CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION

The picture of adolescence as a time of storm and stress has a long history.

   “Our civilisation is doomed if the unheard-of actions of our younger 

   generation are allowed to continue.” (Written on a tablet near the city of Ur,

   four thousand years ago, quoted in Olbrich, 1990)

   “The world is passing through troubled times. The young have no reverence 

   for their parents: they are impatient of all restraint; they talk as if they alone 

   knew everything, and what passes for wisdom with us is foolishness for them.”

   (Peter the Hermit, an eleventh century monk, quoted in Halpern, 1995, p.325)

In this century psychoanalytic and sociological theories have furthered this perception. 

   “If you were to walk up to the average man on the street,  grab him by the

   arm and utter the word  ‘adolescence’,  it is highly probable - assuming  he

   refrains from  punching you in the nose - that his associations  to this  term

   will  include reference to  storm-and-stress,  tension, rebellion, dependency

   conflicts,  peer-group conformity,  black  leather jackets,  and  the  like.  If

   you then abandoned your informal street corner experiment, and consulted

   the professional and popular literature on adolescence,  you would become

   quickly  impressed  with  the  prevalence of  the belief  that  adolescence is, 

   indeed, a unique and stormy developmental period.” (Bandura, 1969, p.16)

Yet the research findings of Bandura, among others, showed that the majority of young people actually tend to internalise parental values, that these are often reinforced and upheld by the peer group, and that expecting teenagers to be wild and rebellious merely serves as a self-fulfilling prophesy. Nevertheless, writing twenty years later, Offer et al (1988) observed that professionals were continuing to describe normal adolescents as in constant turmoil and having poor coping abilities. 

Young people today are often judged to be troublesome, whether or not they are troubled. Jones and Wallace (1992, p.5) suggest that they tend to be viewed as “a social barometer of ills”, and Redhead (1993, p.4) believes that in Britain they are increasingly seen as “a source of fear for employed, respectable society and a ‘law and order’ problem for the police”. Yet research often reveals young people’s conformist and conservative perspectives (David, 1990; Industrial Society, 1997). Coleman (1993, p.252) argues that early theories have left “unfortunate legacies” and that new thinking is needed to work toward a coherent picture of adolescence which reflects changing social circumstances.

Empirical evidence suggests that the majority of young people negotiate the process of transition in adolescence relatively smoothly, with only a minority experiencing significant distress. Petersen (1988) suggests that there are actually two distinct groups of young people, with an increasing divergence between those who can cope with the challenges of  adolescent  transition and those who cannot. She considers the possibility of this second group being lost in the overall statistics which may in fact represent no one in particular. Similarly, Smith and Rutter (1995) are aware of the possibility of polarisation, with some young people benefiting from increasing protection while others face an increasing risk of disorders. Raphael (1993) puts at around 20% the number of young people who may experience disturbances, though does not elaborate on this except by brief reference to possible repercussions.

While physical health has improved over the past 50 years in step with improved living conditions, there has not been a corresponding fall in psychosocial disorders.  Those which tend to rise in frequency during adolescence include crime, alcohol and drug abuse, depression, eating disorders, suicidal behaviours and suicide, all of which, with the obvious exception of suicide, vary widely in severity (Smith and Rutter, 1995). However, in some cases agreement about what constitutes a disorder cannot be assumed.  Some could more accurately be described as status offences (Kazdin, 1987); in other words they would not be offences were the young person older. Examples include drinking alcohol, sexual intercourse, and not attending school. Young people may then be experimenting with behaviours associated with the adult life stage towards which they are moving. Within the family informal controls will apply to such things as stealing, recreational drug use and being teetotal.  Different perceptions and standards - formal and informal - will then operate and challenge children and adolescents.
Gender differences with regard to disorders have been reported with, for example, suicide, crime and substance abuse being more common among males, and depression, eating disorders and suicidal behaviours more common among females. There is, however, a trend towards convergence in some disorders (Smith and Rutter, 1995), in particular a substantial rise in depression among males and crime among females, including drug use (Measham, 1995). It is thought that the different genders may be predisposed or socialised to different styles of expressing distress (Colten et al, 1991); generally females are more likely to internalise symptoms and males to externalise, as in anti-social behaviour, which may not always be thought of as a sign of depression. The symptoms experienced by young people may be masked by an outward appearance of boredom, restlessness, hypochondria or exhaustion, with release sought in alcohol, drugs, sexual activity or by acting out. Conger and Petersen (1984) refer to the work of Josselyn who suggested that in adolescence depression is seldom the manifestation of anger turned inwards (the classic adult concept); rather it may be symptomatic of an inner sense of emptiness or of repeated experiences of defeat and hopelessness.

Factors which may play a part in psychosocial disorders have been considered by Rutter and Smith (1995). They suggest that risks for young people could stem from changing patterns in family life and of transition in adolescence, which might contribute to increased isolation from adult influence. The role of growing affluence may also be relevant, not on its own account but because it possibly contributes to increased expectations, with the potential then for problems to arise if these cannot be met. Rutter and Smith have highlighted the need for research into these issues, also the possible increase in stressors experienced by young people. 

The transition from childhood to adulthood requires both social and psychological adaptations to be made. It has been suggested that young people who cope most successfully during adolescence do so by spreading the process of adaptation over a span of years, in order to avoid stresses being concentrated at one time (Coleman, 1980; Coleman and Hendry, 1990). The focal model thus sees an important role for agency: that the adolescent will play an active part in his or her maturation. It recognises, however, that there are issues and events which will not fall within the personal jurisdiction of any individual. Caprara and Rutter (1995, p.42) have summed up the larger picture with regard to stress:

   “Serious risks  tend to derive from a  combination of  adversities or stresses 

   occurring at the same time,  from meaningful links  between a current stress

   and a previous adversity, or from accumulations of stresses/adversities over

   time.” (authors’ italics)

Risks will therefore not apply equally to everyone. “The transitions of adolescence may be broadly similar for the majority of young people but the nature of the pathways followed through these transitions may vary widely.” (Jackson and Bosma, 1992, p.332)

A time when young people come face-to-face with normative transition occurs in their final year of compulsory education (Year 11). Challenges include public examinations and important decisions about the future. Media reports of young people failing to cope suggest a need for research into the experiences of adolescents at this time. For example, ‘Dread of exams drives girl to suicide’ (The Times, May 3rd, 1996), and, ‘Schoolboy shoots himself dead in middle of GCSEs’ (The Times, June 13th, 1996), were two headlines little more than a month apart. Though the boy had talked of suicide, the girl was described as happy, content and giving no indication of any problems. The charity, Childline, commented that suicide over examination pressure was rare and that other factors were often involved, but did not suggest what these might be. However, Year 11 seems a time when a combination of stresses might well occur and therefore a significant period in the lives of young people on which to focus.

Good GCSE results had been predicted for both pupils referred to above. Interestingly, Cairns et al (1991) found that it was academically able students who reported most stress in their final year of secondary education, in contrast with the lowest levels reported by those intending to leave school. However, Kruger (1990, p.130), writing of the transition between school and work, argues that when young people do not speak of concerns it should not be assumed that they do not have them. “It is only through active researcher probing and intervention on these topics that the disappointments and fears become visible.”

For some students  the educational system may seem to be largely irrelevant to their lives and Year 11 a time of disenchantment (Rutter and Rutter, 1992). Yet it cannot be assumed that systems are in place to support pupils; Reid (1989) writes that schools can fail to cater for individuals, possibly because teachers have little time to devote to pastoral needs, especially of those who do not conform. But nor can it be assumed that pupils automatically welcome such support systems as do exist; Hamblin (1993) suggests that while counselling in schools could provide stability and enhance positive mental health, older pupils have an almost irrational resistance to it. If this can be shown to be the case, what needs to be addressed is whether the reasons reside within the environment or within the individual.

In considering research on adolescence, “for the 1990s and beyond”, Jackson and Bosma (1992) draw attention to the relevance of coping strategies and resources, which will themselves vary and influence the quality of young people’s responses. Others have also highlighted the need for studies of social support and the help-seeking process during adolescence (Boldero and Fallon, 1995; Maughan and Champion, 1990). Feldman and Elliott (1990, p.503) write: “Learning how to elicit information on what adolescents think and feel about themselves, about events in their lives, and about their understanding of what they are doing, would be an enormous benefit to research.” Yet they are aware that such research presents difficulties, not least because young people (like adults) are “often reluctant or even unable to talk about their thoughts and feelings” (p.504). This then raises the question of what are the most appropriate methods to use in attempting to cast light on the stresses, coping strategies and support needs of young people. 

Before considering methodology it is relevant to outline how this particular study was conceived. In 1993 the researcher completed a study of the support needs of girls in early adolescence (Simmonds, unpublished MEd dissertation). This was insider research; at the time I was teaching in an independent preparatory school with girls aged 13 who were preparing to transfer to senior school. Subsequently I worked as a counsellor, also lectured at an FE college on counselling courses for adults. Some of the students on these courses were teachers concerned to support their pupils but themselves under pressure and despondent about the changing face of education. Media reports of suicide (to which reference has been made) raised questions about how the school experiences of Year 11 were impacting on young people. I also heard adults (many of whom were parents) subscribe to the stereotypical view of adolescents described at the beginning of this Introduction. Yet I was aware of recent challenges to psychoanalytic and sociological theories of adolescence as a ‘problem stage’. The picture of stress in the lives of young people did not seem clear. Rather than starting with hypotheses and fixed questions, this study therefore began with what Malinowski (1922) might have identified as ‘foreshadowed problems’. 

CHAPTER 2:  RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

A:  INITIAL CONCERNS

The ‘foreshadowed problems’ led to an initial, broad research question, ‘What is going on in the lives of young people in Year 11?’. Acknowledging the researcher’s state of ‘not knowing’ - my struggle with inchoate ideas - was the first step towards a methodology which allows for discovery rather than the testing and verification of hypotheses. To look for “meanings, the multiplicity of realities... and the general sociopsychological context” (Ambert et al, 1995, p.881) is to adopt a constructivist stance from which reality is viewed not as something ‘out there’ in the world but created by individuals (Lincoln, 1990). This ontological position seemed to call for subjectivity and reflexivity rather than objectivity and detachment.  

Lazarus and Folkman’s definition of stress (see Review of the Literature, p.#) helped to confirm this epistemological perspective.

   “Psychological stress is a particular relationship between the person and

   environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or

   her resources and endangering his or her well-being.” (1984, p.19)

They argue that it is not possible to arrive at an objective definition. The evaluative process of appraisal depends upon such things as the level of cognitive development, earlier experiences, beliefs, commitments and goals, also internal and external resources. “Subjective reports allow us to learn more about stress and emotions, and about coping and its adaptational outcomes, than any other single source, despite the difficulties in validation.” (p.322)

To come to some understanding of this process requires a sensitivity to the phenomenological experiencing of the individual. In this, Slattery (1985, p.76) argues, it is important for the researcher not to be detached “but try through his own humanness - his empathy and intuition - to see the world in the same way that the people he is studying do. Only then can he understand their feelings and motives”. The cost, however, is the loss of objective procedures demanded by the positivistic model of social research. In their place, qualitative methods have particular value when investigating human phenomena and the interpretation and meaning people give to their experiences (Polkinghorne, 1991).

The design of a research project is described by Yin (1989, p.28) as “the logical sequence that connects the empirical data to a study’s initial research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions”. This seems straightforward; it does not hint at the experience of Lareau (1989, p.188).

   “As I bumped about in the field not knowing what I was doing I often felt... that

   I was making a terrible mess of things, that my project was doomed, and that I

   should give up the entire enterprise immediately. This negativism came from my

   persistent feeling that, despite my having a research question when I started, I

   didn’t truly know what I was doing there.”

In opting for an emergent approach there were times when I shared her longing  “for an inviolable rule to follow” (p.198), and regretted not having a clear framework and tidy answers to quantify. Patton (1990, p.62) rightly observes that design flexibility “requires a high tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty as well as trust in the ultimate value of what inductive analysis will yield”! 

The design and the fieldwork were to take shape in tandem, influenced by what Patton (ibid.) refers to as “the open-ended nature of qualitative inquiry as well as pragmatic considerations”. It is thought that the prior specification of  theory could constrain the researcher so that he or she concentrates on issues which are irrelevant to the participants, or fails to notice unexpected material which is actually of great importance to them (Bryman, 1988). What seemed important, in exploring the subjective world of young people, was that any theory should be grounded in the data. 

In formulating grounded theory methods, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.33) emphasised the need to avoid “preconceived theory that dictates, prior to the research, ‘relevancies’ in concepts and hypotheses”. However, they later acknowledged that the researcher is not a tabula rasa (1968), a point elaborated by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Familiarity with the literature, professional and personal experiences are, they suggest, sources of theoretical sensitivity which can provide a rich knowledge base and insights to be drawn upon, but may also serve to blinker the researcher. They refer to the “inevitable biases, prejudices and stereotypical perspectives”  which need to be broken through (p.7). But, as Hammersley (1991) suggests, perception and observation may depend upon assumptions of which we are often unaware. And Ely et al (1997, p.4-5, authors’ italics) write: “Like the process of bricoleurs, our qualitative works, as well as our lives, are products that we ourselves build from materials that we find most appropriate to what we believe.” It is important therefore to consider the possibility of bias since this will undermine the validity of any findings.

There are different perspectives on this problem. Patton (1990, p.55) recommends empathic neutrality: “no axe to grind, no theory to prove, and no predetermined results to support”. But Stake (1995, p.95) argues that there is no such thing as value-free research and that it is better to turn away from “the goal as well as the presumption of sanitization”. A similar view is taken by Van Manen (1990) and Scheurich (1995), both of whom believe there is a need to make explicit what Scheurich (p.249) refers to as “the baggage we bring to the research enterprise”. Marshall (1981, p.339) goes further. 

   “My bias is something I appreciate, it’s part of me as a researcher. And while it 

   is important for me and for others to recognise my bias, it really is what I can 

   give as a researcher, it is my contribution, and it’s coherent and it’s felt and it has 

   all these other qualities which make me value it more than a detached attempt to

   be objective.”

The position I adopted falls somewhere in the middle. While I accept the argument of Hammersley (1991) that one’s assumptions often operate out of awareness, this did not seem sufficient justification for failing at least to consider where my biases might operate. For example, Bernard (1994) refers to the distortion effect (which comes from seeing what one wants to see rather than what is there), and the expectancy effect (which leads to the creation of what we want to see so that our expectations come true). In a desire not to limit my thinking or force the emergence of data, I therefore constructed my literature review simultaneously with the fieldwork, an approach which Patton (1990, p.163) suggests allows for “a creative interplay among the processes of data collection, literature review, and researcher introspection”. I was also drawn to the recommendation of Lave and Kvale (1995, p.223).

   “I don’t want the question that I have arrived with to be so narrow that I

   cannot see anything but the answers I expect. And I don’t want to be so 

   completely unfocused that nothing surprises me because I am not expecting

   anything. You want to be somewhere in between so that what happens can

   lead you to be really shocked and surprised - you didn’t expect things to be

   the way they are - and they really are different, and you can learn from that.”

There were many occasions when I was to be both shocked and surprised - and, in addition, to feel moved and angry, frustrated and celebratory.

A further potential source of bias stems from a characteristic of qualitative methods in that the researcher is the key instrument. According to Maykut and Morehouse (1994, p.27), “the human instrument is the only data collection instrument which is multifaceted enough and complex enough to capture the important elements of a human person or activity”, a view supported by Lave and Kvale (1995). Nevertheless, it is necessary to be aware of what Bryman (1988) calls reactivity: the reaction of those being investigated to the presence of the researcher. Being a white, female, middle aged, middle class, former teacher, present counsellor was going to influence how I was perceived and experienced by my adolescent participants. A researcher with different characteristics might well have elicited different data but according to Bogdan and Biklen (1982), this would not mean that either study was unreliable. Issues of reliability and validity will be considered further in the following discussion of data collection. 

A further question asked of research is how far its findings can be generalised, though according to Hitchcock and Hughes (1989, p.27), this is no longer seen by many as the “ultimate or only goal of social research”. With regard to qualitative methods, Hammersley (1991, p.196) writes, “Compared with the survey, there is a trade-off between generalisability of findings to finite populations on the one hand and detail and accuracy of information on the other”.  While the goals in this study were ‘detail and accuracy’ there are instances when connections have been made with prior research and thus the findings can be said to be relevant to other contexts. 

The point needs to be made that other, more objective and detached forms of data collection are not problem free. For example, reference was made in the Introduction to the contention of Petersen (1988) that some individuals become lost in statistics which can represent no one in particular. And Pedersen (1992, p.42) believes that survey research can produce questionable results “of poor reliability and dubious validity”. He argues that while survey methods can be effective in the collection of objective data, they are ‘weak and wasteful’  in obtaining subjective and attitudinal data. Adolescents are unlikely to be motivated by impersonal paper-and-pencil tasks (Nurmi, 1987) and, according to Ovenden and Loxley (1993), engaging their interest and convincing them of the relevance of the research presents a special challenge.

B:  DATA COLLECTION

The geographical location

The research was conducted in what is primarily a rural county, and part of the area included has been designated an area of rural deprivation. Over two years there were to be 123 young people who participated in the study, in two cohorts. All were white with the exception of one Eurasian boy. The majority reached 16 during Year 11; two who were a year older had repeated a year of their education because of health problems and two who were younger had made accelerated progress through the independent school system. Of the 60 girls, 39 lived in town and 21 in the country; of the 63 boys, 34 lived in town and 29 in the country. 

The town at the centre of the area considered is a seaside holiday resort with an adult population of some 17,000. A high percentage of residents are senior citizens: 30% compared with 22% nationally. 

To live in the country could mean that the participant was part of a village community with more than 1,000 on the electoral role, and having a bus service, pub, post office, church, village hall and other facilities such as a tennis club. Alternatively, it could mean that the participant’s home was an isolated farm, or in a hamlet with none of these services. 

The majority of pupils from this area attend either the comprehensive school in the town itself or one further into the country. A few travel over 20 miles to one of three independent schools or a voluntary aided secondary school in a neighbouring town.

Each year in excess of 5,000 young people complete statutory education in the county’s maintained schools.  Of these, in 1997, 68.12% (in comparison with 67.9% for England) entered Further Education, which includes vocational courses. 22.83% (in comparison with 18.4% for England) entered employment, including training.  (Appendix  III shows Year 11 school-leaver destinations.) Those who opt for neither may not be represented in unemployment figures, given that there is no longer a claimant count for unemployed 16-17 year olds. Pearce and Hillman (1998) note that these young people are likely to be the least qualified group of school-leavers, and that young women may be economically inactive because of domestic and caring responsibilities.  Taking all ages, in this area the unemployment figure is just over 8%, slightly above average for the county. 

Negotiating entry into the field

In the research project I was to work as an ‘outsider’, a situation which has both advantages and disadvantages. Bogdan and Biklen (1982) argue that ‘insiders’  may find it hard to distance themselves from both personal concerns and their common-sense understanding of what is going on. Also the researcher may then not be seen by others as neutral and free from his or her own agenda. However, the ‘outsider’ researcher has to negotiate entry into the field and, possibly, a role. Ball (1993) believes that claims about blending into the scene are naive; researchers need to be aware of the impressions they create and the effect these will have. More will be written about this in discussing the kind of research relationship I was aiming for. This influenced the research design because to invite young people to share their innermost thoughts and feelings while I practised deception upon them, would have felt neither comfortable nor congruent.

In order to approach young people and invite their participation, I decided to contact the state schools and one of the independent schools which serve this area, also the two youth clubs in the town. In retrospect this seems excessive yet it did allow for both negative responses and unforeseen problems. For example, the youth leaders were more than happy to co-operate with the research but it was the case that 15-16 year old adolescents were not attending either of the youth clubs (see the discussion in Chapter 6). This was a source of disappointment. Believing that the environment will have an effect on what a researcher both hears and sees, and in the interests of triangulation, I had hoped to obtain data in a context other than schools.

Entry into one school was negotiated on my behalf; I wrote to the other headteachers. One passed on my request to a deputy head who made contact. The other two heads did not respond even when the letter was followed up by a phone call to the school secretary. Again there was a particular disappointment in this since one of the schools in question was an independent school attended by a number of pupils from the area of interest. I approached another independent school  which proved to have, from this area, only two pupils in Year 11, who both agreed to participate. By networking other young people attending independent schools were identified, a total of 8 who were interviewed in their homes. Entry into the remaining state school was finally negotiated when a ‘gatekeeper’ was identified in a deputy head who offered support; this whole process, from first writing to the headteacher to finally meeting pupils, took 9 months. This brought home the advantages of being (as I was then) a part-time researcher.

Locating potential participants was thus not a straightforward undertaking. It would have been easier to limit myself to the school whose headteacher responded most quickly and positively. However, I did not want to trade on this good will and my presence to become intrusive. As a former teacher I am aware of how irritating disruptions to lessons can be, especially when preparing pupils for examinations. Rather than asking to be put in contact with a larger number of young people in one school, I therefore requested access to one tutor group - no more or less special than any other - in each of the three state schools, and from each group I invited the participation of those who lived within a certain radius. It was not my intention therefore to focus on ‘problem’ adolescents or even adolescents with ‘problems’!  And while I was open to noticing any variation in what participants from different schools might report, I was also aware that there would have been potential for difference between two tutor groups within the same school.

It was interesting to discover how each of the schools managed my presence. In all of them I was able to introduce myself to the designated tutor group, say something about the research, and invite help. For those who volunteered, an interview schedule was then drawn up. This was done on my behalf which in some cases eased the process, but it also carried the potential for problems. One of these was the possibility of being viewed by pupils as an authority figure with official status within the school (Cooper, 1993). There were some practical difficulties which were noticeably fewer when responsibility for the schedule was taken by a deputy head or head of year. When it was left to tutors, their authority was sometimes challenged by other teachers who refused to release pupils from a lesson. Because pupils were bussed into school, it was not possible to meet at the end of the day and often breaks were given over to  other commitments. Interviews conducted during the school day were the length of a single lesson - approximately 40 minutes. Out of school they were longer, usually an hour.

It is possible that the level of co-operation shown by staff might have influenced pupils in deciding whether or not to participate in the study. In one particular case it was unclear why the tutor had agreed to be involved since my presence was greeted with a less-than-enthusiastic response and on one occasion, when it had been forgotten that I was coming into the school, the solution suggested was that I should go into the playground to see if I could find participants for myself. The outcome was that a term went by without satisfactory contact with young people having been made. Ball (1993) rightly points out that permission to work in a school provides entry but not access; the co-operation of teachers and students cannot be guaranteed. I was therefore faced with the dilemma of how to address an uncomfortable situation and resorted to the strategy of conducting group interviews in the second term and, in the summer term, individual or pair interviews on other premises. The support of other teachers needs to be acknowledged, however; generally they were interested and as helpful as their own busy routines allowed.

