus on peer groups during middle adolescence, and teens in this stage tend to confide in each other more than they do their parents. As with early adolescence, teens in middle adolescence may feel invincible. Risk-taking behaviours are significantly increased during this stage. On the other hand, acting-out behaviors begin to decrease, since teens in this stage have a better grasp on how to use words as a means of expression (Williams & Taccone, 2020).
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Who is an Adolescent? 
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Approximately one third of the world’s population is between 10-24 years of age and four out of five young people live in developing countries. This figure is expected to increase to 87% by the year 2020. The people within the above age bracket are the adolescents who form the population under study. An adolescent is a person who has outgrown the social status of a child but has not been accorded the social and mature privileges of an adult. He is no longer a child but not yet a man. In some cultures, maturity of an individual is defined in terms of the role he plays. Even within one culture there are some variations of who an adolescent is. 

In Nigeria defining who an adolescent is poses some difficulty, because it cannot be said specifically who he is in terms of the role he performs. This problem is manifested more in urban centres than in rural areas. In rural areas, his role is more precise and there is delineation of what he is expected to do by the rural culture in which he lives. Ask a man who lives in the heart of any urban centre what role he expects his son to play as an adolescent, he may not have any specific answer to give. Even when the physical and physiological characteristics are evident in the adolescent, adults sometimes are in a dilemma of actually where to place the individual. That is why sometimes, he is branded an adult and sometimes a child. 

In many cultures including Nigeria, the socio-economic background of families help either to accelerate or extend the period of adolescence. For instance in developed countries where upper and lower classes are operational, the lower class people accord adult role to an adolescent because he is expected to be helping the family by bringing home some money. This shows he or she is working to augment the family income. This condition is true in Nigeria, where in poor families an adolescent is pushed into menial jobs to help hold the already overstretched family income in place. He may be expected to start paying school fees for younger sibling(s). In wealthy families in America, England and France, the adolescent enjoys his adolescence which extends to the appropriate time which the law allows. In Nigeria, the extension is relatively abnormal. Even at 25 years and perhaps up to 30 years once the individual is not employed, no specific role is assigned to him. He does not earn money and so he remains in the parent’s home, eating off them and he expects them to be taking care of him. While his counterpart that is employed is expected to play specific role which includes helping parents getting married and starting off his own family.
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What is psychology?
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Psychology is a behavioural science. It scientifically studies human behaviour. The study of human behaviour is done in order to understand behaviour, to predict behaviour and to control behaviour. An adolescent is a human being passing through a developmental phase from infancy and moving towards adulthood. His experiences are many and varied, sometimes favourable and at times traumatic. The study will help the society, the parents, various governments and religious bodies and even the adolescent himself to put adolescence in its proper perspective and so help the adolescent to understand himself, his rights, privileges, what is expected of him and how to conduct himself as an adolescent. To Ofordile (2002) it is good to study the adolescent “to understand him more and more and proffer recommendations on how best to nurture the adolescent patiently to maturity”. Pope Benedict XVI (2006) sees the need for understanding the adolescent and prays, “that young people who are searching for the sense of life may be understood, respected and accompanied with patience and love in their journey to maturity. Adolescence is studied 

(a) To understand their developmental characteristics and problems 

(b) To help them maintain good mental health 

(c) To adjust to the mental health maintained 

(d) To help them to direct their curiosity to the appropriate areas when adolescents are nurtured patiently in the area of physical, social, moral, intellectual and emotional development, they will mature into confident individuals and be able to face the future confidently and the society will be better for it.
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Scope of Adolescents Psychology
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Adolescence has been described as a transitional stage with uncertain boundaries. In other words, it is difficult to tell exactly at what ages adolescence begins or ends—its inception and termination is difficult to determine. Basically boundaries of adolescence mark the beginning and ending of key factors of development.

Atwater [1992] has demarcated the following scope of adolescents’ psychology:


I.  Biological: in this perspective adolescence begins at puberty and ends with the attainment of physical and sexual maturity.
II.  Emotional: in this perspective adolescence begins at the beginning of autonomy or independence from parents and ends with the attainment of self-revised personal identity and emotional autonomy.


III.  Cognitive: in this perspective adolescence begins with the emergence of logical reasoning, problem solving and decision making skills and ends after attaining adult logical reasoning and autonomous decision making.


IV.  Interpersonal: in this perspective adolescence begins with the shift from parents to peer orientation and ends with increased capacity for intimacy with peers and adults.


V.  Social: in this perspective adolescence begins with entry into personal, family and work roles and ends with the attainment of adult privileges and responsibilities.


VI.  Educational: in this perspective adolescence begins with entry into secondary school and ends with the completion of college education.


