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Those Gangly Years
Reading Questions

Answer the fdllowi.ng.ques'tions in complete sentences, in your own words. Make
sure that you explain your answers.

1. Compare and contrast how girls and boys feel about maturing early.

2. Compare and contrast how girls and boys feel about maturing late.

3. Is the old idea of adolescence being a time of “storm and stress” still valid? |

4. Differentiate between how boys and girls express and deal with this turmoil.

5. Explain how your experiences relate to the ideas of this article. Without being too specific or
embarrassing, give some specific examples,



"Those

Gangly Years

NEW BODIES, NEW SCHOOLS AND NEW
EXPECTATIONS NOTWITHSTANDING,
MOST EARLY ADOLESCENTS WEATHER THE
EXPERIENCE SURPRISINGLY WELL.

ANNE C. PETERSEN

Anne C. Petersen, Ph.D., a develop-
mental psychologist, Is a professor of
human development at Pennsylvania
State University, where she heads the
interdiscipiinary department of Indi-
vidual and family studies.

oW can you
stand studying ado-
lescents? My
daughter has just
become one and
she’s impossible to
live with. Her hor-
mones may be rag-
ing, but so am I!" A colleague at a
cocktail party was echoing the wide-
spread view that the biological events
of puberty necessarily change nice
kids into moody, rebellious adoles-
cents. The view has pained such a
foothold that some parents with well-
behaved teenagers worry that their
kids aren’t developing properly.

They needn't worry. My research,
and that of many others, suggests that
although the early teen years can be
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quite a challenge for normal youngsters
and their families, they’re usually not
half as bad as they are reputed to be.
And even though the biological changes
of puberty do affect adolescents’ behav-
ior, attitudes and feelings in many im-
portant ways, other, often controllable.
social and environmental forces are
equally important.

One l4-year-old, for example, who
tried to excuse his latest under-par re-
port card by saying, “My problem is
testosterone, not tests,” only loocked at
part of the picture. He ignored, as
many do, the fact that, because of a
move and the shift to junior high
school, he had been in three schools in
48 Many years.

My colleagues and I at Pennsylvania

State University looked at a three-year
span in the lives of young adolescents
to find out how a variety of biological
and social factors affected their be-
havior and their feelings abhout them-
selves. A total of 335 young adoles-
cents were randomly selected from
two suburban school districts, primari-
ly white and middle- to upper-middle-
clags. Two successive waves of these
kids were monitored as they moved
from the sixth through the eighth
grade. Twice a year we interviewed
them individually and gave them psy-
chological tests in groups. When the
youngsters were in the sixth and
eighth grades, we also interviewed
and assessed their parents. Just re-
cently we again interviewed and as-
sessed these young people and their
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DIDN'T LIKE
BEING EARLY. BUT
BY EIGHTH GRADE,
EVERYONE WORE A BRA
AND HAD THEIR PERIOD.
I WAS NORMAL,

parents during the adolescents’ last
year of high school.

We followed the children’s pubertal
development by asking them to judge
themselves every six months on such
indicators as height, pubic hair and
acne in both boys and girls; breast de-
velopment and menstruation in girls;
and voice change and facial-hair
growth in boys. We also estimated the
timing of puberty by finding out when
each youngster’s adolescent growth
spurt in height peaked, so we could
study the effects of early, on-time or
late maturing,
. Although we have not yet analyzed

all the data, it's ¢lear that puberty
alone does not have the overwhelming
- psychological impact that earlier clini-
cians and researchers assumed it did
(see “The Puzzle of Adolescence,” this
article). But it does have many effects
on body image, moods and relation-
ships with parents and members of the
opposite sex,

Being an early or late maturer (one
year earlier or later than average), for
example, affected adolescents’ satis-
faction with their appearance and
their body image—but only among
seventh- and eighth-graders, not sixth-
graders. We found that among stu-
dents in the higher two grades. girls
who were physically more mature
were generally less satisfied with
their weight and appearance than
their less mature classmates.