Gaining access to young people

Ball (1993, p.34) argues that researchers are confronted with “multiple negotiations of micro-access”, and legitimacy has to be won and often re-negotiated. I presented myself as a researcher interested in learning about the experiences of Year 11 from the young people themselves, whose perceptions I valued. While I welcomed logistical support from teachers, I did not invite their views or spend time with them. In the interests of triangulation this might have been a useful thing to do, but I did not wish to hear anything which might inadvertently cause me to label individual participants or otherwise influence my response to them. Also I did not wish to be associated with the staff in the eyes of their pupils and find that this precluded me from obtaining sensitive information from the young people themselves. The possibility of this kind of contamination was recognised by Corrigan (1979). I therefore made explicit to the participants that, given the subject of this research, I regarded them as the experts, not their teachers or parents. However, the study would almost certainly have been enriched by the addition of other researchers to obtain data from these adults.

My experience of working with young people, both as a teacher and as a counsellor, did not lead me to suppose that sensitive information would be obtained easily, a view that has support from Coleman (1992, p.17).

   “In general social scientists responsible for large-scale surveys have tended

   to neglect the possibility that individual adolescents may be either unwilling or 

   unable to reveal their innermost feelings.  Much depends on the way the study 

   is carried out, but it is important to remember how difficult it is for anyone, let

   alone a shy or resentful teenager, to share fears, worries, or conflicts with a 

   strange interviewer. Inhibitions of this sort may well result in a bias on the part

   of those writing from the research point of view, and cause an underestimation

   of the degree of stress experienced by young people.” 

In order to reach them and invite their trust, a research relationship has to be established. Miller and Glassner (1997) refer to this as building rapport to the point where the participant feels sufficiently comfortable and competent to ‘talk back’.

Others have highlighted the need for this relationship (Ball, 1985; Measor, 1985).  Without it, Cooper (1993) suggests, the researcher will not be given access to less superficial levels of experience. If such a relationship is characterised “by high levels of respect, empathy, congruence and acceptance... then the informant will be more likely to engage with the research in an authentic and constructive manner” (McLeod, 1994, p.82). To help facilitate this I stressed to the participants that what they told me would be held in confidence (see the later discussion of ethical issues) and their anonymity protected. It is also necessary to invest time in such an undertaking, according to Bryman (1988, p.61), “in order to gain the vantage point from which empathy may be feasible”. I therefore planned a longitudinal study and hoped to meet with participants at least once each term during the academic year. 

There were times when collecting data from 123 young people, albeit in two cohorts, felt like self-flagellation! Bernard (1994) writes that adequate information can be obtained from few participants providing they are selected for their competence - which suggests the need for a procedure to identify who might become such key informants. I was concerned not to limit the research to those who were most ready to volunteer and thus to exclude others whose views were of equal interest and importance. Also to meet with a small number of adolescents on more occasions than the three I planned could have been to expect too much when they had other interests and demands on their time. There were to be key informants who were interviewed more than others, and for some this was at their request. There were also participants who missed being seen because they changed schools, were absent or, when interviews were held during study leave, failed to keep an appointment. One girl whose attendance record was poor was never interviewed in school but, when contacted through friends, gave generously of her time in the third term.

Through the schools I wrote to parents informing them of my research (see Appendix IV). For logistical reasons, young people who lived outside a particular radius were not included; even so, during study leave arranging transport for those whose home was in the countryside was complicated and time consuming. Before setting up this out-of-school interview, parents were contacted by telephone and their permission sought. This was refused in the case of two (unrelated) boys; some parents asked for the interviews to be conducted in the family home, though generally this was not the preferred choice of the adolescents.

The environment will impose its own social framework with rules and expectations. Finch (1984) writes that she was welcomed into her interviewees’ homes as a guest rather than an inquisitor, but she seems unaware of the implications of this.  Talking with adolescents in school could have influenced what they decided to share with me - possibly out of a sense of obligation to say what they thought I wanted to hear, or a wish to do the exact opposite! Ideally any venue should have the right ambience and feel safe to both researcher and participants. The accommodation offered in schools varied widely: from a classroom or office to a special room set aside for interviewing. Out of school I had the use of a comfortable and quiet room in two different premises: at one of the youth clubs and in a building used by a counselling service. A number of young people who met with me in one or the other of these places admitted that they felt much freer and more open than when we had talked in school. Somehow there they had feared being overheard or having their participation commented upon.

The majority of young people invited to participate in the research agreed to do so though a few said they couldn’t be bothered or had nothing of interest to say. It is therefore possible that the findings do not fully represent the experience of Year 11 students, notwithstanding my wish to hear a comprehensive range of views. However, as the data will show, the participants were not just the confident or conformist pupils. Novelty may motivate people to volunteer and having an interest shown in one’s opinions can be flattering (Cooper, 1993). To have one’s own expertise recognised can also be empowering; the section on Interviewing will return to this point.

These adolescents made it very clear that privacy and trust were of great importance to them but this did not mean that they were reluctant to speak in front of their peers. (Greg - see Appendix I - was a notable exception.) I was asked by the first group I approached if they might be accompanied by a friend, since this would be less embarrassing. I was happy to agree, and offer it as an option to other interviewees, since I anticipated that if they were more at ease then the whole process would be more productive. Woods (1986) points out that interviewing in pairs or groups can provide information that would otherwise not have been obtained. I felt that the possibility of peer pressure should be kept in mind but what actually occurred was that some participants were challenged by their companions in a way that would have been inappropriate for me to attempt (I don’t remember that happening!/Would your father really do that?/Go on, tell the truth!). For a brief while I was then able to relinquish the role of interviewer and observe the interaction, reflecting that whatever was being said, its purpose was probably not to create an impression on me! 

The importance of a non-judgmental, open frame of mind when interviewing adolescents has been stressed by Ovenden and Loxley (1993). To this I would add the advice of  Seidman (1991, p.83) who recommends the type of listening which “takes the participants seriously, values what they say, and honours the details of their lives”. In this study, I thought of the young people as ‘participants with expertise’ rather than ‘subjects to be investigated’, a difference of attitude and approach which, I believe, will have an effect on the research relationship. I invited feedback on how they had experienced this. Both males and females told me, “You’re here because you’re interested. That’s why we’ll talk to you.”  In discussing feminist research, Edwards (1993) writes that the readiness with which women talk to female researchers about private matters has been attributed to the shared characteristic of gender. In the light of my experience I wonder if this is too simplistic an explanation.

Interviewing

In considering what would be the most appropriate methods of obtaining data, talking with young people was an obvious choice. “The individual interview is the unique technique of the motivational researcher, for if used correctly, it is the deep digging tool.” (Robson and Foster, 1989, p.57, authors’ italics.) But I also considered supplementing what I heard with written material. Essays had proved a valuable source of data in an earlier study (Simmonds, 1993, unpublished MEd dissertation) when I was both a researcher and a teacher of English. This time, however, such methodological triangulation was not possible to arrange, and with the exception of a limited experience of participant observation (see Appendix II), the data was obtained from interviews. What was possible was to conduct these with individuals, with pairs and some small focus groups. Collecting data in different ways can be thought of as a useful strategy to reduce bias and strengthen research design (Patton, 1990). However, Ely et al (1997) argue that triangulation promises more than it can deliver and distracts from the task of comprehending multiple perspectives and meanings.

The use of interviews in order to understand young people’s experience of stress is  recommended by Greene (1988). He made use of questionnaires to research early adolescents’ perceptions of stress and concluded that “the phenomenological meaning of stressful events to early adolescents cannot be addressed by these data; such information is best obtained through in-depth interviews with individual participants” (p.401). While research interviews are generally referred to as unstructured, semi-structured or structured in format, Patton (1990) refers instead to the informal, conversational interview, the general interview guide approach, and the standard open-ended interview. The initial interviews most closely approximated the informal conversational approach, not because I did not have questions in mind, but because a research relationship had yet to be established, and I wanted the adolescents themselves to express their own concerns and interests. Powney and Watts (1987) describe this collaborative approach as informant interviewing. It contrasts with respondent interviews in which, notwithstanding a tight or loose structure, the interviewer retains the locus of control.

Scheurich (1995) has discussed the power relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee, suggesting that this is frequently inequitable, “and that this inequity is an underlying, but hidden facet of positivist notions of interviewing” (p.247). It is therefore ironic that in a book examining new paradigm research, Smith (1995, p.12) sees as one of the “costs” of semi-structured interviewing the fact that it “reduces the control the investigator has over the situation”.  A challenge for me was how to maintain some focus without closing off the emergence of new, possibly unsuspected, categories. In this the words of  Bernard (1994, p.209) are helpful.

   “Unstructured interviews are based on a clear plan that you keep constantly in 

   mind, but are also characterised by a minimum of control over the informant’s

   responses. The idea is to get people to open up and let them express themselves

   in their own terms, and at their own pace.”

Nevertheless, on a different level it could be argued that there was a power disparity in that I was inviting them to disclose sensitive material but this was not a reciprocal undertaking.

The starting point of each interview was an open invitation to the participants to talk about how things were in their lives. This was sufficient to stimulate a wealth of data from some participants but others seemed uncertain about what might be expected of them and needed more encouragement. This highlights the need to give time to establishing a working relationship. It is also worth making the point here that it would be naive of me to suggest that the direction of even these informal interviews was left entirely to the participants. The way in which I (or other researchers) ignore or respond to different statements will provide cues, and subtly encourage one particular direction rather than another. Body language and the tone of voice can, I suggest, work in the same way. Also, in keeping with the grounded theory model of Glaser and Strauss (1967),  in later interviews questions were asked which had a bearing on emerging categories.

At the start of the study, a note of formality was introduced by my request to record the interviews, though an assurance was given that no-one else would have access to the tapes. With the first interviewees I recorded consistently and was methodical in listening to the whole tape, making notes from memory about such things as non-verbal communication, before finally transcribing the tape. However, the time demands of this became prohibitive and instead I increasingly relied on note-taking. As well as doing this afterwards, with the participants’ permission I made notes during the interviews and found that, rather than being inhibited by this, some interviewees seemed to relax more when eye contact was reduced. Perhaps at some level I was less likely to be experienced as an inquisitor; it may also have been affirming to have the importance of their words acknowledged in this way. Whyte (1982) describes in some detail the possible costs to the interviewer of  dividing the attention between note-taking and the respondent, but whatever method of recording data one uses it has advantages and disadvantages.

In the first term, pupils in each cohort and from both state and independent schools, mostly introduced issues to do with school, concerning academic matters and personal relationships within that context (see Chapter 4). I was careful not to suggest that they might feel stressed as a result of some of their experiences; this information came from them and was a topic with which they readily engaged. To consider coping strategies followed naturally. It became a collaborative exploration since few had ever really thought about this. Holstein and Gubrium (1997, p.114) have highlighted this kind of active approach. 

   “Meaning is not merely elicited by apt questioning, nor simply transported

   through respondent replies; it is actively and communicatively assembled

   in the interview encounter. Respondents are not so much repositories of 

   knowledge - treasuries of information awaiting excavation, so to speak - 

   as they are constructors of knowledge in collaboration with interviewers.”

As the research relationship developed, issues to do with home and their social world were introduced, often by them but otherwise by me. (I wonder what’s going on in your life out of school?) In this way the research design took shape and fell into three domains: school, home and the social context.

It would have been possible to view the very first interviews as a pilot study but I was drawn instead to the idea of multiple cycles which, according to Rowan (1981), throw light on one another. “We start to call them early cycles instead of ‘pilot work’, and to write them up properly, and learn from them as much as possible” (p.105, author’s italics). I believe that this is a respectful way of acknowledging the contribution of participants early in the research process. In the following year, working with a new cohort provided a way to support or challenge earlier findings and thus increase the validity of the study.

A flexible topic guide was developed based on what I heard initially and this was used in subsequent interviews either to confirm what one individual had said earlier or to discover whether other participants would report similar experiences and perceptions. To save time, participants were asked to complete a form detailing where they lived and with whom, family composition, parents’ occupation/s, religion, leisure activities and future plans. Curiously, a surprising number were unable to provide occupational information even for one or both parents with whom they were living. This is a practical reason why social class has not been considered in this research. Hurrelmann (1988) argues that the concept of living conditions is as important as class, and to arrive at this requires a wider range of indicators than the occupational position of father and/or mother. To attempt this was beyond the scope of the present study. Also the subcultures that young people develop are not thought to be necessarily class related (Jones and Wallace, 1992).

The topic guide encompassed the following areas: 

What are your main concerns in school/at home/socially/ in the world at large?

How do these concerns make you feel?

Who/what helps you to cope in school/at home/socially/in the world at large?

From whom/when do you ask for practical help/emotional support?

How well/badly do your strategies work?

Who/what else might help?

Feedback on how they had experienced participating in the research was invited in the final interview. Without exception they all said they preferred the opportunity to talk to filling in a questionnaire. Perhaps those who would have felt differently had declined to participate! A particularly fortuitous question was inviting them to think of an image which symbolised or represented their life at that time. This was not something I had thought of until one girl spontaneously used a vivid metaphor to describe how she felt, and use was subsequently made of this idea.

As would be expected, there was variation in what interviewees reported, for example, not everyone had faced non-normative experiences such as serious personal ill-health. Others had a great deal to say about one particular aspect of their life, which was often school or family relationships. Wherever possible, an additional interview was arranged with these participants to allow time for issues that would otherwise not have been covered. And a few young people developed their own political agenda (see Brian, Chapter 4, and Frankie, Appendix I). There were things they wanted me - and through me, other people - to know about their experience of how it is to be an adolescent.  This supports the finding of Scheurich (1995, p.247).

   “I find that interviewees carve out space of their own; that they can often 

   control some or part of the interview; that they can push against or resist 

   my goals, my intentions, my questions, my meanings.... In other words, 

   interviewees are not passive subjects; they are active participants in the

   interaction. In fact they often use the interviewer as much as the interviewer

   is using them.”

Some also seemed to be looking for emotional support and this raised concerns which will be addressed under Ethical Issues.

The interviews provided opportunities for these adolescents to reflect on aspects of their life and, as Buchanan (1992) suggests, refine their perceptions. It was not unusual for them to say something like, “The last time we talked, it really made me think.”  A similar finding, and confessed enjoyment of the chance to ‘think aloud’, has been reported by Glassner and Loughlin (1987). Miller and Glassner (1997, p.105) suggest that this kind of interaction, when interviewees can recognise themselves as experts “on a topic of interest to someone typically in a more powerful position vis-à-vis the social structure”, can be both empowering and illuminating, especially for those who have been stereotyped and devalued by the larger culture. It provides an opportunity to “reflect on and speak about one’s life in ways not often available”. Davis (1985, p.52) reported the sad fact that in his study, the opportunity to be interviewed provided for many young people “the first occasion in their lives when they had sat down for nearly an hour with a single adult who wanted to listen intently and to hear their opinions”.

Miller and Glassner (ibid.) issue a warning that adult researchers must not assume they have an understanding of adolescents just because they themselves were once teenagers. I came to this study prepared to own my naiveté. Bernard (1994, p.150) has some interesting things to say about this, recommending that researchers develop their skill at being a novice since it is possible “to be surprised at how heterogeneous your [own] culture is and how many parts of it you really know nothing about”.  Wolcott (1990, p.128) admits that he does not mind appearing “a bit dense, [as] someone who does not catch on too quickly and has to have things repeated or explained”. When I confessed my lack of knowledge I discovered that this proved - paradoxically - to be a strength. “What is it you don’t understand?” asked one boy with a gentle sigh as I struggled to grasp what was so obvious to him. He and others became my teachers and guides.

When reading about interviewing techniques and about basic counselling skills the similarities are striking, though the relationship and the purpose of the interaction are different. Sanders (1994, p.68) for example, suggests that reflective listening, as it is used in counselling, conveys the following message. 

   “I am listening carefully to what you’re saying and I am trying to understand. 

   I will demonstrate this to you by letting you know that I heard what you just 

   said. Did I get it right?”  

In a research interview this kind of reflective listening can be used as a way of ‘playing back’ the participants’ words for them to confirm, deny or elaborate, and it thus adds validity to the findings. Two other skills, paraphrasing and clarifying, can serve a similar purpose. When one boy spoke enthusiastically of how much it meant to him to play snooker with his father, clarifying revealed the painful truth that they had in fact played only once. 

This small example also illustrates how a different researcher, accepting the boy’s words at face value, or using other, less time-consuming ways of obtaining data, might have arrived at a different finding. It raises again the question of reliability, which can prove a slippery objective, particularly when using conversational or unstructured interviews. Kitwood (cited in Cohen and Manion, 1994, p.282) has argued that increased reliability of the interview is arrived at through greater control and thus, “[i]n proportion to the extent to which ‘reliability’ is enhanced by rationalization, ‘validity’ would decrease”. What respondents mean or would really like to say, can be distorted or limited by closed, fixed response questions. Such a “search-and-discovery mission” will, according to Holstein and Gubrium (1997, p.116) “streamline, systematize and sanitize the process”. To follow their argument that participants will monitor who they are in relation to the researcher, the data obtained in this study would not be replicated on another occasion because it would be emerging from different circumstances and a different research relationship.

C:  DATA  ANALYSIS AND WRITING UP

The process of data analysis was not something which was separate from data collection. Ely et al (1997, p.165) write: “The interweaving of data collection and analysis is highly transactional, each activity shedding new light on and enriching the other.” This procedure is based on the interactive, grounded theory method of Glaser and Strauss (1967) which is data driven. “In discovering theory, one generates conceptual categories or their properties from evidence; then the evidence from which the category emerged is used to illustrate the concept.” (p.23) The early analysis shapes the data collection procedures so that more data is sought to illumine the emerging themes and categories.

The beginning stages of analysis have been described as a time of trepidation and confusion (Ely et al, 1997). Woods (1985) refers to the Beecher’s Brook of data analysis, and Lareau (1989) writes that arriving at an appropriate strategy is a problem which haunts almost all qualitative researchers. While Smith (1995) believes that there is no one correct way to do qualitative analysis, generally in the first stage the data is combed to identify themes or patterns which can be broken down still further and a system of coding applied. The aim is to “discover, name and categorize phenomena; also to develop categories in terms of their properties and dimensions” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.181). It is also necessary to allow for other potentially relevant concepts that might emerge.

It is worth referring again to the need to avoid preconceived theory that determines what is relevant. Examples of concepts which emerged as important during the present study are motivation, and postponed as opposed to immediate gratification. In an attempt to illumine what might be going on in the lives of young people, it was then that I turned to the literature to discover what other researchers had to say about these things. The influence of what I have read is apparent in the choice of labels attached to some sub-categories (see Appendix VI).

At a practical level each interview transcript was given an identifier. SS:A II/B- 5/Nov. 96 for example, refers to state school A, the second cohort, the fifth boy on an alphabetical list of participants, and an interview conducted in November, 1996. A more difficult challenge was how to manage the quantities of data that I was amassing. A strategy which is often recommended is to photocopy then divide material according to chunks of meaning, after which these sections are taped to index cards and coded  (Edwards and Talbot, 1994; Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). For me this did not work. I needed a way to see the patterns as they emerged; to notice where pieces of the jigsaw puzzle were missing. I therefore made use of a system suggested at a training seminar in the Social Sciences Faculty at the University of Bristol.

1. From an early stage it was possible to identify five major categories: School, Home, Leisure, Stressors, Coping. Self  was added later (see explanation below). 

2. A sheet of A3 paper was allocated to each of the major categories. Each sheet was  divided vertically into columns and then horizontally into squares, thus making a chart. There was also to be a ‘miscellaneous’ chart to allow for material such as geographical location, methodology and the image question, making a total of seven charts in all.

3. As sub-categories were identified they were added to the appropriate chart at the head of one of the vertical columns. For example, on the chart headed with the major category of School, sub-categories were Staff, Course work, Revision/exams, Attitude to school, Leaving school and Future goals. (Example of a Depth Interview Chart: School, p.25, is a simplified version; the numbers refer to pages.) Mentoring was added at a later date and is an example of an unanticipated category which emerged from the data. The sub-categories for all seven charts are given in Appendix VI.

4. The names of the girls at state school A, cohort I, were listed down the left-hand column on a copy of each of the seven charts. Opposite each name was space to write a summary of data pertaining to the sub-category which headed  each column. 

5. This procedure was repeated for the boys at state school A, cohort I. All the other participants were allocated charts in the same way.

6. When completing the charts, note was made of any particularly interesting data (different coloured highlighting pens served wonderfully); if necessary later, reference could easily be made to the full version in the transcript.

7. The charts allowed for similarities and differences to be seen and comparisons made. There was also space for memo-writing which Charmaz (1995) sees as the intermediate step between coding and the first draft of the completed analysis.

This system offered a framework for managing the data but one that was flexible. It showed clearly the issues on which young people had most to say. As the charts began to be filled, it was also enlightening to consider what was missing: what categories that might have been expected were generally not present in the data (which made explicit some of my thinking). The sub-categories in the major category Self were added because the participants rarely made any mention of their employment experience, religion, politics, or, surprisingly, appearance. In a similar way it was striking that the column ‘other adults’ seldom contained any data. Making use of the charts in this way was an attempt to look for patterns and make sense of  findings. They also facilitated comparison not just between individuals but between what the same person might say on different occasions.

In an attempt to describe clearly the method of analysis I am aware that I have ‘tidied up’ what actually felt at times like a messy process. This was particularly true of the Stressors and Coping categories; there were times when it was not easy to categorise a particular piece of data. Is hitting someone who has bullied you for a long period of time problem-focused, emotion-focused or dysfunctional coping? Also the subjective nature of the material meant that a similar experience reported by different participants was categorised differently; giving support, for example, could represent the development of an individual’s own coping strategies or be a source of stress. Marshall (1981) suggests that making decisions about what fits where can be an uncomfortable process but she believes that the more uncertainty and anxiety one can tolerate, the better the analysis will evolve. 

From the outset it was my intention that any findings should be grounded in the data. However, in writing up I am aware that the participants are not speaking for themselves; I am representing them. This is immediately apparent in the conceptual categories applied to the data, which are different from ‘their’ categories in their descriptions of their own life worlds. Smith (1995, p.24-5) writes:

   “From a phenomenological perspective, I am concerned to foreground my

   respondent’s accounts of his or her psycho-social world. At the same time,

   my access to those accounts depends upon my own conceptual framework

   as well as the interpretative work I bring to the project.  It also depends on

   other factors which may have influenced the interaction with the respondent.”

It  would therefore be naive to suggest that in this work I have allowed young people to speak for themselves. Nevertheless I hope that they would recognise at least an echo of their own voices.