VII.  Religious: in this perspective adolescence begins with preparation for confirmation and adult baptism and ends with the attainment of adult status in a religious community.


VIII.  Chronological: in this perspective adolescence begins with the attainment of a given age associated with adolescence e.g. teen years and ends with the attainment of a given age associated with adulthood e.g. twenties.


IX.  Legal: in this perspective adolescence begins with the attainment of juvenile status and ends with the attainment of legal status.


X.  Cultural: in this perspective adolescence begins with the training for preparation for ceremonial rites of passage and ends with the ceremonial rites of passage.



For practical purposes the beginning of adolescence remains closely associated with the beginning of puberty although it is no longer synonymous with it. It is however difficult to determine its scope since it merges into early adulthood.
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Chapter Two
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THEORIES OF ADOLESCENCE
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Researchers, psychologists and scientists approach the understanding of adolescence from different theoretical perspectives or points of view. As a result there are many theories of adolescent development. However, each theoretical perspective is based on particular assumptions to explain adolescent development. No one single theoretical perspective covers all aspects of adolescence. By examining particular contributions from several theoretical perspectives, one may be able to arrive at a more comprehensive and well-balanced understanding of adolescent behaviour (Atwater, 1992).
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The Biological-Maturational Theories
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Assume that adolescence begins with the biological changes accompanying puberty. It is from this assumption that earlier views of adolescence assumed a direct link between biological factors and psychological development. The perspective was pioneered by G. Stanley Hall. Hall’s theory is probably the earliest formal theory of adolescence- and as such he is dubbed the father of ‘a scientific study of adolescence’. Influenced by Darwin’s evolutionary theory, Hall (1904) argued that each person’s psychological development recapitulates [or recaptures] both the biological and cultural evolution of the human species. The notion that ‘ontogeny [i.e. individual development] is a brief and rapid recapitulation of phylogeny [i.e. the evolutionary development of the human race]’. In essence ontogeny reflects development from childhood through adolescence to adulthood. On the other hand phylogeny reflects the evolution of man from early man through the traditional primitive man to the modern man. Hall saw adolescence as a time of ‘storm and stress’- or ‘sturm and drang’ which mirrors the volatile history of the human race over the last 2000 years (Gross, 2001). Hall’s ideas were published in the two volumes set ‘Adolescence’ in 1904. The storm and stress label was borrowed from the German writings of Goethe and Schiller, who wrote novels full of idealism, commitment to goals, revolution, passion and feeling. Hall sensed there was a parallel between the themes of the German authors and the psychological development of adolescents. According to Hall, the adolescent period of storm and stress is full of contradictions and wide swings in mood and emotion. Thoughts, feelings, and actions oscillate between humility and conceit, goodness and temptation, and happiness and sadness. One moment, the adolescent may be nasty to a peer, yet in the next moment be extremely nice to her. At one time he may want to be left alone, but shortly thereafter desire to cling to somebody. In sum, G. Stanley Hall views adolescence as a turbulent time charged with conflict (Ross, 1972) a perspective labeled the storm and stress view of adolescence.

Hall’s analysis of the adolescent years also led him to believe that the time to begin strenuously educating such faculties as civility, scientific thinking, and morality is after the age of 15. However, Hall’s developmental vision of education rested mainly on highly speculative theory rather than empirical data. While Hall believed systematic methods should be developed to study adolescents, his research efforts usually resorted to the creation of rather weak and unconvincing questionnaires. Even though the quality of his research was suspect, Hall is a giant in the history of understanding adolescent development. It was he who began the theorizing, the systematizing, and the questioning that went beyond mere speculation and philosophy. Indeed, we owe the scientific beginnings of the study of adolescent development to Hall.

The concept of adolescence as a period of storm   and stress however raises several questions: 


✓  First, is adolescence particularly stressful, or conspicuously more so than other age periods?
✓  Second, if it were conceded that adolescence is stressful, then how stressful is it?


✓  Third, is such stress attributable to physical changes that occur, or to society’s failure to adapt to adolescents’ needs?


✓  Finally, what special measures, if any should be taken to prevent or alleviate such stress?


Hall portrayed changes as so marked and so catastrophic, as to be upsetting.