A seventh-grade girl, pleased with
being still childlike, said, *“You can do
more things—you don't have as much
weight to carry around.” A girl in the
eighth grade, also glad to be a late ma-
turer, commented, “If girls get fat,
they have to worry about it."” In con-
trast, an early-maturing girl subse-
quently commented. “I didn't like be-
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ing early. A lot of my friends didn’t
understand.” Another girl, as a high

~ school senior, deseribed the pain of

maturing extremely early: “I tried to
hide it. I was embarrassed and
ashamed.” However, her discomfort
ended in the eighth grade, she said, be-
cause by then everyone wore a bra
and had their period. I was normal.”

We found the reverse pattern
among boys: Those who were physical-
ly more mature tended to be more sat-
isfied with their weight and their over-
all appearance than their less mature
peers. One already gangling seventh-
grade boy, for example, said he liked
being “a little taller and having more
muscle development than other kids so
you can beat them in races.” He con-
ceded that developing more slowly
might help “if you're a jockey” but
added. "“Really, I can’t think of why
[developing] later would be an advan-
tage.” In reflecting back from the 12th
grade. a boy who had matured early
noted that at the time the experience
“made me feel superior.”

For seventh- and eighth-grade boys,
physical maturity was related to
mood. Boys who had reached puberty
reported positive moods more often
than their prepubertal male class-
mates did. Pubertal status was less
clearly and consistently related to
mood among girls, but puberty did af-
feet how girls got along with their par-
ents. As physical development ad-
vanced among sixth-grade girls, their
relationships with their parents de-
clined; girls who were developmentally
advanced talked less to their parents
and had less positive feelings about
family relationships than did less de-
veloped girls. We found a similar pat-
tern among eighth-grade girls, but it
was less clear in the seventh grade,
perhaps because of the many other
changes oceurring at that time, such
as the change from elementary to sec-
ondary school format and its related
effects on friendship and school
achievement.

The timing of puberty affected both
school achievement and moods. Early
maturers tended to get higher grades
than later maturers in the same class.
We suspect that this may stem from
the often documented tendency of
teachers to give more positive ratings
to larger pupils. Although early
maturers had an edge academically,
those who matured later were more
likely to report positive moods.

As we have noted, among relatively
physically mature adolescents, boys
and girls had opposite feelings about
their appearance: The boys were
pleased, but the girls were not. We be-
lieve that, more generally, pubertal
change is usually a positive experience
for boys but a negative one for girls.
While advancing maturity has some
advantages for girls, including gain-
ing some of the rights and privileges
granted to maturing boys, it also
brings increased limitations and re-
strictions related to their emerging
womanhood. One sixth-grade girl stat-
ed emphatically, “I don't like the idea
of getting older or any of that, If I had
my choice, I'd rather stay 10.” Or, as
one seventh-grade boy graphically ex-
plained the gender differences, “Par-
ents let them [boys] go out later than
girls because they don’t have to worry
about getting raped or anything like
that.”

Differences in the timing of puberty
also affect interactions with members
of the opposite sex. But it takes two to
tango, and in the sixth grade, al-
though many girls have reached pu-
berty and are ready to socialize with
boys, most boys have not yet made
that transition. Thus, as one girl plain-
tively summed up the sixth-grade so-
cial scene, “Girls think about boys
more than boys think about girls.”

In the seventh and eighth grades,
the physically more mature boys and
girls are likely to be pioneers.in ex-
ploring social relations with members
of the opposite sex. including talking
with them on the phone, dating, hav-
ing a boyfriend or girlfriend and
“making out.” We had the sense that
once these young people began look-
ing like teenagers. they wanted to act
like them as well.