Dividing up the transcripts of what participants have said inevitably takes away from the sense of wholeness (Marshall, 1981). In an attempt to compensate for this some  vignettes are included in Appendix I; also, rightly or wrongly, the words of the interviewer have been omitted. To some extent I have gone along with the suggestion by Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) that generally researchers ‘tidy up’ speech when writing it down, omitting repetitions, hesitations, false starts (and some regional accents which have not been preserved). But  Kitwood’s words (1980, p.82) ring true.

   “One of the striking findings about the interviews, taken as a whole, was the 

   extent to which boys and girls were able to use language in candid and direct 

   accounts of themselves; even some who in other contexts had been judged 

   inarticulate... A possible hypothesis is that it is mainly the extent of a person’s

   social experience, rather than intellectual or verbal competence as conventionally

   judged, that accounts for the major difference in fluency.” 

D:  ETHICAL  ISSUES

It is not unusual for the sensitive nature of an apparently innocuous topic to become apparent once research is underway (Lee and Renzetti, 1993). In looking at stress and coping strategies sensitive material might have been expected, nevertheless I had not anticipated  the range and depth of issues about which young people were prepared to be open. When obtaining consent any potential cost of engaging in this way was not spelled out since, as Lee (1993) remarks, there is no way of knowing what participants will reveal or at what cost. This was one of a number of concerns and ethical issues which had to be faced during the course of this study.

When introducing the subject of my research and beginning the interviews, I was less than specific about stress as a potential problem because I wished neither to lead nor to limit the subsequent discussions. I wanted these young people to identify the issues for themselves and not to feel prompted. In writing about research on sensitive subjects, Brannen (1988, p.553) suggests: “It is important not to prejudge the research problem by labelling it or defining its boundaries too closely; respondents may thereby define the problem in its own terms”. On the other hand, to withhold information could possibly be construed as contrary to the practice of seeking informed consent, something which according to Punch (1994, p.90) has the potential to “kill many a project stone dead”! He recognises that “this area is a swamp and... each individual will have to trace his or her own path” (p.94). Further problems of informed consent arose when I accompanied two detached youth workers onto the streets to observe young people. On the one hand the streets belong to any of us; on the other there was a sense that I was moving, uninvited, into their social territory (see Appendix II). Alan, the more experienced of the youth workers, had a blunt answer to this: “If they don’t want you around they’ll tell you to piss off!”  

A particularly challenging ethical dilemma concerned the nature of ‘harm’. As a preface to each interview I explained that what I heard would be held in confidence unless I was told something which led me to believe that someone was in danger of harm, in which case it would be necessary to negotiate what action should be taken. While no participant was to disclose sexual abuse I was to hear about physical and emotional abuse (though in each case another adult was already addressing the problem), and greyer areas such as sexual behaviour, under-age drinking, and substance use. I was concerned that some parents, school staff and others would not expect me to maintain confidentiality in such instances.

Stanley and Sieber (1992, p.3) comment that adolescents may well indulge in high-risk behaviours without parental knowledge, and learning of these secrets presents the researcher with a conflict of interests. Given that these behaviours are often “socially unacceptable, illegal, and dangerous”, Rotheram-Boros and Koopman (1992, p.153) suggest that there is potential for harm both from inappropriate disclosure as well as failure to disclose. Fisher at al (1996) argue that current guidelines offer only incomplete guidance. From their research into the views of American adolescents on whether participants at risk should be reported or referred they concluded: 

   “An investigator’s failure to help a teenager who has disclosed such problems

   may unintentionally send messages that the problem is unimportant, that no

   services are available, or that knowledgeable adults cannot be depended upon

   to help children in need” (p.2096).

The facilitation of self-referral was the preferred option for the majority of young people.

My solution to the dilemma was to talk to professionals working locally: the community police officer, a GP, the director of a counselling service. I also consulted my advisers at the University of Bristol, the Research and Evaluation Committee of the British Association for Counselling, and the legal representative at the Association of Teachers and Lecturers. I was assured that at 15-16 adolescents would be likely to be defined as ‘Gillick competent’ and therefore sufficiently responsible to make decisions about their own bodies. The general recommendation was that where appropriate I should refer individuals to outside agencies for advice, information and support.

A further concern was whether a young person might be harmed by his or her participation in this study. Brannen (1988, p.552) identifies how research on intimate topics carries potential risks.

   “First, respondents can be easily identified in written reports both by themselves

   and by others because of the personal and unique nature of the data.  Second, 

   identification carries with it the associated risk of sanctions and stigma. Third,

   respondents are likely to find confronting and telling their stories a stressful

   experience.”

As Lincoln (1990, p.279) observes, such problems are compounded by close interaction and not likely to be faced in the same way “by those who bury identities under numbers and aggregated sums, means and distribution”. What she recommends is that the researcher should act in a way that would not be distressing should “the principle undergirding your own action [become] a law that could be enacted by others upon you” (p.291). Van Manen (1990, p.6) puts it more simply when he writes of  research as a caring act and “the undeniable presence of loving responsibility”.

In writing up this study, careful thought has been given to the question of anonymity. Lee (1993) suggests that, in taking steps to protect individuals, it is not clear where the boundary lies between disguise and distortion, and “researchers must walk a tightrope, careful neither to conceal too much, nor to disclose too little” (p.206). To this end, names have been omitted or changed, in places details such as family composition altered, and some respondents’ words collapsed into each other. Individuals were given the opportunity at different stages of the research to comment upon how they might be represented. Some material has not been used since it was particularly sensitive - a decision taken also by Brannen (1988). I have also been concerned to protect more than the young people who participated in the study; the reputations of parents, teachers and schools matter too. Sieber (1993, p.17) seems alone in considering the interests of those who might be indirectly involved in the research process.

   “Ultimately, the best strategy for protecting the sensitivity of research 

   participants and community members and for avoiding the wrath of zealous 

   opinion leaders is to design ethical and culturally sensitive research and to 

   interpret findings tactfully and judiciously, with concern for the interests of 

   the research participants, the gatekeepers and society.” 

There are not just potential costs attached to participating in research, benefits can be experienced too. The point has already been made that research can provide a medium for the voices of individuals to be heard, especially those who are powerless and marginalized (Lee, 1993). McDermott and Pyett (1992, p.137) make the same point. 

   “When the researched are recognised as capable and knowledgeable

   ‘expert witnesses’, research methods which enable them to speak and 

   be heard may not only reinforce their sense of self-worth... but may be

   akin to consciousness-raising and provide a springboard for self-help 

   and change.” 

Curiously, however, this possibility raised concerns, this time about the therapeutic nature that can be attached to the research relationship.

A number of writers have noted that participants may experience a therapeutic quality from being listened to (Whyte, 1982; Woods, 1986). Measor (1885, p.63) comments that it is possible for interviews to approximate counselling sessions and it may be difficult for the researcher to “remain critical and aware... entering another person’s world and their perspective, but remaining alert to its configurations at the same time”. As a practising counsellor I am clear about the difference between counselling and a research interview, and that the goals of the second, as Bogdan and Biklen (1982) stress, are not therapeutic. Nevertheless, there were times when I experienced a boundary issue, for example, when a young person turned to me for advice and support. This was not an isolated occurrence and it was interesting that some of the participants who made use of an interview in this way were among those who dismissed counselling as unnecessary/irrelevant/rubbish/“For freaks!”. This is an important finding which will be discussed in the final chapter. I did not feel that the participants’ privacy had been invaded for it was their decision to be so open. My response was to provide an opportunity for them to talk and be heard, and where appropriate, we discussed coping options including a possible referral.

As a final point, it should be recognised that there are potential costs and benefits not only for the participants but for the researcher too. The benefits might speak for themselves; the costs are seldom addressed. But not only will participants react to the researcher, he or she will react to them. This will be felt most acutely when research is concerned with a sensitive topic and the methodology chosen in order to encourage subjectivity and a close interaction rather than objectivity and detachment.  In his discussion of ethical issues, Patton (1990) includes a concern for interviewer mental health. He recognises that not only is there a need for advice, but that it is possible to be affected by conducting interviews and need debriefing and support. Dawson (1997, p.6, unpublished paper) writes: 

   “The researcher needs structured, professional support from within her 

   research team (or from an adviser when doing research as part of a degree) 

   in order that she may ‘off-load’ some of the inevitably stressful things she

   has heard in interview.... Debriefing is de rigeur for some professions such

   as social work. Researchers need this too...”

This was my experience.

CHAPTER  3:  A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

A:  STRESS IN ADOLESCENCE.

Psychological distress has been linked with stressful events, both normative and non-normative. Vulnerability appears to increase with age and there is believed to be a gender difference, with girls being the more susceptible (Fombonne, 1995). Yet stress is a part of life and learning to deal with it an important aspect of development. In order to understand its impact on the lives of young people, and how they develop strategies for coping, it is necessary first to clarify the meaning of stress and what might constitute a stressful event. Fontana (1989) traces its origins to the Middle English word, distress, but recognises that the word today has a more ambivalent meaning, being neither good nor bad in itself but rather “a demand made upon the adaptive capacities of the mind and body” (p.3). 

Demands can be conceptualised as either chronic or acute.

                                                        Demands

                                                                


                     Chronic                                                                            Acute

                          


Environmental                 Personal               Recurring                            Cumulative life events                          Specific events

  conditions of                 conditions                   life

   deprivation                    creating                   events

       and                            handicap

  disadvantage                 or liability

                                                                  Major                      Daily                 Normative                   Atypical
                                                                   life                    hassles and                events                          events
                                                                  events                   pleasures                and life
                                                                                                      transitions
Fig. 1. Sources of stress during childhood and adolescence (Compas, 1987, p.277).

Chronic or enduring demands could be environmental factors which constitute continuous adversity or challenge (e.g. deprivation), individual characteristics (such as a physical disability), or events which recur (e.g. repeated parental conflict). Acute demands are disruptive and involve change; they may be specific (as in the case of normative and non-normative events and transitions), or cumulative. It can be difficult to determine where a particular stressor begins and ends, “[t]hanks to the capacity of the human mind to dwell upon past horrors and imagine future horrors to come” (Martin, 1997). Research has tended to focus on life events rather than chronic demands, which are harder to measure though may in fact be more strongly associated with non-specific distress, and can also exacerbate the effects of acute demands (Kessler et al, 1985).

Interestingly the model includes pleasures in addition to unpleasant experiences. Selye, a leading authority on stress, believes that the difference is immaterial: “all that counts is the intensity of the demand for readjustment or adaptation” (1975, p.15). It could, however, be argued that daily hassles do not fit comfortably within the category of acute demands. Wills and Shiffman (1985) suggest that stressors could be construed in terms of three different levels: acute events (such as bereavement), which usually occur suddenly and require a major readjustment; enduring life strains which are not easily resolved (such as occupational or relationship difficulties); and “the small hassles of everyday life that come up, are resolved, and are soon replaced by others” (p.4).

Hassles constitute an important category when considering stress in relation to young people. In an examination of early adolescents’ perception of stress, Greene (1988) concluded, “the majority of events described by this sample are most properly considered strains or hassles rather than stressors, per se” (p.399). Yet according to Seiffge-Krenke (1990), only 12% of studies have dealt with the type of less stressful events encountered by the majority of young people. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) suggest that many hassles are indicative of coping ineptitude; in adolescence poor functioning may simply reflect immaturity and lack of experience.

Adolescents have to face a number of developmental challenges, for example puberty and school transition. While some experiences are unique to the individual, others will exert a wider cultural or historical influence (Compas, 1987). Examples include economic recession and the experience of being adolescent towards the close of the century. It has been questioned why the transitional process of adolescence seems especially problematic today. Petersen et al (1991) suggest that the complexity of modern life and the choices facing young people represent a marked change from the past, added to which adolescents are offered little societal understanding and support. Instead negative stereotypes abound which may in turn affect self-perceptions and behaviour. They call for further research to explore this. 

The transactional nature of stress was recognised by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) in an important work in which they argue that it is not possible to arrive at an objective definition at the level of environmental conditions - the characteristics of each individual also matter.

   “Psychological stress  is a particular relationship between the person and 

   environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or 

   her resources and endangering his or her well-being.”  (p.19)

Personal agendas - Lazarus et al (1985) refer to beliefs, commitments and goals - are then relevant. The significance of this evaluative process has long been recognised: “Men are disturbed not by things but by the views which they take of things” (the Roman philosopher, Epictetus, quoted in Lazarus and Folkman, 1984, p.21).

The views taken will be affected by the individual’s level of cognitive development, a point of particular relevance when considering young people’s responses to potentially stressful situations. The cognitive process of categorising events is divided by Lazarus and Folkman (ibid.) into primary appraisal (Does this situation constitute a threat or a benefit?) and secondary appraisal (What can I do about it?). In primary appraisal a situation may be seen as irrelevant, stressful or positive. If  harm is anticipated, then it is possible to plan for it and even work through some of the difficulties in advance, as in anticipatory grieving or preparing thoroughly for an examination. 

Some experiences may be construed as a challenge with potential for growth, and the emotions excited then are more likely to be eagerness and exhilaration than fear and anxiety.  This highlights the point that while stress is an inevitable part of life, it is not an inevitable problem. Even threatening events can have positive aspects, for strength may be gained from them to be used in subsequent crises. However, it is argued that an appraisal of threat not of challenge will be made if, in an earlier and similar experience, nothing was mastered or gained. The threat does not have to be ‘real’; what matters is the way the individual perceives the situation.

In secondary appraisal an evaluation is made of available coping options and their possible effectiveness. It cannot be assumed that such appraisals are necessarily deliberate and rational; Lazarus and Folkman (1984) believe that the process may be partially or even wholly unconscious. Actual coping strategies of young people will be discussed in detail later but there are some general points to be made here. The outcome of a stressful encounter depends both on what can be done but also on what is at stake. In a study undertaken by Lazarus and Folkman with examination candidates, how much each student had at stake and the actual difficulty of the examination both proved to be predictors of threat emotions. Believing oneself able to influence an outcome is also important. When one’s sense of control over a situation is arbitrarily threatened or removed, hostile or aggressive feelings are likely to result (Fiske and Taylor, 1984). Conversely, instead of an angry response, helplessness can follow both loss of control and unsuccessful attempts to change a situation, with ensuing anxiety or depression. In general,  helplessness in the face of a demand will produce a considerable amount of stress, all the more so when the stakes are high.

Uncertainty is believed to exacerbate stress by immobilising anticipatory coping. Mental confusion may then lead to fear, excessive worrying and rumination which will in turn increase anxiety (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). The way in which this spiral  thus interferes with cognitive functioning makes coping even more difficult. To look ahead briefly to coping styles, Nolen-Hoeksema (1987) suggests that a ruminative response interferes with instrumental behaviour, in addition to increasing both the accessibility of negative memories and expectation of future problems. Evidence points to gender differences in both children and adults, with males tending to use active and distracting strategies in response to stress and feelings of sadness, while females are more likely to focus the attention back on the mood and the self.

The ways in which stress can manifest itself in young people have been considered by D’Aurora and Fimian (1988). Anxiety, vulnerability, anger and feeling under pressure  could all be emotional responses, while what they call behavioural manifestations  include getting into fights, answering back or playing the class clown. Physiological signs might include palpitations, dizziness, headaches, sickness or fatigue.  How each individual responds is likely to depend upon the environment at any particular time but also on the degree of stress experienced. However, it is thought that girls are likely to experience more emotional and physiological manifestations, with boys displaying more behavioural manifestations. Suicide may be a ‘last-ditch’ response to stress.

Like other transitional periods, adolescence presents particular demands and challenges. There will be normative transitions which, for those in mid-adolescence, include the option to continue or conclude full-time education, and consideration of future employment. The potential is there for each individual to play an active part in his/her development - probably more so than has been previously experienced - with important consequences for future years. This time offers opportunities to break from previous negative chains of adversity, or for these to be continued into adulthood.

   “The most serious risks...  seem likely to accrue from transitional changes  in 

   any one life domain that elevate  the likelihood of  continuing  environmental

   adversities,  that  restrict options  in other domains,  or  that deplete or place 

   heavy stress on individual’s personal coping resources or sources of external 

   support.” (Maughan and Champion, 1990, p.314)

Normative transitions will not always occur in isolation; they may coincide with non-normative events such as parental divorce, moving home and untimely bereavement - though with increased longevity bereavement may be experienced by fewer young people than formerly.  It is also possible for events to occur off-time - such as late puberty - and then become non-normative, so presenting different challenges. Non-events also need to be taken into account, for example being unable, perhaps through illness, to take examinations for which one has prepared, or failure to find work. Such life events will interact and will also increase the number of hassles with which young people have to contend.

While external factors will be imposed,  individuals nevertheless have the capacity to respond, and act as agents in their own development. Coleman’s focal model (Coleman, 1980; Coleman and Hendry, 1990) suggests that in this process they choose to deal with one issue at a time, for example particular relationship patterns come into focus at different ages, though there are no fixed boundaries, and patterns may overlap. Concerns about gender roles and heterosexual relations are believed to peak at around 13, to be superseded by peer issues which are of prime importance at around 15. Concerns about independence from parents are believed to peak at 17, then tail off. 

Interestingly, Wagner and Compas (1990, p.402) report evidence which “tentatively [suggests] a developmental patterning to the importance of stressful events”. In their study of the moderators of stress they found that in early adolescence (11-14) family events were most highly associated with behavioural problems whereas in mid-adolescence (14-18) peer issues became more salient. For college students (17-20) academic events came into focus as having the greatest potential psychological costs, because, it is suggested, of these students’ investment in academic achievement.

The focal model suggests that adolescents deal with different issues at different times so that they are not trying to adapt to many changes concentrated at one stage. It is those who do have to contend with simultaneous changes who are believed likely to experience most stress and negative outcomes. Evidence in support of this has been offered  (Petersen et al, 1991; Simmons and Blyth, 1987). However, while Lazarus and Folkman (1984) believe that the stressfulness of an event varies according to its relationship with other proximal events, they also observe that some individuals cope heroically with enormous demands. It is possible, they suggest, that events might not necessarily have an additive effect but might in some way combine to reduce distress. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to agree with Simmons, Burgeson and Reef (1988, p.146) that young people are more likely to cope if there is some “arena of comfort” in their lives, “some arena of life or some set of role relationships with which the individual can feel relaxed and comfortable, to which he or she can withdraw and become reinvigorated”.

What young people report

Given the phenomenological nature of stress, it is important to discover how young people themselves report their experiences and perceptions. A marked increase in negative emotions in adolescence compared with preadolescence has been found among Grades 5-9 students in America (Larson and Asmussen, 1991). The most common context for these emotions was school, which accounted for over a quarter of negative moods. Non-school activities, which included leisure pursuits as well as domestic chores, were more frequently cited by boys, while more girls reported experiencing negative emotions within the family. However, the family did not appear to be a greater source of negative experience for adolescents compared with preadolescents, a finding which, Larson and Asmussen observe, challenges popular stereotypes. 

Other studies have also shown that young people generally enjoy a positive relationship with their parents (Collins and Repinski, 1994; Hendry et al, 1993; Offer et al, 1988). Steinberg (1990) puts the number of those who experience a dramatic deterioration in this relationship during adolescence at only 5-10%. However, in a Canadian study (Mates and Allison, 1992) the family was reported as a source of stress, with complaints of parental yelling and abuse, or being unable to discuss things without arguing. Much of the conflict stemmed from pressure to do well at school, especially for pupils in higher academic streams. Mates and Allison acknowledge the pressure on older students to succeed academically, given the increased competition for acceptance into university. 

Transition between academic institutions has also been found to be a potential source of difficulty for the relationship between parents and younger adolescents. Smetana (1989) found that while conflict did not change substantially between pre and late adolescence, nevertheless homework and academic achievement became salient at the time when American adolescents faced the transition from elementary school. These findings could apply in Britain to those facing GCSE examinations and having to make important decisions about the future.

In other studies school again emerged as a chronic source of stress, the impact of which extended beyond this domain to disrupt self-esteem, peer relationships and even general routine, including sleep and eating habits (Greene, 1988). Australian research (Harper and Marshall, 1991), designed to examine the nature and extent of problems experienced in mid-adolescence, reported a similar finding. Previously, boys had been found to express more concern about school work than girls, but this study found no significant difference, which may reflect the changing expectations of the educational system, parents, and the girls themselves. Curiously, the participants’ educational-vocational future was rated among their lowest concerns; Harper and Marshall explain this as symptomatic of  ‘the limbo’ of Year 9. Gillies (1989) noted a significant increase with age in those expressing concern about employment and their prospects. A way of coping with this was to work harder, a strategy which might itself become a source of stress.

A problem which occurs most often within the school context is bullying (La Fontaine, 1991), defined by Tattum and Herbert (1992, p.3) as “the wilful, conscious desire to hurt, threaten or frighten someone”. It is being experienced by increasing numbers of children, notwithstanding guidelines to schools on how to prevent it (reported in The Times, January 9th, 1998). The problem is not only experienced by young children; La Fontaine (ibid.) suggests that older victims are often reluctant to ask for help because they believe they should be able to deal with this  problem themselves. Boys are more likely to be involved in violent incidents and girls to experience verbal aggression. Particularly for girls, there is an increase with age in peer problems, usually associated with psychological bullying, for example being excluded from a group of friends.

Reference has already been made to the focal model which suggests that peer issues peak as a source of concern in mid-adolescence, a view supported by the work of Larson and Asmussen (1991). Positive emotions were frequently identified as having social causes, but the social domain involving friends was also shown to expand as a source of stress. In particular, relationships with individuals of the opposite sex brought with them a new source of vulnerability. While the development of abstract reasoning allows sensitivity to the thoughts and feelings of others, this is not seen by Larson and Asmussen (p.37) as an unmitigated blessing.

   “This insight opens the floodgates to sources of anger and anxiety that were 

   not   previously   perceived.   They   experience   pain   through   empathetic 

   identification  with  others. They  suffer  the ups and downs  associated with 

   new  dimensions of  strategic social  interactions among their peers.... In the 

   long run these cognitive advances may well lead to better adjustment, but in 

   the short run they increase vulnerability.” 

It does not seem unreasonable to suppose that this sensitivity might extend to parents, for example, when faced with the illness of a family member. Following a diagnosis of cancer in a parent, adolescents, in particular girls whose mothers are ill, have been found to report more symptoms of depression and anxiety than younger children (Compas et al, 1993). The stage and prognosis of the illness have been shown to be related to appraisals of greater seriousness and stressfulness (Compas et al, 1996), and their perception of the situation determined their emotional response. It seems plausible that the young people’s appraisals may well have been affected by the information they were given and by their cognitive abilities to process this information.

Relationships as a source of stress have been highlighted in other studies. Brannen at al (1994, p.30) conclude, 

   “Teenagers are emotional,  not because they  are necessarily going through a

   psychological ‘stage’, but because they are having to negotiate relationships,

   particularly  with  parents,   at  the  same  time  as  making  new   peer-group

   relationships, frequently with the opposite sex.  Adolescence thus becomes a 

   time of emotional upset, when difficulties with social relationships occur and 

   have to be coped with.” 

