The Teen Years
(Ages 13 – 18)

Identity Development, Independence and Achievement

From the book “Whose game is it, anyway?” by Richard D. Ginsburg, Ph.D., Stephen Durant, Ed.D., with Amy Baltzell, Ed.D.

Many of us can honestly say that we would never want to relive our adolescent years. Pimples, puberty, and peer pressure are a few of our most often cited pains. Some of us remember feeling rejected after being dumped by a first love or cut from the school team. Others recall a pass we dropped in a devastating loss to a school rival or a test we failed that caused a drop in our GPA.

Adolescence is also a time when many of our teens blossom and shine: making a crucial play in a hockey game that leads to a huge win, acing a challenging chemistry exam during junior year, being elected captain of the varsity team after years of hard work and dedication characterized some of their accomplishments. At such moments, we can almost see them being transformed into confident, well-balanced young adults. But the ups and downs of adolescence cause many of our teens to become overwhelmed at one time or another. As our teens ride the emotional highs and lows of success and failure, we as their parents are often taken along for the ride. We hold our breath, hoping they will not become discouraged by failure or endangered by the wrong group of friends or experiments with drugs and alcohol. We hope they survive adolescence in one piece, embrace their successes, and march confidently toward adulthood, but the uncertainty along the way can be taxing and painful for all involved.

While many of our teens experiment with dating, going to parties, and asserting themselves in school sports, others may not find these activities appealing or easily accomplished. Teens may still feel closely connected to us, preferring to stay home and watch a movie rather than go to the school dance. Their bodies may not mature as quickly as those of their peers, making it difficult to fit in socially or compete effectively in sports. Some of our adolescents feel clumsy, awkward, and uncoordinated. We find ourselves trying to understand exactly what our teens want and how to help them. Often this task feels daunting because the needs of teens seem to change frequently and unpredictably.
Adolescent children are preoccupied with two all-consuming essential tasks: discovering their identity and establishing their independence. It is quite common for teens to be immersed fully in this quest. Joining teams, participating in community service groups, and becoming engaged in school politics all serve their self-discovery. And as they get involved in various activities, they wonder how others perceive them: are they smart, funny, friendly, talented at athletics, and attractive to the opposite sex? Questions about who they are and what they stand for, buzz in their developing minds often creating anxiety and uncertainty.

At the same time, adolescents begin to assert their independence. They will pull away from us and rely more on friendships, romance, and relationships with teachers and coaches for emotional support. Relationships with peers and adults will help them gain strength to function on their own as they move toward adulthood. This transition can be painful for many of us parents; we are unprepared for the abruptness of our kids’ change in behavior. Suddenly, we cramp their style. They don’t want our advice about school or sports. It’s as if we don’t matter much to them anymore. But though teens are excited to explore the world, learn about themselves, and become more independent, they still need their parents more than they recognize. Sometimes adults can forget this because our kids may act as if they don’t need us. Yet we continue to play an important role throughout their adolescence and young adulthood, though the ways in which we support our children change.

During early adolescence, our teens begin to experience significant changes in mind and body, though at varying rates. Some boys will begin to grow facial hair and become increasingly muscular, while others will look like fifth-graders more interested in playing with toys than being a middle or high school student. Our daughters develop at varying rates as well. Some, in their physical growth and overall maturity, seem ready for the varsity basketball team; others are more tentative about sports and teen social life.
On a similar note, sports intelligence, or an athlete’s capacity to understand field play, game strategies, and coaching instruction, may come into bloom during this stage of development. For example, some athletes suddenly know just what to do in a game situation. The shortstop makes the right throw to first base. The basketball guard slows down the offense. The hockey player understands the proper positioning when defending a power play. Or even more exceptional, the athlete shows leadership when the team is down or rises to a challenge when others fear failure. By contrast, some athletes who are physically gifted may lack the sophistication, game smarts, or confidence to excel. Some skills cannot be taught, and during adolescence athletes may discover mental talents and abilities, such as concentration under pressure, not previously experienced.

But when as our adolescent athletes reach their senior year in high school, their brains may still not be fully developed. The frontal lobes, which influence the ability to organize, sequence, and attend to information, are crucial in athletic performance and can continue to develop well into the young adult years. Therefore, it is quite possible that some of our teens may not reach their full potential until the college years or even their mid-twenties.
It is difficult for many of us to assess accurately our teens’ abilities and their need for our guidance. Consider Alex, a 14-year old freshman in high school who is trying out for the varsity soccer team. Although he is one of the best players in his class, and many have told him that he has a chance to make the team, Alex has one major disadvantage. Standing five feet, five inches tall and weighing only 135 pounds, he is much smaller than the juniors and seniors with whom he is competing. Alex’s parents are proud of their son’s abilities buy worry that he is setting his hopes too high. When the news arrives that Alex has not made the team, he becomes enraged and then inconsolable. Knowing that their son is devastated by this news, Alex’s parents struggle to figure out how to help him. They want to talk to him more about it, though it appears that he wants to be left alone.

The confusion Alex’s parents are experiencing resembles the challenges many parents face during their kids’ adolescent years. As our teens mature, they still are quite fragile emotionally, sometimes surprising us by how ill-equipped they are to handle seemingly manageable setbacks on the athletic field. As they move toward middle and late adolescence, the stakes rise. Making the team and playing are becoming harder to do. Some teens will have to face the reality that they cannot compete with their peers in the realm of sports; this may lead them to quit or change sports. Increased academic challenges only add to the stress. Teens begin to worry about applying to college. They fear they won’t get a scholarship, or even worse, they won’t get in. These uncertainties can make them irritable, unpredictable and at times overwhelmed.
Sarah is a 17-year-old midadolescent cross-country star. At 16, Sarah was ranked in the state in cross-country running. In her junior year, just after her seventeenth birthday, a talented freshman joins the team and beats Sarah by 20 seconds in the second race of the season, quite a difference for a 3.1 mile race. Sarah’s performance declines in the following meets, and her parents think that she is on the verge of quitting the team – a poor decision in their opinion, since she is a candidate for a college scholarship. Every attempt Sarah’s parents make to support her seems to exacerbate the situation. They want to help her get back on her feet, but they can’t seem to identify how to do so. Parents of adolescents often find themselves second guessing their actions and words because their kids don’t respond in ways that make sense. This phenomenon often persists well into the young adult years. We want to help, but our role is becoming increasingly unclear. Even as our kids mature and advance to higher levers in sports, we still may think we know what’s best for them. But as they grow older and more knowledgeable about their sport, we may know less about it than they do.

David, an older adolescent, has just turned 18 and is in his senior year of high school. David is uncertain about whether to try out for the varsity lacrosse team. Having played lacrosse for many years and served as a backup goalie on the junior varsity team in his junior year, David knows that his chance of getting playing time as a senior are remote. To his surprise, an opportunity arises for him to be the lead in the school play. When David’s father hears that his son is planning to quit lacrosse to do this, he becomes angry. He vows to his wife that he will not support David’s decision.

All three of these adolescents are becoming more independent as athletes and individuals. At the same time, making the team, getting playing time, and being successful become increasingly difficult for them because competition levels rise greatly during the high school years. It’s difficult to know how much emotional support Alex needs in managing his feelings of rejection and disappointment. IT seems that every time Sarah’s parents try to help, they make things worse. And it is quite evident that David’s father is strongly against his son’s quitting lacrosse. How do we help teens develop emotionally and perform to their best ability while providing enough distance to allow them to establish greater independence from us?