HIFTING SCHOOLS
EXPOSES TEENS
T0 NEW EXTRACURRICULAR
ACTIVITIES—LICIT AND
ILLICIT




But puberty affects the social and
sexual activity of individual young ad-
-olescents both directly and indirectly:
the pubertal status of some students
can have consequences for the entire
peer group of boys and girls. Al
though dating and other boy-girl inter-
actions are linked to pubertal status,
and girls usually reach puberty before
boys do, we found no sex differences
in the rates of dating throughout the
early-adolescent period, When the ear-
ly-maturing kids began socializing
with members of the opposite sex, the
pattern quickly spread throughout the
entire peer group. Even prepubertal
girls were susceptible to thinking and
talking about boys if all their
girifriends were “boy erazy.”

The physieal changes brought on by
puberty have far-reaching effects, but

50 do many other changes in the lives
of adolescents. One we found to be
particularly influential is the change
in school structure between the sixth
and eighth grades. Most young adoles-
cents in our country shift from a reld-
tively small neighborhood elementary
school, in which most classes are
taught by one teacher, to a much larg-
er, more impersonal middle school or
junior high school (usually farther
from the child's home), in which stu-
dents move from class to class and
teacher to teacher for every subject.
This shift in schools has many ramifi-
cations, including disrupting the old
peer-group structure, exposing adoles-
cents to different achievement expec-
tations by teachers and providing op-
portunities for new extracurricular
activities—licit and illicit.

Both the timing and number of
school transitions are very important.
In our study, for example, students
who changed schools earlier than most
of their peers, as well as those who
changed schools twice (both experi-
ences due to modifications of the
school system), suffered an academic
slump that continued through eighth
grade. Therefore, early or double
school transition seemed stressful, be-
yond the usual effects of moving to a
junior high school.

Puberty and school change, which
appear to be the primary and most
pervasive changes occurring during
early adolescence, are often linked to
other important changes, such as al-
tered family relations. Psychologist
Laurence Steinberg of the University
of Wisconsin has found that family re-

THE PUZZLE OF ADOLESCENCE

t the turn of the century, psy-

chologist G. Stanley Hall digni-
fied adolescence with his “storm and
stress” theory, and Anna Freud sub-
sequently argued influentially that
such storm and stress is a normal
part of adolescence, Ever since, clini-
cians and researchers have been try-
ing—with only limited success—to
develop a coherent theory of what
makes adolescents tick.

Psychoanalytic theorist Peter Blos
added in the late 1960s and 1970s
that adolescents’ uncontrolled sexual
and aggressive impulses affect rela-
tionships with their parents. He sug-
gested that both adolescents and
their parents may need more distant
relationships because of the unac-
ceptable feelings stimulated by the
adolescents’ sexuality.

Research conducted in the 1960s
showed that not all adolescents expe-
rience the storm and stress psycho-
analytic theory predicts they should,
Many studies, including those of Roy
Grinker; Joseph Adelson and Eliza-
beth Douvan; Daniel Offer; and Al-
bert Bandura, demonstrated that a
significant proportion of adolescents
make it through this period without
appreciable turmoil. These findings
suggest that pubertal change per se
cannot account for the rocky time

some adolescents experience.

Other theories of adolescent devel-
opment have also been linked to pu-
bertal change. For example, in his
theory of how children's cognitive ca-
pacities develop, Swiss psychologist
Jean Piaget attributed the emer-
gence of ““formal operational
thought,” that is, the capacity to
think abstractly, to the interaction of
pubertal and environmental changes
that occur during the same develop-
mental period.

Some researchers have linked the
biological events of puberty to possi-
ble changes in brain growth or fune-
tioning. Deborah Waber, a psycholo-
gist at Boston Children’s Hospital,
has shown that the timing of puber-
tal change is related to performance
differences between the right- and
left-brain hemispheres on certain
tasks and to the typical adult pattern
of gender-related cognitive abilities:
Later maturers, including most men,
have relatively better spatial abili-
ties, and earlier maturers, including
most women, have relatively better
verbal abilities,

It has aiso been suggested that pu-
bertal change affects adolescent be-
havior through the social conse-
quences of altered appearance. Once
young adolescents look like adults,

they are more likely to be treated as
adults and to see themselves that
way, too.