In Mates and Allison’s study (1992) friends were reported as a source of stress though there was a lack of agreement about what constitutes peer pressure, with some denying its existence while others were concerned about pressure to steal, smoke or be sexually active. Pressure from friends to drink alcohol or use drugs was mentioned only by boys in the ‘basic’ academic stream, who also expressed concern about gangs and the possibility of violence. 

In this same study, the participants felt that they were expected to behave as an adult yet were not necessarily treated as one, which is similar to the confusing ‘Catch 22’ situation reported by Murgatroyd and Woolfe (1982). This highlights a particular challenge which young people have to face: that of status ambiguity. Coleman (1992, p.21) comments that this will be felt not just by adolescents, but by parents, teachers and other professionals, all of whom “have to play a game in which the rules are being made up as they go along”.  However, Brannen et al (1994) discovered that some young people described their ‘in between’ status either positively or not entirely negatively, and enjoyed the freedom to ‘muck about’ and ‘have a laugh’.

Concerns to do with personal identity, in addition to family and schooling, can be seen in a seventeen-nation study (Gibson et al, 1991). While the size of the study is impressive, the subjects’ disparate cultures and environments raise questions about what the findings actually mean. How, for example, would British teenagers deemed either ‘advantaged’ or ‘disadvantaged’ compare with their counterparts in participating countries such as Japan, India or Russia, given that there is no accepted definition of these descriptors?  However, Gibson et al argue that the concerns expressed were more similar than different, regardless of nationality, socio-economic grouping or gender. Problems to do with personal identity/self-concept, family and schooling were cited most frequently by all groups. While concerns about poverty increased as socio-economic status decreased, they were still ranked below these three. This commonality applied also to problems not mentioned, such as sexuality (which Gibson et al regard as a frightening finding, given the incidence of AIDS). 

Gallagher and Millar (1996) have observed that problems to do with sexuality and heterosexual relations are more frequently reported in studies conducted in North America, whereas in British and Irish studies, adolescents have expressed least concern about these issues. This perhaps sits oddly with figures suggesting that in Britain as many as one in four boys and just fewer than one in five girls report having sexual intercourse before they reach the age of 16, with approximately 50% of young people not using any form of contraception at first intercourse (Brook Advisory Centres, 1996). Juhasz and Sonnenshein-Schneider (1987) make the interesting suggestion that it is the more cognitively sophisticated adolescents who will be least concerned about possible pregnancy for the simple reason that they are more likely to have taken contraceptive precautions. 

A different subject which is generally missing from the reports by adolescents is that of substance use. Yet health professionals report  “worrying trends” among young people (Reid, 1996): a sharp increase in illicit drug use (Miller and Plant, 1996), also a concerning level of alcohol misuse (McKeganey et al, 1996). A number of factors may help to explain why young people generally do not report these issues as a problem. Adolescence appears to be a time of heightened risk-taking, yet there may be some who have such poor self-esteem and low aspirations that the concept of ‘risk’ may be alien to them (Plant and Plant, 1992). For others, use may be related to an impatience to acquire adult status. Also it has been suggested that a process of normalisation is possibly underway in respect of recreational drug use (Parker and Measham, 1994), and it may be seen as fun (McDuffie and Bernt, 1993).

A further possibility is that, rather than being perceived as a problem, substance use represents a strategy for coping, with behavioural, family and life-style problems as likely to be the cause of alcohol and drug use as the effect (Hammersley et al, 1992; Schlit and Gomberg, 1991). Substances may then be used as a way of regulating negative affect (Wills, 1986), and thus represent a form of self-medication (King, 1993; Swadi, 1992). What has been called the emotional distress approach has been questioned, however, by Swaim et al (1989). They argue that emotional distress variables, with the exception of anger, produce only small and indirect links to drug use. More important, they suggest, are peer group associations, which increase the chance of drug involvement. Coggans and McKellar (1994) argue that peer pressure should be reconceptualised as peer preference, given that, like adults, adolescents engage in reciprocal friendships with individuals who share similar interests and values. The possibility follows that concerns may then be reported as problems to do with peer relationships rather than substance use.

An association has been shown between high substance use and a reduced belief that the practice is wrong and potentially harmful (Nucci et al, 1991). It is likely to be regarded as a personal issue and possible ramifications disregarded. Messages about substance use may not be seen by young users as relevant to them (Hammersley et al, 1992); Steinberg (1991) has suggested that the idea of the personal fable (Elkind, 1974) both permits young people to distance themselves from what they are told, and contributes to a sense of invulnerability. Brown et al (1992, p.689) write, “Typically, youth are poorly motivated to terminate alcohol or drug use, because problems are perceived as a consequence of other external factors and long term consequences of drug use are not viewed as personally applicable.” They are then likely to deny that they have a problem or that they need to change either their attitude or their behaviour (Friedman et al, 1994).

The salience of potential stressors will vary depending on a number of factors. Living in a rural community, for example, presents different challenges from living in a town. The report of North Yorkshire County Council (1994) identified the lack of facilities, distance from leisure activities and poor transport as major constraints in the lives of some adolescents. There may be cultural differences: Larson (1997) acknowledges that the meaning of solitude is culturally located. The situational context is important too: it is no surprise that to ask about stress during an examination period is likely to invite responses identifying school as a source of stress (Porteus, 1979). Even the time of day may be relevant: subtle differences pertaining to daily routines were found by Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984). Nor can historical time be forgotten. In Gillies’ study (1989), one in three adolescents indicating that they worried about the prospect of nuclear war; given subsequent changes to the political scene this issue may now feature less in the concerns of teenagers.

Young people are not isolated from events around them and the media may therefore exert an influence. In research conducted by Gillies (1989), one in five participants expressed concern about AIDS and Gillies has little doubt that their awareness had been increased by an information campaign that was underway. A similar acknowledgement was made by Kaufman et al (1993). During the time when they were conducting research among young Americans aged 12-20, terrorism was a daily feature of media reports, and this almost certainly had an impact on the participants who endorsed an average of 28 worries of which terrorism ranked first. While such findings cannot thus be taken at face value, they nevertheless lend credence to the claim that young people today are faced with a wider array of potential stressors than ever before. It is worth looking further, however, at environmental factors.

A curious contrast is highlighted when Kaufman et al’s finding are placed  alongside research conducted in Israel (Friedman, 1991) and Northern Ireland (Gallagher and Millar, 1996), countries which face ongoing political and social dilemmas. When asked to identify their concerns, the Israeli adolescents, aged 15-17, overall prioritised studies and career, then what Friedman calls the Social ‘I’: interpersonal relations, use of leisure time and purchases. There was an increase among the older adolescents in concern about national service (from 0.5 to 16%), and existential issues such as the destiny of man, religion and tradition (from 4 to 10%), but given that at the age of 18 all young Israelis enter the army, it is interesting that these concerns were not ranked higher. In a survey of social and personal worries of teenagers in Northern Ireland (Gallagher and Millar, 1996), the 13-18 year-old respondents did not include terrorism or violence, with the possible exception of the tenth ranked worry: People close to me dying. Of the higher ranked nine, six were related to school work or examinations and three to future prospects and career. 

In the light of these findings it would seem that the stressors identified by most  young people are not those which might be categorised as chronic environmental stressors. This accords with the findings from the seventeen-nation study in which Gibson et al (1991) wondered whether, for those living in dire poverty, the concerns of daily life became so ‘normal’ that they were not identified as problematic. In contrast, shortage of money was reported as a problem by all the students in Mates and Allison’s study (1992), even by those who had a job. The stress here was operating not at the level of meeting basic necessities, but affording a social life - and withstanding parental efforts to control their spending! What they were experiencing sounds like a hassle.

The terrorism which featured in Kaufman et al’s study would presumably be categorised as an acute, atypical event, one which was given high media exposure. For those participants (72% of whom were female) this concern over-rode all others at that time. They were screened routinely as they attended a hospital clinic, and it is regrettable that these findings were not compared with others obtained at a later date, either from the same participants or a different cohort, ideally with a more representative number of males.

Studies are frequently conducted in educational establishments (for example Friedman, 1991; Gallagher and Millar, 1996; Gillies, 1989; Mates and Allison, 1992), a context which may influence the findings, given that being a student frequently involves guessing and responding to the expectations of adults!  Participants are often drawn from a wide age span: 13-18 in the survey of adolescent worry in Northern Ireland (Gallagher and Millar, 1996) and  12-20 in the study by Kaufman et al (1993). It is not unreasonable to suppose that the concerns and coping strategies of a young person moving out of childhood would be very different from those of individuals who probably consider themselves to be adult. Greene (1988) points out that it is possible to distinguish between the reactions of young and older adolescents, also between adolescents and adults.  In this study of early adolescents’ perception of stress, the death of a pet featured as the most frequently mentioned stressor; it would be surprising if this remained true in late adolescence. However, it is important to note that when the questionnaires used in this study were being administered, the example of the death of a pet was offered by way of illustration, a possible influence Greene acknowledges.

Gender differences have also been observed, for example, Petersen et al (1991, p.104) have claimed to show “striking results” in support of difference in the face of family stress, with girls showing more depression while boys tend to distract themselves.   Girls are also thought to be more concerned about personal and interpersonal issues and to have lower self-esteem (Compas and Phares, 1991; Harper and Marshall, 1991). It is possible that girls do not necessarily experience more problems than boys but are better able to articulate them. In an attempt to control for differences in ‘expressiveness’, Harper and Marshall (1991) made use of a checklist. It has to be questioned, however, whether this alone is sufficient, and what factors other than ‘expressiveness’ might underlie an inability or reluctance on the part of boys to articulate problems. 

A Childline report (MacLeod and Barter, 1996) has considered the question of whether fewer boys have problems, given figures which show a ratio of one boy for every four girls who call the helpline. Those boys who do call are unlikely to express concern about partner or peer relationships; they report problems to do with sexuality, drug abuse, physical abuse, running away, homelessness and racism, though some also talk of domestic violence, offending, school and legal problems. The one category in which boys predominate is in abusing other children. For both girls and boys who do contact Childline, confusion and unhappiness are common, with feelings of worthlessness, hopelessness and low self-esteem. 

Girls are more likely to describe self-harming behaviour and self-disgust; boys to describe their anger and rage and even suicidal feelings. They are also more likely to be self-critical about having a problem at all, “as if having a problem and being a ‘proper’ boy were a contradiction in terms” (p.13). Afraid of being ridiculed and thought a ‘wimp’, it is not unusual for them to suffer in silence. MacLeod and Barter conclude that many different factors may inhibit boys from acknowledging their problems, but highlight the messages both boys and girls receive from a variety of sources about gender appropriate ways of behaving and feeling. It may only be when the situation becomes acute and unbearable that boys can bring themselves to seek help.

B:  COPING IN ADOLESCENCE

When considering coping strategies it is clear that there is considerable variation in how people respond to seemingly identical experiences. Sources of stress can stem from the environment or the individual  and may operate independently or in an additive fashion (Compas and Phares, 1991). To each situation the individual will bring physical resources of health and energy; psychological resources, for example positive beliefs and an inner locus of control; and competencies, such as problem solving and social skills (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). In addition to these internal resources, others are more environmentally situated, such as social and material resources. Any given aspect may represent a source of vulnerability or a source of resistance to stress.

There are different theoretical perspectives on coping. The psychoanalytical perspective sees it as a way of resolving conflicts, often by the use of unconscious defences (see Folkman, 1991). While a response such as displacement or denial may be judged to be dysfunctional, Taylor (1983) argues that defences may be protective in the face of a crisis. The ability to maintain and modify illusions, she argues, fosters psychological adaptation. 

   “... normal cognitive processing and behaviour may depend on a substantial 

  degree of illusion, whereas the ability to see things clearly can be  associated 

  with depression and inactivity.  Thus, far from impeding adjustment, illusion 

  may be essential for adequate coping.” (p.1171)

Taylor is writing specifically about adult cancer patients’ coping efforts but her view is seen to apply to young people by Kimmel and Weiner (1995). In looking at research into adolescent patients with cancer or diabetes, they recognise that denial can contribute to peace of mind and optimism, which in turn help in avoiding emotional and behavioural problems.

An alternative approach to coping, based on cognitive-phenomenological theory, does not focus on unconscious defences but on the changing process of what the individual thinks or does. A generally accepted definition is that of Lazarus and Folkman (1984, p.141) who see it as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”. The goal of these efforts, according to Jackson and Bosma (1990, p.217) is to “accept, tolerate, avoid or minimise the stress arising from these demands and to master the difficulty”. A distinction is made between coping resources (Mates and Allison, 1992, give as examples support networks, self-esteem and perceived control) and actual coping responses. These responses may not necessarily work well; the definition allows the inclusion of anything the individual thinks or does, even if it appears dysfunctional (i.e., non-productive).

Appraisal is obviously an important part of the coping process and will be influenced by antecedents as well as personal and situational factors. Whether loss, harm, threat or challenge is anticipated will determine the response which will, in turn, influence the situation. This approach thus sees coping as a process which is cyclical and dynamic rather than linear. Effective coping stems from the ‘goodness of fit’ between the individual’s (primary) appraisal of what is happening and what is actually happening; a subsequent (secondary) appraisal of coping options and what those options actually are; also the fit between the options for coping and the actual coping processes (Folkman, 1991). 

Coping has been seen to serve two major functions: the management of a problem and the regulation of emotion (Folkman, 1991; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Problem-focused coping deals with the situation directly and is designed to change some aspect of it, perhaps by taking action or devising plans. Emotion-focused coping refers to efforts to manage distressing feelings, for example by minimisation, detachment, or making positive comparisons. The use of one type does not preclude the other. Lazarus and Folkman’s study (1984) of coping during an examination period showed that problem-solving coping, such as seeking information, was used more during the preparation period; while awaiting the results, emotion-focused coping increased, notably trying to forget the whole thing!  At such times distancing may be an effective strategy for coping. This example also illustrates that coping is not dependent upon traits but rather is a process with the capacity to change during an encounter.

This perspective has been elaborated by Seiffge-Krenke (1990; 1993), who suggests that functional coping includes active and internal strategies to manage a problem, for example by seeking support or reflecting on possible solutions. Dysfunctional coping, which includes defences such as denial and repression, refers to the control of feelings and therefore is meaningful though the problem itself is not resolved. However, events may be beyond an individual’s control or not amenable to action at that particular time. Studies have found that problem-focused strategies are more likely to be used in situations perceived as controllable, and emotion-focused coping resorted to when the situation is deemed to be uncontrollable, as when facing health problems and interpersonal issues (Band and Weisz, 1988; Compas et al, 1988).

Wills and Shiffman (1985) have considered cognitive and behavioural efforts which might be made to manage stress and added a third category: acceptance. They suggest that the coping process overall may involve all these components. Minimisation, distraction, thoughts of consequences and use of willpower are among the responses included in the category of cognitive coping. Behavioural coping includes such strategies as decision-making, withdrawal, social support and pleasure seeking. Acceptance is the belief that the problem must be endured since nothing can be done about it in the short term. It may involve coping through praying for guidance and strength. 

According to Wills and Shiffman (ibid.) there are three stages of coping: anticipatory, immediate and restorative, each of which demands different responses.  Murgatroyd (1982) addressed this idea in more detail.  He describes anticipatory coping as the use of strategies to affect the situation directly in an attempt to prevent stress. Interestingly, this is seen as requiring an awareness of the future and of possible consequences, also an ability to plan. When these skills are not available, crisis may follow and the function of coping then will be to manage its effects. Often cognitive restructuring will be used, and such reframing of the situation can serve to buffer the individual. When all else fails, the third stage of coping involves stress management. Tactics described as typical include acceptance, relaxation, withdrawal, even playing the sick role, and when people turn to a counsellor they are often at this stage. Murgatroyd believes that this framework is useful in evaluating the kind of coping response an individual is using at anyone time but he also recognises that not all uses of a single coping tactic are identical or produce a uniform outcome.

This is one of the reasons why categorising strategies is not a straightforward undertaking. The distinction between coping responses and the stressors themselves is not always clear; for example, as Kessler et al (1985) ask, at what point does drinking change from a coping strategy for tension reduction to a symptom?  Compas et al (1996) have observed that a single coping response may be dual focused; they give the example of cancer patients taking exercise both as a way to manage their anxiety and as an attempt to influence their body’s response to the illness. Both Seiffge-Krenke (1993) and Frydenberg (1997) have made the valid point that it is not possible to arrive at a formula to define good v. bad/effective v. ineffective coping, since what works in one situation may not work in another. 

Frydenberg (ibid.) also observes that there have been few attempts to look at the long- and short-term effects of coping. What is noticeable is that coping has tended to be perceived in terms of how it impacts in the present, and as such judged to be functional or dysfunctional. However, a strategy which seems to offer immediate benefits could prove to be counter-productive in the long-term. And while a strategy which serves to reduce negative affect may not resolve a particular problem in the present, it could play a part in problem-focused coping being undertaken later (Windle and Windle, 1996).

Coping strategies are believed to alter both with age and cognitive development. Young people are thought to use more interactive coping strategies, such as seeking information, unlike adults who make greater use of intrapersonal strategies such as reflection and reappraisal (Folkman, 1991). Youniss and Smollar (1990, p.139) suggest that adolescents talk and share ideas with friends “as if reality needed a verbal echo”.  They also refer to the reciprocal process of consensual validation whereby young people exchange ideas, thoughts and feelings in a mutual exploration of their world (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). The peer group offers the opportunity to witness both the strategies others use to cope with problems similar to one’s own, also their effectiveness (Kirchler et al, 1993). It is possible then for adolescents to learn vicariously and thus increase their repertoire of coping skills.

As they mature, young people make greater use of internal forms of coping and show themselves able to acknowledge another’s perspective and feelings (Burleson, 1982), and to compromise (Seiffge-Krenke, 1993). As interpersonal matters become more of an issue, emotion-focused coping is believed to increase (Compas et al, 1993). There may, however, be gender differences; studies have shown that men tend to use strategies that directly alter a stressful environment while women make more use of their social networks (Barnett et al, 1987; Miller and Kirsch, 1987). 

This gender difference is apparent in adolescence, with young females turning to others more often than young males do. Seiffge-Krenke (1993, p.291) writes:

   “Regardless of the nature of the problem,  female adolescents address problems

   immediately, talk about them much more frequently with significant others than

   males,  and  usually  try  to  solve  the problem  with the person  concerned.  In

   addition, they worry a lot about the problem, think about possible solutions and

   expect  negative  consequences  much more frequently than boys.  Due to these 

   fearful anticipations, they seem to be additionally stressed...” 

Boys appear less open but more optimistic, often adopting a policy of ‘wait and see’. While they may use drugs or alcohol to forget about problems which seem irresolvable, they have also been found to make greater use of sport as a coping strategy (Frydenberg and Lewis, 1993) and to score significantly higher than females on being humorous (Patterson and McCubbin, 1987).

The ways in which young people are socialised may be relevant to these gender differences. Taking up the ideas of Nolen-Hoeksema (1987), Compas et al (1993) have postulated that boys, sanctioned should they display emotionality, may learn to rely on emotion-distraction coping while girls may tend to use ruminative coping strategies which tend to maintain depressed mood. Given the suggestion that rumination plays a part in reducing effective coping, this does not seem to be a protective strategy. But avoidance coping or withdrawal may offer only temporary relief; Petersen et al (1991) suggest it may be maladaptive for future interpersonal relationships, and according to Compas et al (1993), it could plausibly be related to aggressive disorders, alcoholism and substance abuse. It is possible then for a coping strategy to maintain rather than ease any negative affect.

It seems unhelpful, however, to lump together all avoidance strategies. Mates and Allison (1992) found that most of the coping responses mentioned in their research were ‘diversionary’. Smoking, drinking and using drugs were mentioned by young people across all academic levels, as were tactics such as listening to or making music, playing sport, shopping, watching television, sleeping and eating. Among these strategies, Mates and Allison make a distinction between the positive and the negative, then raise the important question of how positive diversionary responses such as exercise and relaxation can be encouraged and supported in schools and the community at large.

It is not known exactly how outer experiences have their impact, but according to Maughan and Champion (1990), what is crucial is the interaction between them and an individual’s inner resources. Risk factors are not stressors per se; the importance of appraisal and the relevance of different challenges occurring at the same time have already been highlighted. And seemingly negative experiences may prove to be protective if successful coping fosters resistance to subsequent psychosocial adversity. Rutter (1990) suggests that, like immunisation, protection then lies not in avoidance but in what he calls the ‘steeling’ qualities derived from coping with manageable hazards. In an important study by Werner and Smith (1982), resilient young people were found to believe in a concept of control from ‘within’, and to feel strongly that their own actions determined the positive or negative reinforcement they received in their lives. This highlights the relevance of an internal locus of control, also the reciprocal interaction between the individual and his/her environment. 

Factors which distinguish resilient young people appear to be aspects of the personality, family characteristics, and support networks (Hauser and Bowlds, 1990; Frydenberg, 1997). These will now be considered.

Personal characteristics
Personal characteristics will be influenced by genetic factors and experience of earlier relationships, and will, in an interactive process, influence the nature of the coping strategies used. This is particularly true of temperament; Rutter and Rutter (1992) point out that children’s characteristics may shape people’s responses to them, for example, an outgoing young person will engage in more social interactions than a timid, withdrawn individual, and thus gain more experience in coping with social situations. Ineffective coping responses, such as anger or excessive emotion, will influence not only the current situation but may undermine the individual’s support network by contributing to poor interpersonal relationships, possibly even driving people away (Rice et al, 1993). 

Factors which have been shown to be relevant to stress resistance include an internal locus of control and high self-esteem. Having a Type B behaviour pattern is also relevant (Kobasa, 1987). Such a person is said to be placid, easy-going and able to relax, unlike Type A individuals who are more likely to be aggressive and engaged in an incessant struggle to achieve. Other important characteristics identified by Kobasa  include the belief that one can act to influence the course of events rather than feeling at the mercy of others or fate; acceptance of challenge/tolerance for ambiguity; and commitment. Resistant or ‘hardy’ individuals, Kobasa suggests, are likely to be fully involved in many different situations but are less likely to fall ill, either mentally or physically, than those who feel alienated or powerless. 

A different term, competence, is highlighted by Garmezy and Masten (1991), who adopt Waters and Sroufe’s definition of a competent person as “one who is able to make use of environmental and personal resources to achieve a good developmental outcome” (p.154). In discussing others’ views of coping strategies, they draw attention to the attributes of rationality (accurate and objective assessment), flexibility (the ability to generate alternative solutions) and farsightedness (the anticipation of consequences), and see these reflecting aspects of cognitive competence.