Since Hall’s time, most writers on adolescence have expressed similar views. For example, Stone and Church (1989) call adolescence a vulnerable period. According to these psychologists, adolescence is characterized by persistent feelings of exaggerated rebelliousness, emotional volatility, feelings that everybody is against one, and intense idealism. Fortunately, Stone and Church do conclude that most adolescents have developed ‘a tough core of security, and an anchorage in reality, that permits them to withstand and thrive in the stresses of this period,’ Gessell advocates that adolescence as a period is characterized by ‘negativism, introversion and rebellion.’ Lewin advocates that adolescence is typified by marginality, ideological instability, extremism, expansion and increased differentiation of the ‘life space’. Anna Freud (1968) advocates that adolescence is typified by ‘psychological disequilibrium’ resulting from sexual maturity and arousal of ego-defense mechanisms [e.g. intellectualism, asceticism]. She also viewed adolescence as a state of flux, alternating between periods of high enthusiasm and utter despair between energy and lethargy, between altruism and self-centeredness. For Otto Rank a ‘striving for independence’, for Kretschmer and his followers an increase in ‘schizoid’ characteristics and for Remplan ‘a second period of negativism, followed by ego experimentation and the formation of new self-concept’. Despite the significance that Hall’s view on the study of adolescence had in his day yet many of his ideas have not stood the test of time and not all writers agree that normal adolescence is a period of storm and stress.  

In his research, Bandura (1964) found that most young people with whom he had contact in the USA were not anxiety ridden and stressful. Bandura felt that the assumption of a tumultuous adolescence was a gross overstatement of fact. He argued that if a society labels its adolescents as ‘teen-agers’, and expects them to be rebellious, unpredictable, 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 the rebel. In this way, a false expectation may serve to instigate and maintain certain role behaviours, in turn, and then reinforce the originally false belief (Bandura, 1964, p. 24). Bandura’s (1964) main point was that when society presumes adolescence to be a period of radical tension, it runs the risk of creating what he called a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’. The current views on adolescence in addition to that adopt a mediator effects approach. This approach recognizes that the impact of puberty on overall development is mediated by other variables. In other words the experience of adolescence is heavily influenced by one’s social and cultural environment [Atwater, 1992].

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Social Learning Theory
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Social learning theory consists of rather diverse thoughts that range from Clark Hull’s drive reduction theory, to Skinner’s reinforcement theory to Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. Social learning theory’s effort in combining such diverse points of view has been described as the merging of the clinically rich psychoanalytic concepts with the scientifically rigorous behaviorists constructs. Clearly, social learning theory is multidimensional/eclectic in that it draws on concepts, hypothesis, and methodology from a variety of different psychological sources. 

While social learning theory develops its own theoretical constructs, of which modeling and observation are the most important, it draws freely on constructs of behaviorist learning theory, especially reinforcement. But even Skinner’s concept of direct reinforcement is expanded to include important social dimensions vicarious reinforcement and self-reinforcement. Thus the concerns of social learning theorists go far beyond those of the narrow connection between a stimulus and a response and include the contributions of the mother-child [and child-mother] relationships to personality development.  This bidirectioal influence (parents to child, but also from child to parents) is a cornerstone of social learning theory. The bidirectionality of social influences, especially that of children themselves being active contributors to their own development, has, under the influence of social learning theory, become a core concept in ecological and contextual theories of development. It apart from that also incorporates the importance of models, the role of cognitive processes, and the imitation of models in the learning process.  In addition, the relationship of the individual to the social group and the mutual influences are of unique importance: ‘Individual and group behaviour are as inextricably intertwined, both as to cause and effect, that an adequate behavior theory must combine both in a single internally congruent system’ (Sears, 1951). In short, the realm of investigation, for the social learning theorist is the whole spectrum of socialization processes. These encompass imitation, modeling, instruction, reward and punishment; by which children learn and to which children contribute, often through indirect teaching. The significance of the socializing agents as a source of patterns of behavior’ has often been neglected in other theories, even though observational and empirical evidence indicate that this social aspect of the learning process is fundamental to socialization and personality development. Albert Bandura, a leading social learning theorist has pioneered the view that cognition (act of knowing), bearing (social conduct) and environment play a primary role in human behavior. Bandura has observed that much of adolescent behavior comes from observational learning, in which adolescents observe and imitate the behavior of their parents, other adults and peers. Furthermore, adolescent learning and behavior are significantly affected by cognitive variables such as competences, encoding strategies, expectances, personal values and self-regulatory systems (self-monitoring and motivation). Piaget’s cognitive development theory and the information processing view are two main cognitive theories. Piaget defines adolescence as a stage of transition from the use of concrete operation to the application of formal operation in reasoning. This clearly distinguishes it from puberty which is the period in adolescence which is characterized by physiological changes that end childhood and bring the young person to adult size, shape and sex potential. Robert Havigurst combines the individual’s readiness for learning with certain social demands in defining the eight developmental tasks of adolescence.
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The Psychoanalytic Theory
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Pioneered by Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis- he regarded childhood as the most formative periods of human development.
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