Coming aiso from a social psycho-
logical perspective, psychologist
John Hill of Virginia Commonwealth
University, together with former
Cornell University doctoral student
Mary Ellen Lynch, have proposed
that pubertal change leads parents
and peers to expect more traditional
gender-role behavior from adoles-
cents than from younger children;
they suggest that both boys and
girls become more aware of these
gender stereotypes in early adoles-
cenece and exaggerate their gender-
related behavior at this age.

Despite all these theories, most
studies that look at how puberty af-
fects adolescent development are
finding that puberty per se is not as
important as we once thought. Pu-
berty does specifically affect such
things as body image and social and
sexual behavior, but it does not af-
fect all adolescent behavior, and it
affects some adolescents more
strongly than others. In fact, many
studies, like ours, are revealing that
other changes in early adolescence,
particularly social and environmental
ones, are at least as important as bio-
logical ones.
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lationships shift as boys and girls
move through puberty. During mid
puberty, he says, conflict in family dis-
cussions increases; when the conflict
is resolved, boys usually become more
dominant in conversations with their
mothers. (Psychologist John Hill of
Virginia Commonwealth University
has found that family conflict in-
ereases only for boys,) Other research,
however, suggests that adolescents
wind up playing a more equal role rel-
ative to both parents.

In our study, the parents of early-
maturing girls and late-maturing boys
reported less positive feelings about
their children in the sixth and eighth
grades than did parents of boys and
girls with other patterns of pubertal
timing, (These effects were always
stronger for fathers than for moth-
ers.) The adoleseents, however, report-
ed that their feelings about their par-
ents were unrelated to pubertal
timing.

The feelings of affection and sup-
port that adolescents and their parents
reported about one another usually de-
clined from the sixth to the eighth
grades, with the biggest decline in
feelings between girls and their moth-
ers. But importantly, the decline was
from very positive to less positive—
but still not negative—feelings.

Early adolescence is clearly an un-
usual transition in development be-
cause of the number of changes young
people experience. But the impact of
those changes is quite varied; changes
that may challenge and stimulate
some young people can become over-
whelming and stressful to others. The
outcome seems to depend on prior
strengths and vulnerabilities—both of
the individual adolescents and their
families—as well as on the pattern,
timing and intensity of changes.

Youngsters in our study who
changed schoels within six months of
peak pubertal change reported more
depression and anxiety than those
whose school and biological transitions
were more separated in time. Students
who experienced an unusual and nega-
tive change at home—such as the
death of a parent or divorce of par-
ents—reported even greater difficul-
ties, a finding that supports other re-
search. Sociologists Roberta Simmons
and Dale Blyth have found that the
negative effects of junior high school
transitions, especially in combination
with other life changes, continue on
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into high school, particularly for girls.

"Many of the negative effects of
transitions and changes seen in our
study were tempered when adoles-
cents had particularly positive and
supportive relationships with their
peers and family. The effects of all
these early-adolescent changes were
even stronger by the 12th grade than
in 8th grade.

Overall, we found that the usual
pattern of development in early ado-
lescence is quite positive. More than
half of those in the study seemed to be
almost trouble-free, and approximate-
ly 30 percent of the total group had
only intermittent problems during
their early teen years. Fifteen percent
of the kids, however, did appear to be
caught in a downward spiral of trouble
and turmeil.

Gender played an important role in
how young adolescents expressed and
dealt with this turmoil. Boys generally
showed their poor adjustment through
external behavior, such as being rebel-
lious and disobedient, whereas girls
were more likely to show internai be-
havior, such as having depressed
moods. But since many poorly adjust-
ed boys also showed many signs of de-
pression, the rates of such symptoms
did not differ between the sexes in ear-
ly adolescence.