To Clausen (1991) planful competence means knowing oneself - one’s interests, abilities and goals - as well as having the ability and confidence to assess and interact responsibly with others in pursuit of one’s aims. In the transition to adulthood, competent young people will begin to make choices that are thought through. He writes:   

   “... many adolescents drift through their high school and early adult  years riding

   whatever current there is, but, with drifting, the chances of a  propitious landfall

   are  diminished.  All may not be lost,  but those who,  instead of  drifting set out 

   with a plan will have a head start” (p.807-8).

From longitudinal studies conducted for more than fifty years, Clausen observed that planful, competent adolescents went on to higher educational attainments (after taking IQ and social background into account), to show more stability in their personality, have fewer disruptions of marriage and career, and be “better able to marshal, draw on, and maintain social support and to achieve their objectives” (p.836).

The relevance of planning was also found by Quinton and Rutter (1988) in their study of disrupted parenting. Among institution-reared girls, those who demonstrated a planning tendency were less likely to drift from adversity to adversity but instead  showed foresight with regard to both work and the choice of a marriage partner. Interestingly, there appeared to be a link between positive school experiences and the development of this ability. 

   “The   findings  suggest  that  the  experience  of   some  form  of   success, 

   accomplishment,  or even  just pleasure  in activities may be important,  not

   just because it dilutes the impact of unpleasant or stressful happenings, but

   because it  serves to enhance confidence  and competence  to deal  with the

   hazards and with the dilemmas of life.” (Quinton and Rutter, 1988, p.197)

Planning for the future is especially important in adolescence when young people are faced with decisions which will influence their adult life.  Nurmi (1987) has examined how ‘future orientation’ (both hopes and fears) develops at this time. Among younger Finnish adolescents (10-11 compared with 14-15 and 17-19) he found little evidence of planning and knowledge about the future; this increased with age, with girls seeming to have more knowledge than boys. Some young people expressed hopes relating to property and to leisure activities; more girls than boys had hopes for a future family. The main aims and aspirations for both genders were concerned with education and a choice of profession or occupation, although those who reported a negative family atmosphere had fewer educational plans than other  participants.

In his review of the development of future orientation, Nurmi (1991) suggests that familial support (in which he includes encouragement and modelling) is important in that it sets normative standards, plays a part in the development of causal attributions, and influences problem-solving and coping strategies when working towards future goals. He concludes that young people who demonstrate problem behaviours see their future differently from other adolescents, though this may be a consequence rather than a cause of their behaviour. It would seem that they tend to be more pessimistic, less structured and extended in their outlook, also more involved with private  concerns. 

Having a vision of the future may serve as an important motivator, encouraging young people to delay immediate gratification while they work towards their goals (Millstein, 1993). However, if these are too far into the future, their power to motivate will be reduced; Covington (1992) argues that success-oriented individuals offset this by having intervening steps which will provide opportunities for reinforcement along the way. The importance of this is reiterated by Cotterell (1996, p. 116): 

   “... without a perspective on the future, and a way of making the future 

   imminent through some kind of recurring goal-seeking procedure that 

   reflects the individual’s personality, motivational processes are stalled.”

It is within the family, with its values and rules, that the process of regulating a natural desire for gratification begins. Children thus learn to recognise the importance of activities which do not in themselves provide immediate satisfaction but are a means to further ends (Eisenstadt, 1956). According to Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984, p.17) learning to delay gratification is an important part of discovering what it means to be adult:

   “Of  all living organisms,  humans  appear  to have  the exceptional ability to do

   things  not only because  it is their nature  to do so   (i.e. because of  genetically

   patterned instincts), nor because they benefit from the action at the present time

   (as habits suggest), but because they want to achieve some future valued state.”  

According to Locke (1991, p.297), it is individual values which are at the core of motivation and determine what is experienced as rewarding. People will choose “what their needs are and how to satisfy them; what values they should pursue  and the validity of values other people have told them to pursue...” They will also decide “what goals to set, how to develop plans to reach them, and whether to commit to the goals and plans...” Young people face conflicting demands “as school and profession demand discipline, planning, achievement and delay of gratification; while leisure time, in contrast, calls for the spending of money, hedonism, and an immediate orientation” (Neubauer and Melzer, 1989, p.322; see also Mignon, 1993; Rietveld, 1993).

Consumerism, with its ‘buy (live) now, pay later’ message, plays its part. It is interesting to note the description by Parker et al (1995, p.25) of how illegal drugs are marketed to young people. 

   “Their current illicit drugs of  ‘choice’ are marketed in such ways as to 

   make them appear safe, attractive and good value for money; the sorts 

   of qualities we are all encouraged to embrace as we push our trolleys

   around the supermarket.” (Parker et al, 1995, p.25)

There are parallels in the way ‘alcopops’ have been developed and sold. Drugs and alcohol both offer instant effects without delayed gratification; they also make possible the suspension of rules and the expression of needs and behaviours that would otherwise remain covert (Labouvie and McGee, 1986; Schlit and Gomberg, 1991). And not only young people resort to substances as an artificial way to increase social confidence.

Although Foxcroft and Lowe (1993) noted that there are males who drink heavily simply to get drunk, in a subsequent study of 15-16 year olds (Foxcroft et al, 1994) some saw it as a response to family conflict, a coping strategy to help forget their problems. Long et al (1993, p.4) recognise that alcohol can be used as a way of relaxing, denying problems and overcoming feelings of unhappiness, but state their view bluntly:

   “Drinking is  an immature  and unsuccessful  way of  dealing  with  feelings  of

   frustration, humiliation, and depression.... Alcohol creates a pattern of thinking

   errors in which youth  delude themselves into believing that they are in control,

   likeable  and competent, when in reality they  are out of control, disgusting and 

   dysfunctional.”

The sad irony of substance use as a coping strategy is that it may inhibit the practice of more adaptive coping behaviours and lead to a decrease in social competence (Penz, 1985). Thus in the long term young people risk being even less able to cope. 

Influenced by media and market, young people may be initiated prematurely into the world of adults which can “easily lead to the usurping of demands and modes of behaviour that are not backed up by an internal development process and independent material resources...” (Baethge, 1989, p.36). Concern has been expressed in Parliament (Hansard, 1996) about magazines aimed at young girls. ‘Seven steps to sexual heaven - bedtime bliss starts here!’ is an example of their content. Such material emphasises immediate gratification and may detract from the development of healthy sexuality.

Talented young people have been shown to trade off immediate satisfaction for activities that they anticipate will provide eventual benefits (Csikszentmihalyi et al, 1993). It emerged from interviews that these adolescents generally spend less time socialising and more engaged in studying, thinking and productive hobbies. They were found to be aware of choices that have to be made about time allocation, particularly with regard to productive work, and were also more conservative in their sexual attitudes, being able to withstand the commercial exploitation of sexuality. Rather than seeing this cautious approach as a sign of repression or delayed social maturation, Csikszentmihalyi et al conclude (p.247), “it is the talented teenagers who are liberated from the need constantly to attend to the artificially fuelled sexual concerns that take up their peers’ energy and time”. 

Personal characteristics and preferences are evident in the way adolescents choose their friends from among those with similar attitudes and beliefs (Coggans and McKellar, 1994). In an American study, Downs and Rose (1991) noted how students organised themselves into broad but homogeneous social groups: ‘Brains’, ‘Jocks/Socies’, the ‘Normal Kids’, and the ‘Losers’. Members of this last group were described as ‘always getting wasted’ and other groups did not associate with them except for drug procurement. Downs and Rose comment that the negative labelling of the ‘Losers’ may have contributed to the formation of a destructive social identity. In contrast, the more positive labels of the other groups may have served to promote a more constructive sense of self.

A self-critical personality style has been associated with parental behaviour in early childhood (Koestner et al, 1991).  Children who face strict demands coupled with rejection are likely to evaluate and reinforce themselves in a similar manner though there may be gender differences, with boys learning that it is acceptable for them to cope by being angry but not depressed, while the opposite may be the experience of girls. Such self-criticism may easily harden into pessimism which, with each setback, can become self-fulfilling. Optimism, on the other hand, is said to assist in the process of coping and has been seen by Seligman (1995) as a means of ‘stress inoculation’. 

Seligman (ibid.) conceptualises optimism as a pyramid, with a sense of mastery forming the base, followed by positivity, with explanatory style at the apex. He suggests that it is stress appraised as challenge which offers the potential for mastery and gain. A sense of control is all-important, encouraging independence and further mastery behaviour. This contrasts with perceiving bad events to be uncontrollable which contributes to depression; passivity and lethargy follow from seeing good events as uncontrollable. Young people should thus be encouraged to hold themselves accountable and take realistic responsibility, a process which, Seligman suggests, can be undermined by praise which is given unconditionally rather than being contingent on success.

The importance of unconditional positive regard was first highlighted by Carl Rogers  (see Kirschenbaum and Henderson, 1990, for a useful selection of his writing). He postulated that if individuals experience acceptance, genuineness and empathy (often referred to as the core conditions), they can be trusted to develop in a positive and constructive manner. It can be argued that this view is not at odds with that of Seligman (1995, p.287) who differentiates between “love, affection, warmth and ebullience [which] should all be delivered unconditionally”, and praise which needs to be graded to fit an accomplishment. This then separates the person from his/her behaviour. Yet it is also possible for people to model their behaviour on what they believe will be acceptable to others in order to avoid disapproval and to satisfy a need for positive regard. Thorne (1990, p.110) writes:

   “Thus it is that introjection and internalization of conditions of worth imposed

   by  significant  others  whose approval  is desperately desired, often constitute

   the gloomy road to a deeply negative self-concept as  individuals discover that

   they  can  never  come  up to  the high  demands and expectations  which such 

   conditions and expectations inevitably imply.”

Harter et al (1996) suggest that it is a high level of support given unconditionally which encourages true self behaviour. Their research showed that conditional ‘support’ was not judged to be very supportive: “Rather, it represents a psychological formula that specifies the contingencies through which the adolescent can please the parent, based on parental standards” (p.361). It contributes to a lack of hope about obtaining parental support, a tendency not to like oneself, and resorting to a false persona in an effort to win approval. According to Rogers (1961, 1963), when individuals introject the values of others in this way they acquire conditions of worth and are not then ‘fully functioning’ persons. A developing ability to make social comparisons may lead the adolescent into a fear of revealing a view of self that is believed to be unacceptable, even to the point of mild paranoia (Kagan, 1972). This characteristic can play an important part should a need for support arise. 

Cognitive developments in adolescence bring new possibilities for conceptualising the self, and the potential to assume a number of different identities. The self is thus multifaceted; Harter (1990, p.353) describes it as “a complicated cast of characters who do not always speak with a single voice”. Failure to integrate these voices may result in a sense of self that is fragmented, yet there will be socialisation pressures towards role differentiation - son or daughter/sibling/student/friend/cool dude will all bring with them different expectations and demands within each role. A lack of differentiation can cause increased distress if one is appraised negatively; to be judged a total academic failure, for example, is more damning than to be seen to be poor at maths or weak at English. And the fact that it will matter more to some individuals to be thought of as streetwise and ‘macho’ rather than studious and intelligent, illustrates that not all domains are equally salient.

Young people have been shown to be aware of the distinction between the present and future self and this can be accompanied by fear and anxiety among those for whom leaving school is imminent. Serving as a cognitive bridge between present and future, possible selves are seen by Markus and Nurius (1986) to represent both idealised people adolescents feel they might become but also others whose lives represent a future best avoided. To develop a system of positive thoughts pertaining to possible selves could be a useful strategy, influencing both feelings and immediate actions. Nurmi (1991, p.3) writes: “When adolescents explore future opportunities, set goals, and realise them, they simultaneously develop their own identity.” 

This section has considered personal characteristics and set them within the larger social context, with attention given to the possible impact of what Bly (1996, p.128) calls  “junk culture”. In particular, the tension between immediate satisfaction and postponed gratification has been highlighted. Coping with this challenge can be seen as a developmental task of adolescence. 

   “More than at any earlier stage, there is the potential, and often the requirement, 

   for  the  individual  to  play  a consciously  perceived  role  in shaping his or  her   

   development,  determining  long-term  goals  and  more  immediate  courses  of 

   action, and selecting the environments, both interpersonal and physical, in which

   those plans will be played out.” (Maughan and Champion, 1990, p.299)

Family characteristics
In adolescence changes in the parent-child relationship are of great importance, though the view taken of these changes depends upon one’s theoretical position. From the psychoanalytic perspective, adolescence is seen as a time of psycho-sexual upheaval with the young person the victim of inner turbulence. Regressive behaviour and fluctuations in mood are seen as characteristic of this age, possibly as part of a process of severing emotional ties within the family of origin. (Though Coleman, 1987, makes the point that when facing problems and difficulties, childlike dependence can offer safety and comfort regardless of one’s age!)  Just as in infancy the child has to separate from the mother, at adolescence a second individuation process is said to occur as a final step towards a sense of identity. This is believed to be a disruptive process but it is suggested that in this way the young person develops a clearer sense of self as psychologically separate from his/her parents (Blos, 1962, 1967). 

Recent theoretical developments question whether there is necessarily a process of detachment and discord (Offer et al, 1988). Collins (1990) suggests instead a process of adaptation and realignment; what Steinberg (1990) calls the ‘new look’ emphasises that most adolescents develop autonomy without severing their emotional bonds to their parents. He writes that young people who report feeling close to their parents have been shown to score higher than others on measures of psychosocial development, including self-reliance and self-esteem, and lower on measures of social and psychological problems. 

To Ryan and Lynch (1989) individuation is something that happens with parents rather than from them; they argue that it is more meaningful to construe emotional autonomy as emotional detachment. It is “those with more emotional ties and a sense of being accepted [who] develop a more positive view of their own value and worth to others”  (p.354). Csikszentmihalyi et al (1993, p.154) also see the need for continued emotional connection. 

   “[The] optimal conditions  for teenage development  (and it could  be argued

   for adult development as well)  are not very different  from what is necessary

   for nurturing infants.  In other words, just as infants need continuing security

   and support  for the emergence of  exploration  and  independence,  so do all

   persons, no matter their age.”  

Before looking at differences between families it is worth mentioning how material issues may impact on individuation. Increasingly, the market is seen to control the process of becoming independent (Zinneker, 1990), and the transition to employment is taking place later in life. According to Jones and Wallace (1992) families in all social groups are therefore being forced to behave according to middle-class norms in extending their financial responsibilities towards their children. Such prolonged dependence on parents has, in the past, been unusual in working-class families.  Chisholm (1990, p.209-210) suggests that an ‘educational moratorium’ has replaced the ‘transition moratorium’: “a drawn out and fragmentary sequence extending well into the third decade of life”. Despite having reached the age when adult rights will have been conferred, being old enough to marry without parental consent and to vote, many young people will not have achieved independence. Hurrelmann (1989) believes that they are not then regarded as ‘really’ adult, regardless of their actual age, and that such status inconsistency is characteristic of adolescence. 

As young people grow towards independence, parents will be aware of their own life-cycle position and experience of ageing. Adolescents may then serve as “a reminder of... dreams that can only be fulfilled by the new, younger generation” (Offer et al, 1981, p.3). Parents may project unfulfilled wishes onto their children; frustration and disappointment in their own lives can lead to over-involvement, making it difficult for the adolescent to develop a sense of personal identity and effectiveness. Such problems are often evident in the lives of many obese or anorexic young people, especially girls, for whom controlling one’s body weight “can provide a means of generating feelings of effectiveness and control” (Fisher and Brone, 1991, p.273). Parents may be also be challenged by their children’s emerging sexuality, especially if they are concerned about their own sexual desirability (Kimmel and Weiner, 1995).

Even parents who have not been particularly child oriented can experience the ‘empty nest’ reaction as they look ahead to the time when their offspring will leave home (Kimmel and Weiner, 1995). They may have ambivalent feelings towards the changes they see in their children, which will apply to cognitive as well as physical changes, as adolescents begin to see their parents falling short of earlier idealised expectations, and they become more articulate and outspoken in their opinions. This perhaps goes some way to explaining the increase in expressions of negative emotion and instances of disagreement in mid-adolescence (Collins and Repinski, 1994). 

As family relationships are realigned, it is possible that adolescents and their parents may have different interpretations of rules and expectations and so perceive conflict situations in different ways (Smetana 1988; Smetana et al, 1991). Some issues, such as one’s appearance or choice of friends, may be judged to be personal because they are not seen as matters of social convention or moral concern. This was illustrated in a study by Smetana (1989) in which adolescents and their parents were both shown to understand but reject the interpretations of the other. Most conflicts involved parental expectations rather than explicit rules, with parents sometimes unwilling to relinquish control over the young person’s relationships or activities. Noller (1994) suggests that adolescents want the family to be adaptable and prepared to change in response to their needs; according to Hauser and Bowlds (1990), the ability of parents to change and remain flexible is one key to determining the outcome of this phase of development

There are possible gender differences with regard to individuation.  Gilligan (1982) postulates that whereas masculinity is defined by separation, for females  “ongoing attachment [is] the path that leads to maturity” (p.170). It is mothers who are generally regarded as the ones whose role within the family entails “keeping young people close” (Brannan et al, 1994, p.181). They tend to be more involved in adolescents’ daily lives and to take their concerns seriously, while fathers are often more distant, being unaware of their children’s views and interests yet imposing expectations, particularly with regard to their future (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). However, a study by Paulson and Sputa (1996) showed mothers to be more interested in school work and involved in school functions than were fathers. 

It is with regard to mundane issues that conflict within families generally occurs (Smetana, 1988, 1989), and because mothers are generally the ones involved in regulating everyday details of family life, the mother-child relationship may then be judged as difficult. Laursen (1996) reports that, on average, three mother-adolescent disagreements occur each day, followed in frequency by disagreement with friends, romantic partners, siblings and fathers - approximately one per day. Yet disagreements do not necessarily have a negative outcome; according to Laursen they may even improve the relationship. And differences notwithstanding, both sons and daughters were found by Youniss and Smollar (1985) to express feelings of appreciation and reciprocity towards their mother, which, it is suggested, may signify a growing sense of interpersonal understanding.

Influenced by many different factors, including their own upbringing, adults will develop their own parental style. Conger and Petersen (1984, p.219) write:

   “Parents may be loving or rejecting; calm or anxious; involved or uninvolved;

   rigid or flexible;  controlling, guiding  but encouraging of  autonomy,  or very

   permissive.  All these qualities have been found, singly and in combination, to

   influence the child’s subsequent behaviour and adjustment.” 

A distinction has been drawn by Baumrind (1966) between the authoritarian (in its extreme form, autocratic) parent and one who is authoritative, i.e., democratic but not permissive.  The authoritarian parent values authority and obedience per se, so two-way parent-child interactions are unlikely to occur. On the other hand, permissive parenting does not provide the support adolescents still need. The  authoritative parent, in contrast, assumes ultimate responsibility while valuing in young people autonomous self-will and disciplined  behaviour. The children of such parents tend to be confident of their own values, independent in their actions, and to consider their parents to be fair and reasonable.  These supportive family environments have been shown to help young people develop resilient behaviour which is resistant to stress (Hauser and Bowlds, 1990). Many families, however, will not have a ‘pure’ parenting style; Dornbusch et al (1987) found that this was true of 50% of parents.

To digress briefly, it is worth noting that such a model of interaction also applies to other adults who spend time with adolescents. Marsland (1987, p.14) writes: “In general young people seem to be faced with an arbitrary oscillation between authoritarianism and laissez-faire neglect on the part of even the most well-meaning adults, including certainly many teachers.” In school, pupils have their own ways to resist authoritarian control, which, according to Salisbury and Jackson (1996), is characteristic of a masculine culture of power. “They are active agents in the process of kicking against authority. They squirm and wriggle against imposed limits by showing boredom, indifference, insolence and rudeness.”  (p.18) Yet at the same time boys often adopt patriarchal values of dominance and power and associate these with being manly. What has been called the crisis of male identity is taken up in Coping and Stress in Year 11, pages ###.

The category of permissive or laissez-faire parenting has been considered further and a distinction drawn between permissive parents, who are indulgent and impose few demands or restrictions, and neglectful parents, who seem indifferent to their children and their responsibilities (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). In an American study of 14-18 year olds, Lamborn et al (1991) found that authoritative and neglectful parenting were the two most common styles reported, with the remaining one third of the respondents divided between authoritarian and indulgent parental styles. Those with indulgent parents showed a strong sense of self-confidence but a higher frequency of substance use and school misconduct. Again it was the young people experiencing authoritative parenting who showed fewer problems, more self-reliance and competence, and a more positive attitude towards school work (see also Dornbusch et al, 1987). In particular, neglect has been shown to be a significant risk factor for poor academic performance and discipline problems; according to Eckenrode et al (1993) it may have a greater impact on long-term academic achievement than other forms of maltreatment.

Kimmel and Weiner (1995, p.245) comment that unguided adolescents have “been freed from restraint only to become prisoners of their inexperience, uncertainty, and lack of familiarity with the ways of the world”. Monitoring by parents, on the other hand, appears to be a factor (along with joint decision making and the encouragement of achievement) in fostering desirable behaviour and association with prosocial peer groups (Brown et al, 1993). It has also been shown to be negatively associated with drug use (Steinberg et al, 1994).  Adolescents with low adult support but high peer support have been found to be more likely to use substances, possibly as a result of spending more time in peer group activities where substance use may occur (Wills and Vaughan, 1989).

In Britain, Shucksmith et al (1995) have found authoritative and permissive parenting styles to be the most common (especially the latter); authoritarian and neglectful parenting styles were found less often. This last group was characterised by poor relationships, behaviour problems and conflict. Adolescents experiencing authoritative parenting were least likely to report symptoms of psychological distress; they were also more positive about school. Few differences were found between young people from permissive and authoritarian families. Psychological distress was associated with neglectful and dysfunctional parent-child relationships (i.e. those with low support and control and relational difficulties), irrespective of economic circumstances and whether or not the family was intact. However, such problematical relationships seemed to be linked somewhat to social disadvantage, also single parent families or those with a step-parent in residence.

Differences in parenting styles depending on age have been suggested. Shucksmith et al (1995) found that authoritative and authoritarian approaches were both associated with younger children, while with older adolescents there was a loosening of control. Paulson and Sputa (1996) suggest that as adolescents mature, parents seem prepared to move away from direct parenting and involvement and that this does not necessarily have a negative influence but could be seen as respecting increased levels of autonomy. Maccoby and Martin (1983, p.51) acknowledge this but also believe that continued parental involvement and monitoring “well into adolescence” serves a positive function. 

The need for a positive family atmosphere of love and caring has been stressed by Noller (1994), who suggests that having a poor family relationship is related to early involvement in sexual intercourse. Not only are permissive parents less likely to supervise their children, they may also fail to point out the possible problems and consequences of their sexual behaviour. However, she acknowledges that little communication about sexual matters occurs in the average family, a view supported by Brannen et al (1994).  Their study showed that that few parents (in particular fathers) discussed sexual matters with their children except in passing or very generally. Coleman and Hendry (1990, p.146) highlight the “confusing inconsistency among adult views, and a lack of any clear standard or moral code of conduct”. They continue that, far from finding ways to help young people, “with rare exceptions the boot is all too frequently on the other foot, with older people bemoaning the increased ‘permissiveness’ of the behaviour of their adolescent sons and daughters”.

Rae (1992) suggests that the avoidance of a frank discussion about sexual matters may stem from fear of a negative confrontation but it could also be part of a two-way process in that teenagers may be reluctant to confide in their parents.  If Smetana (1989) is correct that adolescents interpret situations in personal rather than conventional terms, it may follow that they regard their sexual behaviour as a matter of their own personal choice, not subject to the views of their parents.  And if it is the case that their level of sexual activity is greater than most parents suspect (King, 1989), they may well choose to keep matters to themselves. In King’s study of young people aged 13-18, few indicated any major concerns about sexual issues, a finding which runs contrary to the view that many adolescents experience anxieties with regard to their developing sexuality (Rae, 1992). Indiscriminate sexual behaviour, Rae suggests, may indicate poor self-esteem, be a way to lure/hold on to friends, or be aimed at parents as a means of revenge.

Parental styles have been shown to relate not just to adolescents’ sexual behaviour but also to their use of alcohol, cigarettes and illicit substances. Most young people are introduced to alcohol within the family and Foxcroft and Lowe (1991) argue that effective socialisation should lead to sensible drinking behaviour. Lax control/low support are associated with excessive drinking, though such behaviour may also be related to strict control/dysfunctional support. An intact, cohesive and adaptable family which spends time together and has no problematic parental alcohol or substance abuse problems has been shown to contribute to reduced susceptibility to such problems among young people (Malkus, 1994). A high level of parental monitoring is associated with lower drug and alcohol involvement and has been described as an important tool in the amelioration of substance use (Steinberg et al, 1994). Ambivalence by adults to under-age drinking may be interpreted by teenagers as a condoning attitude (Foxcroft and Lowe, 1991); likewise having parents with a liberal attitude towards drug use is a strong predictor of adolescent involvement, as is being part of a dysfunctional family (McDuffie and Bernt, 1993). 

A particular risk is presented by an alcoholic or chemically dependent parent. As McGaha and Leoni (1995) point out, such a parent is often absent or inconsistent in his/her behaviour, while the spouse may focus on the partner and neglect the children’s needs. Physical and psychological abuse are not uncommon in these families. A delinquent life style may then be a maladaptive response to the stress experienced in such an environment; it may be used to suppress feelings of shame and fear or to express anger at parental maltreatment and neglect. 

Some of these young people may number among those who take to the streets, often out of desperation rather than attracted by an exciting life style (King, 1989). However, Sharlin and Mor-Barak (1992) suggest there is a difference between ‘running away’ and ‘running to’ (perhaps to a more active social life or a romantic relationship). The motives for ‘running to’ almost inevitably include elements of ‘running from’ if only because they are often related to things not permitted in the home context. There are also those young people who could be more accurately described as ‘throwaways’ than runaways: encouraged to leave or forcibly ejected (Adams et al, 1985). Findings from this study reveal conflictual relations with parents, especially fathers, and suggest that many homeless adolescents come from families which are overly controlling and provide little scope for autonomy.

Communication problems and conflict will occur at times between parents themselves rather than with their children. Cummings and El-Sheikh 1991) suggest that anger between adults, regardless of how it is expressed (verbally, ‘the silent treatment’ or physically) constitutes a stressor for children, the effect of which is reduced if the situation ends in compromise or apology. When parents are in conflict it is important that the parent-child relationship is maintained; this may help to buffer children from the negative impact of familial stress. Coping by expressing appropriate concern,  without aggression or withdrawal into denial or covert anger, suggests resilience in a young person. However, Cummings and El-Sheikh observe that such responding is least likely to be found when it is most needed, i.e. when there is a history of marital conflict.

The extent to which young people are caught up in conflictual situations in the home is an important factor in determining the effects of divorce (Slater and Haber, 1984). Although some studies have shown that young people experiencing emotional problems are more likely to live in single parent families or those with step-parents  (in Frydenberg, 1997), Rutter (1994) and Hess (1995) have highlighted other research showing that often this pathology is evident before the divorce. This seems to apply particularly when children experience parental conflict, which does not necessarily end with the separation. Buchanan, Maccoby and Dornbusch (1991) suggest that stress  from  the  parent-parent relationship may impact on the parent-child  relationship, with negative consequences in terms of adjustment. Their study showed that older adolescents and girls were more likely to feel caught between battling parents and that those in this situation experienced higher levels of depression/anxiety and deviant behaviour.

The literature on the risk factors for adolescents whose parents divorce has been considered by Hess (1995). Distress and reduced support are among the short-term consequences, with financial loss creating additional problems, particularly for single mothers. Cockett and Tripp (1994) suggest that poverty can impact most on older children, given the importance of clothes, image and ‘street cred’ to young people, who suffer a poor self-image as a result of straightened circumstances. They also found that it was children from what they call reordered families who were more likely to play truant or refuse to go to school; a possible factor here is that reduced income may have necessitated a change in both home and school.

Although many young people experience considerable and lingering distress at the time of divorce, the eventual outcome can be resilience rather than risk (Barber and Eccles, 1992; Emery and Forehand, 1994). Divorced parents may rely more on their children who then experience greater maturity and responsibility than their peers in intact families. This has been shown to be particularly true for girls, possibly because they tend to be closer to the mother who is often the carer (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984). However, this needs to be set in context with Hetherington’s contention (1989) that divorced mothers seem to be less aware of their children’s whereabouts, and their sons in particular spend less time in the home or the company of adults. While adolescents are more able than younger children to escape a troubled family situation and seek support and gratification elsewhere (Hetherington and Anderson, 1988), such disengagement will bring its own risks. And broken family relationships and lack of support are believed to play a part in the occurrence of depressive disorders in adolescence (Fombonne, 1995).

Many young people will experience both parental divorce and remarriage or cohabitation; Hetherington (1989) put the figure at about 25%.  She writes that young people aged 9-15 have been found to cope less readily with parental remarriage than those who are either younger or older, and that mother-son relationships in divorced nonmarried families, and parent-child relationships in newly remarried families (particularly between daughter-stepfather), are often problematic.

   “Divorced mothers ... tended  to nag,  natter,  and  complain  and  were  often 

   involved in angry, escalating coercive cycles with their sons.... The probability

   of continuance of a negative response was higher  in the divorced  mother-son

   dyads than in any other parent-child dyad,  with the exception of daughter and

   stepfathers in the early stages of remarriage.” (p.5) 

While mothers and stepfathers initially experienced sons as difficult, the situation was found to ease over time (though Hetherington acknowledges that this may apply more when the remarriage takes place before the son reaches adolescence). However, even two years after remarriage daughters were still tending to be antagonistic, possibly because the girl sees her new stepfather as a threat, both to her independence and her developing relationship with the mother. 

Much depends too, on the degree of involvement in parenting taken by the stepparent. Hetherington (ibid.) suggests that many stepfathers choose to minimise this and that disengagement tends to increase with time. According to Hetherington (p.8), the best strategy for the stepfather to adopt is to avoid any active attempt “to take over, shape and control the child’s behaviour”. The least adaptive coping was found among aggressive, insecure young people who were “likely to be exposed to disengaged, neglecting, or ineffectual authoritarian parenting styles” (p.11).  This group included three times as many boys as girls, and many of these boys had fathers or stepfathers who had actively rejected them.

Factors other than conflict and divorce have the potential for reducing support, for example, geographic mobility and circumstances of employment can mean that a parent may be unavailable (Tietjein, 1989). While the loss of a parent through death has become less frequent over time, it will nevertheless be the experience of some children, as will the loss of another family member such as a grandparent or sibling. How young people cope will depend on what they are told and whether they have a parent who is able to help them come to terms with what has happened. Their grief can be made worse by being lied to or excluded (Dyregrov, 1991). Following bereavement, successful adaptation represents not only the remission of grief, but also an expanded repertoire of coping skills (Clark et al, 1994; see also Marris, 1974).

Bereavement is an instance when the family’s coping behaviour will serve as a clear model for young people, suggesting adaptive or maladaptive coping (Shulman, 1993). In general, parents who use active coping strategies and seek adaptive solutions are seen to provide an adaptive model, while those who are passive or rigid fail to provide such a positive model; nor do they support active coping by an adolescent. When parents have the capability to evaluate situations, and are willing to accept help from others, adolescents are believed to demonstrate more internal and active coping. Wills and Cleary (1996) believe that participating in supportive communication within the family facilitates empathic understanding, co-operation, and the ability to establish supportive relationships outside the family.

The death of a grandparent may be an adolescent’s first experience of bereavement and it is worth looking briefly at the important role played by grandparents in the life of some young people. Research conducted by Tyszkowa (1993) among Polish grandchildren aged 7-19 revealed that majority (and especially girls) viewed this relationship positively, with under 6% being sharply critical, though more expressed neutral feelings. Adolescents valued their grandparents as ‘conversational partners’; they also shared with them secrets they would keep from parents. What was not appreciated was prying and being told what to do. Tyszkowa concludes that such a relationship has a therapeutic potential similar to that performed by conversations with peers. It is possible, however, that this would not apply in other cultures, and especially where children have limited experience of an extended family system.

In the immediate family siblings may be thought of as a potential source of support but Buhrmester and Furman (1990; see also Furman and Buhrmester, 1985) found that adolescents reported less companionship, intimacy and affection with brothers and sisters than was reported by younger children. The age gap between siblings seemingly makes a difference: wider spacing tended to foster more facilitative relationships, with less quarrelling and antagonism. Younger siblings appeared to look up to older brothers and sisters but, in return, were often seen as a nuisance. As young people mature, they become more independent and accept less nurturance and direction from older siblings, but while the relationship becomes more egalitarian, there is often a decreasing amount of interaction, with opposite-sex siblings being less close than same-sex siblings. While Buhrmester and Furman (1990) suggest that adolescents have less time and socioemotional need to invest in this relationship, Cotterell (1996) makes the valid point that in some families there is a close bond between siblings to whom young people may turn in preference to friends.

This discussion has shown that the family can be an important source of support but also a source of much distress. Frydenberg (1997), in summarising the findings from her earlier research, has concluded that family problems are difficult concerns for young people to manage. There would appear to be an increase of emotion-focused strategies with age, with girls blaming themselves or seeking support more than boys, who cope by making greater use of physical recreation, ignoring the problem or denying its existence. Frydenberg (p.124) writes:

   “The  family  is  the  cradle  where  young  people  are  nurtured,  cushioned  and

   buttressed in the course of their development. It is  the place that provides a most

   ready access  to social support.  For many young people  the family is seen not as 

   a source of  support  but  rather  the  setting  where  stresses  and strains  are  the 

   heaviest.  The challenge  for parents  is how  to  provide  the  environment  where 

   young people thrive and develop and utilise the resources in the best way possible.

   The challenge  for young people  is how  to understand  the circumstances around 

   them and how to develop the coping strategies to deal  with whatever comes their

   way.”

Support networks
Support has been defined as resources arising in the context of interpersonal relations, reaching the individual through social network connections (Belle, 1989). Werner and Smith’s study (1982) of resilient young people revealed that, despite living in poverty, they had family lives that were stable and cohesive, also they sought and received support from a great number of informal sources: siblings, cousins, peers, teachers and older friends. From his study of the problems of normal 15-year-olds, Porteous (1979) concluded that approximately 20% of the participants were not well supported by their families and needed assistance. According to Jones (1980, p.6), if a need for supportive interaction is not met, “adults should not be surprised when adolescents seek attention through acting-out behaviour or from individuals who support and reinforce what may be considered undesirable behaviour”.

Belonging to a social network brings with it opportunities for positive experiences and socially rewarding roles; benefits are then likely to stem from positive affect, recognition of one’s self-worth, and a sense of stability (Cohen and Wills, 1985). These benefits may contribute to physical health, for example through influencing immune system functioning or behaviours such as smoking and alcohol use. In addition, socioemotional support from significant or powerful others is believed to be a powerful predictor of reduced psychological distress (Thoits, 1985).  However, being part of a social network is not automatically helpful in the face of stress; according to Cohen and Wills (ibid.) perceived adequacy of support is believed to be more important than availability of social contacts per se. Thus superficial relationships, even if multiple, are unlikely to provide adequate functional support. This point is reiterated by Rutter (1990) for whom the quality of social relationships, and the use made of them, comprise the crucial dimension. And Martin (1997) observes that when they go wrong, social relationships can be powerful and prolonged stressors which are difficult to avoid or control. 

Stressors can be seen as eliciting needs; particularly when multiple problems accumulate and/or persist, helplessness and a loss of self-esteem may follow. If interpersonal support is then perceived to be both available and appropriate, buffering from potentially adverse effects is thought to occur (Cohen and Wills, 1985). Such support may operate at the stage of appraisal, counterbalancing helplessness and allowing the situation to be redefined, or at a later stage, for example by enhancing self-efficacy. For stress buffering to occur, however, there must be a match between the coping requirement and the support which is available.

Interpersonal resources which are believed to operate as stress buffers include informational support, esteem support, instrumental support and social companionship (Cohen and Wills, ibid.). Informational support equates to advice or cognitive guidance; for students in Year 11 it could be help in preparing them for GCSE examinations. Esteem support would convey that the young person is valued for his/her own worth, regardless of appearance or academic success. Instrumental support is directed at changing or managing the situation; it might take the form of an attempt to meet material needs, or perhaps provide the means for relaxation. Finally, social companionship could help to reduce stress by facilitating both positive moods and practice in positive skills, also by counteracting any sense of isolation. In practice, these resources are thought to function interdependently. 

To Thoits (1986, p.419), “the essence of social support [is] that others suggest alternative techniques or participate  directly in an individual’s coping efforts, thus supplementing or reinforcing  those efforts”. Again the point is made that such support cannot be provided by just any person; Thoits believes it is most effective when offered by someone who is socially similar, has experienced or is experiencing similar stressors, and has coped or is coping calmly. She also stresses the importance of empathy in providing reassurance and acceptance, seeing it as a necessary condition for assistance to be both sought and found effective. 

In an American study cited by Murgatroyd and Woolfe (1982) one of the reasons given to explain why fewer than 40% of the adolescents questioned would seek help was that adults show little empathy. Other reasons were that adults tend to advise young people to do things they would not do themselves, and were likely to regard their problems as trivial or not deserving of in-depth discussion. Murgatroyd and Woolfe conclude: 

   “Helpers  need  to accept  them  as  persons  and the help  given needs  to be

   genuinely and warmly offered and be empathic.  These are necessary, and  in 

   some cases sufficient, conditions for  helping a young person  come to terms 

   with self-doubts, feelings of poor self-esteem and lack of self-worth.” (p.70)

Such a person-centred approach seems particularly appropriate when assisting young people.

Prospective supporters have been divided by Gottlieb (1988) into two categories: people already significant in an individual’s social network and those who, “by virtue of their own life experiences and personal characteristics, can become meaningful sources of support” (p.16). During adolescence the influence of the peer group increases but it is now argued that this happens alongside the continued influence of parents. It is when parents have abdicated their caring role that the young person seeks others who will support and validate (Sheppard et al, 1985; see also Brody and Forehand, 1993, with regard to deviant peer affiliation). Fend (1990, p.109) writes:

   “Contrary to the frequent assumption that peers are of overriding importance 

   as  sources of  social influence  and  personal  well-being in adolescence,  the 

   quality of  the parent-child  relationship  proves  to be even more important... 

   peers cannot compensate for a problematic parent-child relationship.”

Most young people continue to turn to their parents at critical moments (Youniss and Smollar, 1990), and on important matters such as career and life decisions, adults are sought out more than peers (Benson, 1990, p.89; see also Hendry et al, 1993). It is with regard to issues such as appearance, leisure activities and social relationships that peers are more influential, although a trend towards independent decision making by girls has been noted by Sebald (1989). Antonnucci (1985) has hypothesised that friends and family are judged by different standards.  Family support is taken for granted and if not forthcoming, is likely to be regarded as an obligation not met; on the other hand, the failure of friends to offer support would not be judged negatively, though if they were to be supportive this would be valued very positively.

Wills and Cleary (1996) suggest that young people who feel unsupported by their parents are less likely to trust others in general and may develop a potentially hostile attitude, thus further reducing sources of support. They may also reject conventional values, turning instead to deviant peers and behaviour such as substance abuse. However, according to Rutter (1983) it may be possible for good relationships with other adults and peers to mitigate the effects of stress. Contact with adults such as teachers or relatives outside the immediate family is believed by Emery and Forehand (1994) to be associated with positive adjustment in young people, for example in coping with parental divorce. The potential in the adolescent-adult relationship has also been recognised by Darling et al (1994, p.229). “Challenging, teaching, and pushing adolescents to do their best is an expression of caring as much as is the emotional warmth we often associate with emotional bonds...” Yet Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) have remarked on how little time adults as a whole invest in being with young people. 

During adolescence social networks become larger and more diverse. Buhrmester (1996, p.165) comments that the nature of friendship changes as young people seek different types of social input, and as “friends are typically preoccupied with similar developmental issues [they provide] a unique opportunity to wrestle with the issues of most central concern to them both”. However, changing patterns of leisure activities may serve to reduce young people’s contact with adults. Hendry (1989) suggests there is a transition from adult-organised pursuits, through more casual activities, to courting dyads and commercial leisure provision, and that these transitions occur at the ages when relationship issues pertaining to sex, peers, and parents (13, 15, 17) come into focus (see Coleman, 1980). This pattern is most diverse around the minimal school-leaving age (Hendry, ibid.). 

Some adolescents may judge adult-organised facilities, for example youth clubs, to be tame or too much like school, but others use them in order to form social relationships. It is not unusual for young people to have friends for different purposes and they may belong to several cliques, for example, in the classroom, playing sport or at music practice. They may also like to hang around the neighbourhood, a way of passing time which is most common at ages 13-16 (Hendry et al, 1993). Physical settings, such as fast food outlets and bus shelters, provide places to meet and contexts for social learning and experimentation. Groups of adolescents, varying in size from small cliques of friends who ‘hang out together’ to peer crowds, meet, split up and reform in ways that are distinctive to youth (Cotterell, 1996). The wish to participate and a fear of being excluded may, however, be a source of concern.

Adolescents also need to have their own space to which they can escape. In the study by Hendry et al (1993) this was most often the bedroom, but others mentioned walking in parks or woods, and males often chose to ‘get away from it all’ on their bikes. Developmental changes in cognition and social relationships may lead to solitude becoming both more important and more productive. The immediate cost may be feelings of loneliness and negative affect, but Larson (1995) argues that those who make good use of solitude are psychologically healthier than those who are rarely alone. In a later paper (1997, p.90) he describes solitude as a “bitter-tasting but salutary medicine”! However, too much is counterproductive: Larson’s research showed that spending more than an intermediate time alone (25-45% of non-class time) is related to maladjustment. Rather, the value of solitude lies in it being a “temporary withdrawal that complements healthy adjustment in other social domains of adolescents’ daily lives” (p.91).

Others have made the point that loneliness does not follow from solitude but from one’s network of relationships being either smaller or less satisfying than one would wish. While loneliness can stem from social exclusion and ostracism, Cotterell (1996, p.75) also draws attention to the heightened self-consciousness and introspection that occur in adolescence, along with concern about peer acceptance and sensitivity to hurt at being ignored or even failing to ‘get’ the joke. “Thus the very intensity with which social relationships are pursued during adolescence increases the prospect of exposure to loneliness when the desired level of satisfaction from friendships is not achieved.” Some young people may also come to an awareness of existential ‘alone-ness’, which Cotterell sees as recognising that one is ultimately separate from everyone else. Methods of coping with loneliness will depend upon whether the individual sees the situation as temporary and attributable to circumstances rather than personal shortcomings, or as endless and irresolvable. In the latter case, the individual may feel resigned to being without close friends. Strategies are likely to include withdrawing into solitary activities (Roscoe and Skomski, 1989), and, for males, a risk of alcohol abuse (Page and Cole, 1991).

The essentials of friendship, according to Hartup and Overhauser (1991), are reciprocity and an enduring commitment between individuals who see themselves more or less as equals. People are more likely to seek help if they believe they are able to reciprocate (Fisher et al, 1988). Other important qualities of friendships are loyalty, frankness, and above all, trust and communication.                      

   “The possibility to discuss one’s problems, to share one’s preoccupations and 

   to verify one’s opinions  in relations  based on trust predisposes the individual 

   to  feel secure  and supported like in all modes of  attachment.  Deficiencies in

   communication with friends  or feelings of  doubt or suspicion  may thus  limit 

   the individual’s adaptive capacity.”    (Claes, 1992, p.52-3)

There appear to be gender differences. From their study of support processes operating during conversations about stressful events, Denton and Zarbatany (1996) concluded: “girls’ social support skills may be broader, more refined, and therefore more effective than the social support skills of boys in reducing negative affect and attributions of responsibility for upsetting events” (p.1371). While the conversations between adolescent males appeared to be “strained and awkward”, Denton and Zarbatany suggest that boys are not necessarily poor supporters but may express support in other ways, such as spending time together and sharing activities. And males have been found to score significantly higher on one coping pattern: being humorous (Patterson and McCubbin, 1987)!

Similar gender differences have been noted by Frydenberg and Lewis (1991), with females proving more likely to give and seek support as a way of coping and to be more fatalistic or resigned, while males take more risks or keep others from knowing how bad things are. In a later study (1993), Frydenberg and Lewis found that males made greater use of  sporting opportunities unlike females who resorted to ‘hope’ in the form of wishful thinking as a surrogate for action. Along with tension reduction strategies such as letting off steam by crying, screaming, or using substances, Frydenberg and Lewis suggest this wishful thinking may be consistent with a lack of empowerment and represent self-protective behaviour. Buhrmester (1996) suggests that gender differences reflect two categories of need: agentic (which are individualistic and directed towards agency, power and excitement, and more readily met in boys’ friendships) and communal (directed towards gaining communion, intimacy and love, more readily met in the friendships of girls).

Claes’ (1992) analysis of the friendship networks of 12-18 year olds showed that young people are able to discriminate between different levels of closeness. Girls seemed more attached to their friends and to experience greater intimacy, but also expected more of their friendships. Boys, on the other hand, appeared less inclined to talk than to be active and tended to keep personal matters out of their conversation. Buhrmester and Furman (1987) in a study of the development of companionship and intimacy in childhood and early adolescence, noted that male-male friendships never achieved the same level of intimacy as female-female friendships. However, among opposite-sex friends intimacy increased, suggesting that boys find girls more sensitive and expressive disclosure partners. Buhrmester and Furman note that this also seems to apply in adulthood when both men and women report that they are more disclosing in their interactions with women than with men.