By the 12th grade, however, the
girls were significantly more likely
than the boys to have depressive
symptoms, a sex difference also found
among adults. Boys who had such
symptoms in the 12th grade usually
had had them in the sixth grade as
well; girls who had depressive symp-
toms as high school seniors usually
had developed them by the eighth
grade.

For youngsters who fell in the trou-
bled group, the stage was already
set—and the pathways distinguish-

able—at the very beginning of adoles-
cence. There is an overail tendeney for
academic decline in the seventh and
eighth grades (apparently because
seventh- and eighth-grade teachers
adopt tougher grading standards than
elementary school teachers do). But
the grades of boys with school behav-
ior problems or depressive symptoms
in early adolescence subsequently de-
clined far more than those of boys who
did not report such problems. Thus,
for youngsters whose lives are al-
ready troubled, the changes that come
with early adolescence add further
burdens—and their problems are like-
ly to persist through the senior year of
high school.

One 12th-grade boy who followed
this pathway described the experience:
“My worst time was seventh to ninth
grade. I had a lot of growing up to do
and I still have a lot more to do. High
school was not the ‘sweet 16 time ev-
eryone said it would be. What would
have helped me is more emotional sup-
port in grades seven through nine.” In
explaining that particularly difficuit
early-adolescent period he said, “Dif-
ferent teachers, colder environment,
changing classes and detention all
caused chaos in the seventh to ninth
grades.”

We did not find the same relation-
ship between academic failure and
signs of emotional turmeil in girls as
in boys. For example, those seventh-
grade girls particularly likely to report
poor self-image or depressive symp-
toms were those who were academical-
ly successful. Furthermore, when
these girls lowered their academic
achievement by eighth grade, their de-
pression and their self-image tended to
improve. These effects occurred in
many areas of girls' coursework but
were particularly strong in stereotypi-
cally “masculine” courses such as

HE VAST MAJORITY OF EARLY TEENS
WE STUDIED WERE TROUBLE-FREE OR HAD ONLY
INTERMITTENT PROBLEMS. ONLY 15 PERCENT WERE
PLAGUED BY TROUBLE AND TURMOIL.




mathematics and science. Like the pat-
tern of problems for boys, the girls’
:pattern of trading grades to be popu-
lar and feel good about themselves
persisted into the 12th grade. (Some
girls, of course, performed well aca-
demically and felt good about them-
selves both in junior high school and
high school.)

We think that for certain girls, high
achievement, especially in “mascu-
line” subjects, comes with social
costs-—speculation supported by the
higher priority these particular girls
give to popularity. They séem to sacri-
fice the longer-term benefits of high
achievement for the more immediate
social benefits of “fitting in.” Other
studies have revealed a peak in social
conformity at this age, especially
among girls, and have shown that
many adolescents reap immediate, but
short-term, soeial benefits from many

types of behavior that adults find irra-
tional or risky.
Our most recent research is focused

ARENTS LET
BOYS GO OUT LATER
THAN GIRLS BECAUSE
THEY DON'T HAVE TO WORRY
ABOUT THEM GETTING
RAPED.

on exploring further whether the de-
velopmental patterns established dur-
ing earlv adolescence continue to the

end of high school. We are also trying
to integrate our observations into a co-
herent theory of adolescent develop-
ment and testing that theory by seeing
whether we can predict the psycholog-
ieal status of these students at the end
of high school based on their charac-
teristics in early adolescence. Other
key concerns include discovering early
warning signs of trouble and identify-
ing ways to intervene to improve the
course of development,

The biological events of puberty are
a necessary—and largely uncontrolla-
ble—part of growing up. But we may
be able to understand and control the
social and environmental forces that
make adolescence so difficult for a
small but troubled group of young-
sters. The adolescent’s journey toward
adulthood is inherently marked by
change and upheaval but need not be
fraught with chaos or deep pain.

179