According to Berndt (1989), it is the appearance of intimacy in adolescent friendships which provides the strongest evidence for the hypothesis that friendships become more supportive at this time. Cotterell (1996, p.73) writes:

   “In everyday interactions, support arises from the connectedness in social

   relations with friends, from the experience of reliable alliance and feelings of

   solidarity and belonging which are found in companionship itself.... Through

   the regular  exchanges of friends, whose companionship creates a kind of

   psychological community containing support resources, help and advice from 

   others are accessible when needed.”

This supports the contention of Cohen and Wills (1985) that social companionship can serve as a buffer against stress.

It is important, however, not to overlook the potential for conflict. Berndt (1996) points out that it is positive and negative dimensions taken together which define the quality of a friendship, and that many supportive relationships are sources of significant problems. In adolescence there is a growing cognitive awareness of the costs associated with such conflict, to which girls are especially sensitive (Laursen, 1996). Rather than damage the relationship, they are more inclined to resolve disagreements through compromise. 

Being part of a group can provide insurance against the loss of a single relationship and ensuing isolation. A group may also provide useful feedback with regard to role performance and an opportunity for social comparison (Gottlieb, 1988). In school, peer support can help to create a sense of community and social integration which can be especially valuable in dealing with academic tasks or in the face of stressful encounters with teachers and others (Hirsch and Dubois, 1989). Yet peer group interactions are not necessarily rewarding, for example, ‘feminine’ and achievement roles may be in conflict and girls who are high achievers may gain success at the expense of peer acceptance (Harper and Marshall, 1991). Should an individual not conform to expected norms, he/she may be criticised or punished, scapegoated or labelled in some way - and Furman (1989) suggests that being critical of one’s peers may serve to keep them in their place!

Male-female relationships develop in adolescence, with a transition from unisexual to heterosexual cliques and eventually to couple relationships.

   “When dating does begin,  it usually consists of one strategic interaction after

   another - not romance,  not pleasurable companionship,  not even  an activity

   enjoyed for its own sake,  but an effort by adolescents  to do what  they think

   is expected without letting their inexperience and uncertainty make them look 

   foolish.”     (Kimmel and Weiner, 1995, p.308-9) 

Cotterell (1996) suggests that a purpose of unisexual cliques in mid-adolescence is to ‘check out the talent’, and “the casual way in which clique members chat and watch almost suggests that they seek to camouflage the goal of seeing and being seen by others beneath the ostensible activity of talking with their friends” (p.26).

While boys are more oriented towards sexual gratification (Juhasz and Sonnenshein-Schneider, 1987), they may try to reconcile the formation of a couple relationship with continued belonging to a group. Girls are thought more likely to seek a romantic, platonic love relationship of an exclusive nature (Zani, 1993). During this process of realignment, changes will occur to the amount of time spent with same-sex peers, and friendships may be jeopardised as a result. Again there seem to be gender differences. Miller (1990) found that among 10th grade students (mean age: 15.10), boys gained status in their same-sex groups as a result of being involved in opposite-sex relationships, whereas girls in this situation experienced more conflicts from other girls due to competition and jealousy. At such times resources available in a different part of adolescents’ social world may be called upon to facilitate coping (Jackson and Rodriguez-Tome, 1993).

In an early review of the literature regarding those adults whom young people consider to be important to them, Galbo (1984) noted that the choice varied depending on social status, gender and age, also that rural, urban and suburban settings created or limited opportunities for interaction with adults. When young people identify sources of support they most frequently mention friends, parents and siblings (Friedman, 1991; Lempers and Clark-Lempers, 1992; Porteous and Fisher, 1980). Should support not happen automatically then seeking it presents a difficult challenge. 

Boldero and Fallon (1995) found that teachers and other professionals were mentioned by young Australians as sources of support but they nevertheless reported a preference for non-professional help. Importantly, only just over half the participants actually asked for help even though the problem they identified caused them considerable distress. Older adolescents experienced their problems as being more serious and intimate, but they also took more responsibility for them, which could reflect their growing independence. Although with age respondents generally were more likely to turn to their peers, Boldero and Fallon support the contention by Wintre et al (1988) that much depends on the type of problem. 

   “It is highly probable  that adolescents evaluate  and make decisions about the

   suitability of a range of possible help sources when considering what they will 

   do about  these  problems.... If  we are  to understand fully  help seeking  it is 

   imperative that [the wider] context be considered.”  (p.206) 

The same reluctance to consult professionals, this time with regard to drug problems, was reported by Parker et al (1995), and an OFSTED report (1997a) expressed concern about the inadequacy of much drug education in schools. Naginey and Swisher (1990) found that for both users and non-users, teachers, headteachers and school counsellors appeared at the bottom of the ranking of individuals young people could choose to consult. Any marginal success in establishing rapport seemed to have been reached by school counsellors. Almost all reported that they would turn to their peers and ‘adult friends’, though exactly who would be included by this descriptor is unclear. In a study by Benson (1990) turning to adult friends was shown to increase with age. It is worth reflecting on the nature of these same-age and adult friendships and whether they would serve to encourage or discourage further substance use (see Coggans and McKellar, 1994; Dinges and Oetting, 1993).

Gottlieb (1991) has commented that culture mediates both the stressors to which individuals are exposed and the availability and acceptability of resources open to them. Intensive interviews revealed, for example, that boys who were both competitive, athletic and academically successful turned for help to adults seen to have expertise and who validated the boys’ social status. In contrast, working class boys who were not involved in school or community activities preferred the support of peers whose life experiences were similar. However, on investigating the choice of consultant by children and adolescents (8-17 years), Wintre et al (1988)  found that males generally valued expertise, drawing from a larger social group than females. They, on the other hand, valued familiarity, preferring more intense personal relationships with a few close friends (see also Shulman, 1993).

Along with the traditional local community, the church is a resource less utilised in recent times (Halpern, 1995). Praying, going to church or seeking help from the clergy are coping strategies which often seem to be missing from among the preferred options of young people, for example, among the participants in two Australian studies by Frydenberg and Lewis (1991, 1993). And along with teachers and counsellors, the clergy were included by Benson (1990) in the category of adults representing authority, and infrequently chosen by young people as sources of help. It was Disadvantaged/Poverty populations and female groups who were most likely to mention religious responses in the seventeen nation study of 13-15 year olds by Gibson et al (1991).

The effectiveness of support but the reluctance of adolescents to seek it - especially from professionals - has been shown by many studies. Yet paradoxically many young people have argued that help should be available and identified friends they perceive to be in need of counselling (Porteous and Fisher, 1980). In this same study it was suggested that 20-40% of young people lack a regular source of help or understanding, and that no one method of providing support would be adequate.

People who cope alone may do so because the situation in which they find themselves does not appear especially problematic, but they may also do so because they believe the costs of seeking support outweigh any imagined benefits. DePaulo (1983) suggests that psychological factors which may inhibit help-seeking include embarrassment, fear of refusal or rejection, reluctance to reveal one’s shortcomings or impose on the helper, and the wish to cope independently. Personal costs tend to operate at the level of less-than-full awareness; social costs, such as guilt feelings or the obligation of repayment, are more likely to be consciously considered (Gross and McMullen, 1983). Cultural factors may also act as constraints.

It is possible that support may not be offered to young people because of their ambivalence and the awkward expression of their needs (Bryant, 1989). To Jones (1980, p.3) these needs are basically the same as adults’: “To be accepted, liked, trusted, treated with respect; to understand their environment, and be involved in making decisions that affect them.” But rather than having the experience of being heard, young people are often reminded that they are the ones who should be listening. This can contribute to their diffidence, as will any degree of projection when young people believe that others are observing and criticising those ‘shortcomings’ about which they feel most concerned. 

The context of activities undertaken as part of an informal relationship could provide opportunities for help-seeking which do not seem too threatening, but not infrequently help may be sought indirectly, perhaps by dropping hints or appealing supposedly on behalf of ‘a friend’. Garmezy and Masten (1991) note that coping in a child may consist of a protective process whereby the child signals the caregiver who then acts on his/her behalf.  It is unlikely that this ‘signalling’ is limited to children. “Aid-eliciting non-verbal cues, subtle and not-so-subtle hints and the creative masquerading of help-seeking as story-telling or experience-swapping” are, according to DePaulo (1983, p.4) documented strategies “often used in lieu of the direct request”.  Such tactics offer a way of seeking support “without ever admitting - perhaps not even to themselves - that they asked for it”. Much will then depend on the sensitivity of the recipient to recognise the cue and react appropriately. Because of these strategies, help is not likely to materialise until quite late in the coping process (Gottlieb, 1991).

Fisher at al (1988, p.275) suggest that “the greater a person’s social skills and abilities to interact at an intimate level, the less embarrassing (and hence less threatening) it should be for them to seek help or support”. More than potential embarrassment could be at stake, however; seeking support requires individuals to recognise their need and perhaps their pain.  Rather than face this, Chandler (1980) believes that young people will hide, even from themselves, the true nature of their feelings. As an alternative to seeking support they may then resort to negative avoidance such as substance use or becoming angry, and positive avoidance, i.e. doing things unrelated to alleviating the stressor (Fanshawe and Burnett, 1991). 

Not only are many young people reluctant to seek support, it is not unknown for them to ‘bite the hand that feeds them’ (Fisher et al, 1988). Eisenberg (1983) comments that, like adults, adolescents frequently respond negatively to help that is offered.  He writes that they are “sensitive to a number of possible negative interpretations of help-seeking behaviour, [becoming] increasingly aware of the fact that help-giving can be used to ingratiate or create an unwanted indebtedness on the recipient” (p.198). Issues of power may also be relevant; DePaulo (1983) suggests that even limited authority can evoke mixed emotions: respect, admiration and attraction are often mingled with rebelliousness, hatred and contempt. Though he is referring to adults, there is no reason to suppose that this would not apply to adolescents too. When support takes the form of advice it may be accompanied by some form of surveillance which moves the recipient to humiliation, frustration or anger (Coyne et al, 1988). This could be an important issue for adolescents wishing to exercise autonomy. 

Much will depend on how support is tendered; even a well-intentioned effort may be untimely or inappropriate and therefore unwelcome. The unsurprising finding from research in a number of health behaviour areas is that individuals are more receptive to information and advice when they choose to receive it (Benson, 1990). Unsolicited advice is unlikely to appeal to adolescents and may be construed as intrusive. Some coping assistance may be rejected as counterproductive, for example, encouraging a friend to dwell on a problem or conversely, distracting him/her from it (see Denton and Zarbatany, 1996). To be confronted directly on the subject of one’s problems can be very painful and in this circumstance young people may be experienced as devious or even boastful as they attempt to hide their feelings or insecurities (Golden, 1991). What is characteristic of many unwelcome ‘helping’ strategies is that aid, advice and solutions are proffered rather than young people being supported in arriving at their own answers. This is where counselling comes into its own. Group work facilitated by an adult may also be helpful in providing a supportive environment in which young people can share their problems and explore options.

In being part of a support network there may well be costs to helpers which can  exceed their resources. Wethington et al (1987) suggest that this possibility may impact most on females who appear to be more sensitive and responsive than males to interpersonal ties. According to Belle (1987, p.267) the “contagion of stress” can be felt when those to whom one is close are troubled. Adolescents are not immune from the effects of stressful events felt by others; even though they may not be directly involved, the stressors experienced by family members and peers may also hold meaning for them. Conversely, events that happen to young people may have an impact on others even though the adolescent him/herself does not perceive the situation to be stressful.  Young people who have a casual attitude to academic work while their parents have greater hopes and  expectations could be an example of this.  

Compas and Wagner (1991) believe that older adolescents may have sufficient experience with a wide variety of stress to be able to understand and respond to others’ experience. While Burleson (1982) has shown that “comforting communication skills” (i.e. comforting, co-operating, helping and sharing) develop in adolescence, nevertheless there will almost certainly be times when young people feel overwhelmed by problems their family and peers present. In coping with parental cancer, for example, the more serious the condition, the more young people try to avoid reminders of it, although such efforts are usually ineffective and associated with increased distress (Compas et al, 1996). 

Supporting peers who are handicapped or have a chronic illness may  be difficult for adolescents. 

   “... their  normal  developmental  concerns  about  suffering  bodily  harm  or

   disfigurement begin to make it difficult for them  to interact comfortably with

   classmates who have suffered such misfortune. It is as if even seeing disabled

   adolescents around,  let alone taking  a supportive interest  in their condition,

   brings   home   a   frightening  message  concerning  their  own  vulnerability: 

   ‘Something like this could happen to me!’.”      (Kimmel and Weiner, 1995)

Allied to these fears, ignorance and prejudice about a chronic illness such as chronic fatigue syndrome/ME may result in the patient feeling isolated and misunderstood (Colby, 1996; Moss, 1995), also sensitive to the suggestion that the problem is ‘all in their mind’ (Royal Colleges’ Report, 1996). A sense of isolation may also be the experience of those with eating disorders, a condition which is often actually a solution to other, more deep-seated, problems (Waskett, 1993). And those who have been bereaved frequently experience adults - let alone adolescents - being awkward and uncertain about how to approach them. People in these situations and others, who need and would welcome coping assistance, may instead deny their own feelings, feeling “forced to adopt a more stoic self-presentation for the benefit of others” (Coyne et al, 1988, p.315). 

Some years ago, in an attempt to discover the adolescent perception of support, advice and counselling, it appeared that a third of all young people felt to some extent alone with their problems and just over a quarter were sometimes worried by this situation (Porteous and Fisher, 1980). While there was limited confidence in whether adults could in fact help, the adolescents in this study made suggestions about the provision of support.  These included making available and publicising drop-in centres where they would be free to talk to someone in confidence, with many expressing a preference for this to be with a person whom they did not know, unlike their teachers or doctor. A case has also been made for the potential contribution of detached youth work, through which contact is made with young people where they are, on what they might regard as their own territory (OFSTED, 1997b). 

It is interesting to consider these suggestions in the light of young people’s continued  reluctance to take up offers of assistance, particularly from professionals. On intimate issues such as sexual behaviour, concern about confidentiality may be a major reason for not seeking advice (Brook Advisory Centres, 1996). Some may falsely believe that the risks of unprotected sex do not apply to them; others may be inhibited from seeking advice by the “cultural double bind” in which they find themselves (Brooks-Gunn and Paikoff, 1993, p.186). On the one hand they may be exhorted to behave responsibly, but on the other “if intercourse is morally reprehensible, it is also wrong to plan for it”! However, Rutter and Rutter (1992) suggest that a lack of planning and foresight could be symptomatic of many young people’s lives in general.

Seiffge-Krenke (1993, p.296) describes as striking the “counselling aversion” of young people in comparison with other age groups. While on the one hand they may wish to talk about their worries, on the other they feel inhibited from doing that, and as problems increase so does the disinclination to talk about them. Two possible explanations put forward by Seiffge-Krenke are the move in adolescence towards autonomy, and coming from a conflict-oriented family which does not encourage mutual support. But it is not just these families which would view as unacceptable the sharing of one’s closest feelings with someone outside the situation.

A further possibility is that peers and imagined fears of their reactions, could serve to inhibit adolescents from seeking support. Gottlieb (1991) suggests that it is adolescents’ concern about the embarrassment or stigma associated with certain problems that possibly explains their reluctance to make use of counselling and other resources. It may also be the case, however, that there is a mismatch between adolescents’ needs and the support provision which is available. However, if effective use is once made of social support and its benefits discovered, this strategy is likely to be repeated (Seiffge-Krenke, 1990), and can be seen as an indicator of coping skill rather than a reduced capacity to deal with stress (Berndt, 1989). 

C.   STRESS AND COPING IN YEAR 11

Year 11 marks the end of compulsory education  and is a time when young people become more aware of themselves as learners and future workers. “Behind the public mask of nonchalance that some pupils wear to hide their anxiety about the future is a concern to succeed and some realisation of the consequences of not making the grade.” (Rudduck et al, 1996, p.3) School may then represent a significant - though, according to Ainslie et al (1996) an under-researched - arena for the experience of stress by adolescents. Events do not occur in isolation; during this time some young people will also be challenged by non-normative experiences such as serious illness, bereavement or parental divorce/remarriage. Specific factors will each have their own effect and may interact with and exacerbate various other factors. 

It has been suggested that the most important issue during mid-adolescence concerns peer relationships. Coleman’s  focal model postulates that peer group issues peak at 15 then decline, while conflictual issues with parents are increasing in importance to peak at 17. According to Hendry (1989) it is when pupils are approaching school leaving age that the lure of the peer group becomes irresistible and leisure patterns most diverse. Wagner and Compas (1990) noted that it was from peer relations that emotional and behavioural problems during mid-adolescence could be predicted; they suggest that family issues impact most in early adolescence and academic events in later adolescence. 

From calls made to the charity Childline, it would appear that the problems of children and adolescents are often very complex, and a number of those who call to talk about such things as abuse or family relationships also mention experiencing difficulties at school. A survey undertaken by Childline “showed unequivocally that children and young people worry more about school work and exams than anything else in their lives” (Hall, 1996, p.4), a finding that was most pronounced among 15-18 year-olds. However, it seems few feel desperate enough to call Childline about such concerns. Hall suggests that this disparity may reflect the fact that these pressures are a shared feature in the lives of adolescents, and they may be able to obtain support from other sources. For those who do call, it appears the situation has become unbearable and many feel their future hangs in the balance.

A number of studies have shown school work and examinations to be a source of stress for young people. Porteous (1979) found that up to 70% of 15 year olds were concerned about their work, and 40% were unhappy about the courses they were taking. Almost half of the participants expressed worries about examinations but given the fact that these were impending, it is interesting that the figure is not higher. Cairns et al (1991) reason that for many, the fifth year of secondary education (Year 11) may be a stressful time, probably because of national examinations.  In their (pre GCSE) study, conducted in Northern Ireland, it was those taking ‘O’ levels who reported greater stress than those taking a mixture of ‘O’ level and CSE examinations. Cairns et al see this being linked to the future academic hopes of the ‘O’ level candidates, contingent on obtaining certain minimum results, a continuing concern for young people (Day, 1996). Interestingly, in Cairns et al’s study, it was those about to enter the workforce who recorded the lowest levels of stress.

A more recent study also conducted in Northern Ireland (Gallagher and Millar, 1996)  found that six of the ten ‘top worries’ of  adolescents aged 13-18 were concerned with schoolwork or examinations. Gallagher and Millar comment that the introduction of ‘league tables’ of academic achievement could have placed schools, and consequently pupils, under increased pressure. To those concerned about the development of the whole child, Munby (1995, p.141) suggests these performance indicators are “evidence of an educational system which has lost its humanistic values - a system which has no clear rationale except the overriding importance of market forces”. Pearce and Hillman (1998) see them as a disincentive to concentrating resources and effort on disruptive students or those unlikely to achieve. Young people themselves are not unaware of the impact of educational innovation and have described themselves as feeling like guinea pigs (Brannen et al, 1994). 

The requirements of the GCSE examination have been addressed by Harris (1996). Coursework offers young people the opportunity to do things over time, but it also demands organisational skills and an increased degree of personal responsibility. Prioritising and allocating time will tax many students, and this may be compounded by what Harris (p.7) calls a “lack of co-ordination between subject areas... with pupils complaining about the haphazard work allocation”. Some cope but others opt out. There are also those for whom having a social life takes priority over academic activities and they therefore resent the way school work impinges on out-of-school time. However, Rudduck et al (1996) have reached the conclusion that most Year 11 students want to do well and try to balance the demands of school work, home and social life. In their study, students were not always successful in this and, perhaps not surprisingly, described Year 11 as less enjoyable and far more stressful than earlier years.

Pressure of work can be exacerbated if one has begun to fall behind. There are a number of ways in which this can happen; illness, truanting and ‘mucking about’ in class, all take their toll. Rudduck (1996a, p.24) argues too that the logic of homework needs to be respected by both teachers and pupils: “if good homework habits are not established early on in pupils’ secondary school careers, it will be very difficult to adjust to the steep incline in the demands of managing time and the multiple tasks of Years 10 and 11”. For some, the habit of avoiding learning can be so firmly established that they have inadequate scaffolding for learning and are unable to cope when the pressure of work builds up (Rudduck, 1996b). It can then be hard to ask for support, particularly if these individuals had previously been labelled as troublemakers. They may see little point in bothering, especially if they experience teachers as impatient and irritable when asked for help, a surprising but not infrequent response, Phelan et al (1992) suggest.

In comparison with the drawn-out nature of coursework, the actual examinations can seem very final; they have been described by some pupils as “downright unreasonable” (Rudduck, 1996c, p.138). She writes that it was sometimes possible to observe “a touch of bravado in pupils’ attempts to reconcile the tension between the obligation to work hard that the system imposes and the social requirement to be cool and do your own thing” (p.139). Revision challenged their strategies for mastering the material, and in an emotion-focused attempt to reduce stress, some pupils decided to leave it until the last moment. Boredom was also mentioned as a problem but this is not something limited to revision; in other studies young people have complained that school generally is dull, that teachers cover the material whether or not pupils master the content (Damico and Roth, 1993), and that the curriculum content is often irrelevant to their lives (Nieto, 1994; Phelan et al, 1992).

It is relevant here to consider the work of Covington (1992) on self-worth and motivation, in particular the possible implications of academic failure given that “suspicions of incompetency represent a major threat to a sense of worth in our society” (p.112). Anticipated loss of self-esteem caused by failure can then be an important source of stress. Students may handicap themselves by not trying hard because to do so and fail reflects poorly on their ability. Thus reluctant learners, the ‘failure avoiders’, may be motivated - but to protect their self-esteem. 

Those whom Covington (ibid., p.86) calls ‘closet achievers’ may deny working but do so secretly; the pay-off is then to appear naturally brilliant if successful and to obscure any personal shortcomings in the case of failure. Procrastination can serve the same end by providing the excuse of having too much to do in too little time. A variation on this theme is to rehash old work - in the interests of perfectionism - so that new challenges are avoided. Such students may number among those who do not know how to study well and believe this is the same as studying hard. They may then stop working if their efforts do not lead to better results, what Covington describes as a “logically sound, albeit maladaptive, conclusion and not necessarily the result of a motivational shortfall” (p.96).

Examinations represent a thorn in the flesh of many students and feelings of anxiety can be both very real and potentially disruptive. Such feelings may reflect the uncomfortable fact that the candidate is ill prepared and likely to fail, but they can also represent a strategy for self-protection. Covington (ibid.) numbers anxiety among an arsenal of excuses: better to appear anxious than stupid. On the other hand, it can serve to motivate and mobilise, sometimes too much so. To those Covington calls ‘overstrivers’, worry about falling short can contribute to the very thing they fear. In contrast, ‘failure accepters’ appear to experience relatively low levels of tension and worry in exams, to “express neither much pride in success nor much shame in failure” (p.119). For them, inadequate study is born of a sense of resignation. These students appear very different from ‘success oriented’ individuals who are distinguished by their single minded devotion to the task at hand, and their ability to have backup plans and alternatives in mind. Young people will thus arrive at a variety of techniques to protect themselves from the threat of failure.

It might be assumed that the more able pupils, who appear to cope successfully with academic requirements, do not have problems. They may be able to learn faster, to deal with abstract concepts and demonstrate more metacognitive awareness, but these talents can come at the price of being seen as ‘different’. Frydenberg (1997) comments that gifted individuals are often perfectionists with high expectations of themselves and others, but they also experience heightened sensitivity, confusion, work overload and excessive competition. Raynor (1995, p.7) believes that greater pastoral sensitivity is then needed, “yet often less is given, due to the assumption that the more able pupil tends to get through under her or his own steam”.

Problems stemming from teacher expectations, rules and prejudices were reported by  pupils in advanced and general streams in Mates and Allison’s study (1992; see also Tyskowa, 1990). Less academic pupils, possibly feeling stigmatised, tended to evince a sense of hopelessness and apathy about school. Students who do not achieve academically may see themselves as failures, and it is possible for teachers and parents to reinforce this by the nature of their response. In coping with a perceived threat to their self-esteem or sense of competence, pupils may resort to strategies such as disruptive behaviour or identifying with labels such as ‘dyslexic’ (Burroughs, 1991). It is also suggested that young people who are not empowered by learning are likely to seek power elsewhere, possibly through self-destructive behaviour such as drug use. This may also offer a way of alleviating distress; it amounts to an emotion-focused strategy which does not address the initial problem. Conversely, it may be the case that those who are heavily involved in substance use place little value on academic achievement (Beman, 1995).

Young people may be inhibited from seeking support with academic work out of fear that they know even less than they hoped or from guilt that they are not more competent (DePaulo, 1982). When problems involve disruptive behaviour, both teachers and pupils appear to attribute the cause externally and to blame each other (Gray, 1993). Disruptive young people are unpopular generally, not just with teachers,  and frequently describe themselves feeling as if they have no control over their social functioning. In the view of Pianta and Walsh (1996, p.24), the crack into which they fall is, “at its core caused by an inability or an unwillingness to communicate - a relationship problem”. They argue that, “because of the subordinate nature of the child within the school, the responsibility for this conversation rests with the school and its personnel” (p.163).

Differences will occur both within and between schools. Brannen et al (1994) observe that problems may stem from poor teaching or the absence of teachers, while middle-class adolescents are likely to report the competitiveness of the school environment as a pressure. Parental hopes and expectations may also play a part. Zinneker (1990) suggests that children can be given a role in the construction and presentation of particular life-styles and expected to foster/support the self-actualisation of their parents. Also failure to achieve academically carries with it the risk of failing to reproduce the social status of the family (Hurrelmann et al, 1992). In these ways poor school performance can be a source of considerable tension that interferes with the parent-child relationship. It is interesting here to draw parallels with the possible interaction between schools and “unwelcome, image-spoiling pupils” (Hanko, 1994, p.29), especially since the introduction of ‘league tables’. 

Research has shown “considerable differences in academic achievement, aspirations and career paths” of pupils attending private compared with state schools (Roker (1993, p.123). In this study of girls aged 15-18, from generally middle-class backgrounds, it appeared that differences in aspirations, plans and developing identities were largely accounted for by the different priorities and values of their schools. In order to ‘achieve an edge’ private school pupils had a well-worked-out strategy of early and detailed career planning, most aiming at pursuing occupations in national and countrywide organisations, and possibly even abroad. (A student who intended to leave school at 16 and look for work was described as a ‘weirdo leftie’!) In contrast, state school pupils demonstrated much less knowledge about future career choices and less commitment to long-term career objectives.

Ainslie et al (1996) conducted a study in an American college preparatory school described as high in competitiveness and with academic demands representing a fairly constant stressor. Valuing high achievement was correlated with levels of felt stress, though those who reported a strong need to excel did not necessarily outperform those who were less motivated. There was thus a discrepancy between some students’ perceived need for high grades and their actual performance, which, Ainslie et al suggest, may have contributed to their higher levels of stress. Having an internal locus of control appeared to buffer the effects of stressful events, as did experiencing teachers and parents as understanding and supportive. Interestingly, boarding pupils did not report greater levels of stress; Ainslie et al attributed this to the extensive support network available to them and the community focus of the school’s philosophy.

In America, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989) have suggested that many schools function as “mills that contain and process endless streams of students.... Such settings virtually guarantee that the intellectual and emotional needs of youth will go unmet” (p.37). McGuiness (1993) supports this view, arguing that “testing, vocationalism, central control and the discipline of the market place have given instrumentality centre-stage - people as tools and objects” (p.107). Thus, it is suggested, at every level of education people are betrayed by “an increasingly utilitarian and expedient system” (p.110).

Not infrequently students adopt an instrumental attitude: “their reasons for ‘making an effort’  [depending] upon the school’s perceived value as a distributor of credentials which would open doors to desired occupations” (Brown, 1990, p.93).  But especially in areas of high unemployment, there may seem no point in working hard in the absence of an extrinsic reward, i.e. a relation between achievement and subsequent employment (Wehlage et al, 1989). And there are some who, no longer believing they can obtain worthwhile results, will decide to drop out (Wallace, 1996b). 

The actual experience of leaving school and seeking work at the end of the 90s is likely to be in stark contrast to that of their parents who would have been part of the labour market in the 60s, when employment prospects were brighter. Baethge (1989, p.32) suggests that what he sees as a move from productionist socialisation to a predominantly education-determined life-style has implications for “the development, behaviour, and opinions of young people and ... their attitudes to society and to work”. Today only a minority of young people below the age of 18 are in full-time employment, also, for at least part of their post-school careers, they are likely to be unemployed (Jones and Wallace, 1992).

Comparing findings from school leavers in both Britain and Australia, Winefield and Tiggemann (1993) concluded that pupils in their final year of school showed greater signs of psychological distress and anxiety than was the case ten years earlier. They attribute this to the increase in youth unemployment and the prospect of facing an uncertain future on leaving school and entering the workforce (cf. Cairns et al, 1991). Chisholm (1990, p.42) writes: “Since the mid-70s, youth unemployment has cut a swathe through young people’s landscapes, leaving an open wound filled with broken transitions, massive disillusionment, and smouldering resentment.”

It has been argued that changes in the world of work have had a particular impact on male identity. 

   “For some the fear of  failure in the world is a spur to greater effort. For others

   it is too big a weight to bear.  For a  significant  minority  it may seem easier  to 

   find an alternative way of being a man: opting out, joining the lads on the street

   corner, or numbing the empty feeling in the pit of your stomach with drugs. For

   some,  failure starts early,  as soon as society starts  sorting children  into  those  

   who will rule, those who will be ruled, and those who are destined for the scrap

   heap.” (Phillips, 1993, p.20-21; see also Salisbury and Jackson, 1996)

Girls are now out-performing boys at all GCSE levels (OFSTED, 1996). Many are aspiring to equality of opportunity and employment status (Hess, 1995), constructing ‘dual life plans’, which incorporate both family life and paid work (Chisholm, 1995). King (1989) has observed that girls demonstrate more clarity in their career plans; they are also expend more energy in building up an employment biography, whereas boys may tend “to clutch at the symbols of masculinity available in the leisure or consumer fields as a substitute source of identity and status” (Kruger, 1990, p.132).

At an existential level there are conflicting findings. In a British study by Porteous (1979) girls rather than boys admitted to being anxious about the meaning or purpose of life, whereas it was Israeli males in Friedman’s study (1991) who expressed concern about problems to do with ‘the destiny of man’. These findings raise questions about historical and cultural factors.  At a more immediate level, when contemplating leaving school it is the thought of losing touch with old friends and having to make new ones, which is likely to evoke the strongest feelings in both genders (Prout, 1993).

Wehlage et al (1989) have commented that while it can be troubling for young people to become isolated from their peers, equally serious is isolation from adults, which becomes more probable as the incidence of family stress and single-parent homes increases. Wassef et al (1995, p.528) write:

   “The growing  divorce rate  and  number  of single parents, and families with two

   working parents and teenage mothers,  have increased the number of adolescents

   under  psychosocial pressure.  These same factors have resulted  in abdication of

   the  family  from  its  role  in  managing  the  consequent  emotional  distress and

   behavioural  problems  and turning it over to  the schools without increasing that

   system’s  resources.”

Given the decline in influence of social institutions such as the church and voluntary organisations, the school remains one place where sustained relations with adults can occur. Fanshawe and Burnett (1991) highlight the need for programmes to be developed in order to help young people solve their problems effectively, thereby reducing stress. D’Aurora and Fimian (1988, p.52) make the surprising claim that such assistance can be delivered with “minimal effort”. They recognise that teachers are “powerful symbols of adult authority” in the eyes of children but seem unaware of the contradiction in their suggestion that, “to this extent”, teachers are therefore able to help adolescents develop stress management techniques. The unfortunate reality is that for many young people, school and teachers are seen as part of the problem rather than a possible solution. 

Research suggests that young people benefit from support, but often school staff and other professionals are ranked low on any list of potential helpers (see Support Networks). In his review of the literature, Galbo (1984) noted that generally teachers are not sought out except for help with school assignments, and the more recent research of Lempers and Clark-Lempers (1992) also found that teachers tended to be valued only for instrumental aid. Especially if young people had parents or other relatives who were supportive, adolescents did not perceive teachers as important to them. However, among young people with a low level of family support, DuBois et al (1992) noted that positive ties with school staff had a beneficial impact on psychological distress, appearing to play a part in buffering or compensating for the adverse effects of conditions in the home and environment. These findings highlight the need to pay attention to the contribution of teachers and other school personnel in facilitating positive outcomes, especially at times of increased vulnerability. It should not be thought, however, that such care should be reserved for ‘those judged to need it’ (see Best et al, 1995).  All young people are entitled to support.

Given that young people are able to identify other adults as significant, how is it that generally teachers are not more valued? One possibility was highlighted by the research of Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984), which showed that adolescents seldom talk personally to a teacher; their only contact with them was as authority figures. Lang (1985) also believes young people see the school system as impersonal and having an essentially disciplinary or administrative function; he suggests that few develop any concept of a network designed to help them. And while some teachers may believe social distancing is necessary for discipline, for those pupils who need a more personal  and supportive relationship, this constitutes a source of stress (Wehlage et al, 1989).

For many pupils, school is out of tune with their experience of home and community, so that they are required to reconcile “two incongruent, disparate worlds” (Wehlage et al, 1989, p.59). They suggest that it is important to foster social membership in the school by pupils becoming partners “in the experience of us and us” (p.203). But in practice, teachers can act as a barrier to some pupils feeling part of the school system, “through subtle forms of bullying behaviour that labels, differentiates and excludes” (Cullingford and Morrison, 1997, p.67). They may interact with students in different ways, “conveying a hidden curriculum of ‘messages’ of praise or disapproval, and attention or neglect” (Hendry, 1992, p.73), and the outcome will be differences in  the motivation, attitude, performance and behaviour of young people (Chaplain, 1996a). 

Teachers may feel relieved when challenging pupils are absent and this may be particularly the case when they themselves feel stressed and under pressure. It has been claimed that in secondary education, many teachers are experiencing greater levels of stress than people in almost any other occupation (McEwen and Thompson, 1997). The Consortium on the School-based Promotion of Social Competence (1994) have referred to school environments in America characterised by low staff morale, and stated powerfully that the risk status of students cannot be disentangled from the risk status of school staff. In Britain, the introduction of the National Curriculum and what Cross (1995, p.7) calls a  “preoccupation with academic achievement and testing” has led arguably to “nearly total neglect of the social context and function of education in some schools”.  Many “find it increasingly difficult to meet the needs of their  neediest and most taxing pupils, as teachers have to cope with constantly changing contradictory edicts, denigration of their efforts, and rejection of their expertise” (Hanko, 1994, p.28). 

Teachers may then face the dilemma of deciding between their own welfare needs and those of their pupils. Turner (1996) grasps this nettle and suggests that in the interest of stress reduction and efficiency, teachers may need to review their workload, especially those parts which are not directly related to teaching. “A hard headed and practical attitude may have to be adopted by pastoral leaders and tutors not to take on more responsibility than is reasonable” (p.5). Ironically, the factors Turner enumerates as contributing to stress among teaching staff (work overload with unreasonable deadlines, or undemanding work; role conflicts; little control; low self-confidence; lack of support and understanding; poor physical conditions) could all be said to apply to pupils. 

Young people are able to say how they would prefer things to be. According to Lang (1985) confidence and trust in teachers are key issues for them, as is the need to be seen as a human being and not just another pupil. Davis (1985) found mid-adolescents very clear about this.  They valued a close link with non-threatening, trustworthy teachers who respected confidentiality, arriving at their perceptions either through their own experiences or by watching how teachers respond to others in need of support. Wallace (1996a) comments that some adolescents believe certain teachers actively hated them. They turn to those they feel “would understand them, who were likely to listen, who might be ready to share a joke, who wouldn’t let them down and whose style was not too distant from that of pupils” (Chaplain, 1996a, p.108). They expect teachers to take an active interest in them and “can feel more susceptible to stress and anxiety if this does not happen” (Chaplain, 1996b, p.127). Nonetheless, he points out that, while trying to be supportive, teachers have sometimes been judged by adolescents as invading their private space. It requires sensitivity to tread the fine line between being experienced as supportive or as intrusive.

There are likely to be significant differences among adolescents in what they regard as legitimate concerns for their schools. Lang (1985) recorded that some felt virtually any problem was the school’s business, whether or not it stemmed from within that context, but others believed exactly the opposite. In his research, Davis (1985, p.62) made an important observation. 

   “[N]early all the pupils,  even  those who spoke freely  to many adults and 

   enjoyed friendly  relationships with their teachers, kept locked within them  

   information, aspirations, disappointments, fears, doubts and questions which 

   could profitably have been discussed with one or more adults  [and] some 

   pupils had become alientated from all adults in their home and school 

   environments.” 

What he had not expected to find in his study was “the catalogue of family-based concerns” which preoccupied many young people during the school day, and with which some coped while others were all but overpowered. These pupils seldom even hinted at the complexity of their lives, the unusual family circumstances, sickness or separation, “the adult games and adult intrigues being played out in front of them” (p.63). Many made it plain the teacher knew only part of their life story. It is interesting to place alongside this finding the contention of Hurrelmann (1990) that  being well-informed about young people’s life-situation outside school is a main condition for the fulfilment of teachers’ supportive role.

These non-normative problems will be played out against the backdrop of normative events facing Year 11 students.  What young people need is to be heard and valued, what Rogers (1983) called ‘prizing’.  It follows then that this is a reflection of one’s attitude and a matter for all teachers, not just those - such as tutors - whose role is concerned with pastoral care.  Nevertheless,  a caring relationship in which to explore concerns has been shown to have a positive association with adaptation and mental health (Wassef et al, 1995). But adolescents are often unaware of agencies which exist to help them, and a further problem is how to ensure that any support is acceptable to young people.  Culp et al (1995) found that even those who felt suicidal believed that they were responsible for dealing with their own problems.  They conclude, “If young people feel they need to handle their own problems, the question remains whether they are capable of doing so. Educating youth about expected developmental changes and the problems that may result is an obvious need” (p.836).

In an attempt to address these problems, some schools have made available counsellors who may or may not be teachers. (See Hamblin, 1993, for a model of counselling as a joint enterprise between the teacher and pupil; Robinson, 1996, for an outline of the growth and decline of counselling in schools; and Charlton and David, 1997, for a discussion of the benefits of peer counselling.) What is important is that young people know there is someone to whom they can turn in moments of need - rather than someone to whom they will be ‘sent’ for behavioural problems such as disruption.  And given that many adolescents find it hard to ask for help, a challenge for schools is to provide the context in which, among the academic areas often valued above all else,  young people can learn to self-disclose and make use of social support.

A different initiative is the introduction of mentoring as a way of supporting young people. In Homer’s Odyssey, Mentor was entrusted with overseeing the transition to manhood of Telemachus, son of Odysseus. Sometimes the form of Mentor would be assumed by Athene, the goddess of wisdom. The origins of mentoring are also seen to lie in the concept of apprenticeship, which changed with the advent of industrialisation and impersonalised mass training (Clutterbuck, 1991). Today, it has come to be valued in facilitating management development in organisations, and within education for school-based training of teachers. Increasingly it is also being used as a way of addressing underachievement among pupils and preparing them for the world of work. 

Mentoring schemes are often administered through Education Business Partnerships, and Compacts - a Government-funded initiative designed to create closer links between schools and local employers (Golden and Sims, 1997). The intention is that business mentors should motivate, encourage and support young people by sharing their experiences and visions. Freedman (1995, p.231) has a wider vision and argues for the creation of  “mentor-rich environments” which offer “ a web of support, a portfolio of adults working together, as partners, to help out with the long-term, complex process of developing youth”.  These partners would include teachers, counsellors, youth workers, and volunteers who have the time and inclination to establish close ties with young people.

Mentoring has been defined as “a supportive relationship between a youth or young adult and someone who offers support, guidance and concrete assistance as the younger partner goes through a difficult period, takes on important tasks or corrects an earlier problem” (Flaxman, Ascher and Harrington, quoted in Gay, 1994, p.4). According to Beattie and Holden (1994, p.8), the relationship is a “unique [alliance] shaped by a particular mentor’s talents and resources and by a young person’s equally unique needs and abilities”. They see it evolving in three stages: sharing of information; exploring and clarifying both thoughts and feelings; and action planning. Such an approach is similar to Egan’s model of counselling (Egan, 1990), and the inclusion of the core conditions (see Literature Review, p. 25 ###) as integral to the relationship also shows the debt owed to counselling theory and practice.

Mentoring is most often thought of as a one-to-one relationship; Beattie and Holden (1994) question whether a group situation can be regarded as ‘true’ mentoring since the dynamics are different, and perhaps the aims and objectives too. Concern has been expressed about the possibility of peer pressure being brought to bear in a group; on the other hand a potential benefit is the support that other members could provide (Golden and Sims, 1997). Group size seems to be very relevant. What distinguishes mentoring from tutoring and other forms of group work is the personal, individual contact and the development of a close relationship (Collins, 1994). It would be expected then that the experience of being part of a mentoring group of three of four would feel very different from a group of ten (the size of the largest group identified by Golden and Sims, 1997). But whether the mentoring offered is one-to-one or in a group, what is of crucial importance is the suitability of the mentor. On this Berkeley (1994, p.29) is very clear: “An inappropriate mentor, unable or unwilling to satisfy the expectations and needs of the young person, is infinitely worse than no mentor at all.”
The majority of mentoring schemes in schools focus on pupils in Years 10 and 11. Golden and Sims (1997) suggest this is when the benefits of mentoring are especially pertinent, given that young people are making important decisions about their future. Their survey showed that most schemes target specific students, most often underachievers. However, there is then a danger that mentoring can become associated with such groups only and its benefits thus limited. These were identified by young people as having someone to talk to other than a teacher or family member, also improved self-confidence and self-esteem. A further strength is that young people are able to see at first hand that not all adults  “are down on them” (Golden and Sims, 1997, p.24). 

Mentoring is not a cure-all, a “Band Aid for the twenty-first century” (Gay, 1994, p.6). Golden and Sims (1997) make the same point when they warn that it is not a panacea for all ills.  Nevertheless, it has the potential to offer the protégé (or mentee) individual support in a way that may not happen at home nor, without such a scheme, in school.  Young people have been found to recognise and value the short-term benefits of mentoring; it seems more than possible that there will be additional benefits, yet to be researched, in the long-term. 

CHAPTER 4:    THE SCHOOL CONTEXT

The majority of the 123 participants in this study were first met early in the autumn term of Year 11. At that stage the school curriculum is targeted towards the GCSE; coursework (to a greater or lesser degree) has already been started, mocks and the actual GCSE examinations lie ahead. How young people appraise these experiences will influence their coping strategies but it will be shown that, in a cyclical process, some of these strategies will themselves contribute to stress.

Participants attending state schools had been approached through their school; interviews were conducted on school premises during the school day.  It was therefore not so surprising that the initial, open-ended question: How are things going in your life at present? produced answers which focused on school - the work and, later, the relationships. However, an identical response was obtained from pupils attending independent schools who had not been approached through their school and were interviewed out of school time and away from school premises. This uniform response may reflect assumptions on the part of the participants that this would be the area about which I, the researcher, would most wish to hear. It may also have represented for them a safe topic on which to talk to someone they had only just met and about whom they knew very little. While it became clear that the school domain was something about which these young people had a great deal to say, subsequent interviews showed that it was not necessarily the one which caused them either the most stress or the deepest distress. But since without exception they all began here, it represents the obvious starting point from which to consider the findings.

The issues discussed include in particular -

coursework, 

examinations and revision, 

school generally, 

future plans,

relationships within the school context: peers and teachers.

The first issue that was generally raised was coursework which, at subsequent interviews, continued to be regarded by many young people as a source of stress. There were different reasons why it was appraised as something which could not easily be mastered. Some saw it impinging on their life out of school. Their coping strategy then was to do as little as possible, which led to a situation in which they felt hassled by teachers. Others were more aware of the potential benefits of coursework in raising their GCSE grades, but felt stressed when their efforts to do well did not seem sufficient. They appeared to be experiencing the ‘overload’ also reported by Tyszkowa (1990). According to Frydenberg (1997) this can be a particular problem for gifted students who are highly motivated. As one girl commented wearily, “There never seems to be a time when you’ve got everything done.” Another acknowledged that adults in employment had to meet deadlines, but, like many other students, she experienced working under constant pressure as stressful. It was also very tiring, which is a common reaction to stress experienced over a long period of time.
   I want to do well but there’s just so much, that’s the hardest part. It’s 

   hard to know where to begin. You can panic. [Ss/F]

Thus from the start it was possible to see the relevance of primary and secondary appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), the process by which a situation is judged to constitute a threat or a challenge and coping options are evaluated.

Prioritising and meeting deadlines were difficult challenges and some pupils regretted that they had been given no help or guidance with regard to time management. Others were honest enough to admit that they were not good at planning ahead and had then discovered that letting the work pile up added to their feelings of stress: “It makes it feel like a mountain.” Several claimed to have worked at lunchtime or until the early hours of the morning to complete an assignment then, having managed it, were annoyed to discover that other pupils were allowed an extension. There was a general feeling that pupils in lower academic forms were set less work, had free periods in which to do it, but may still put things off and feel stressed as a result. A girl who acknowledged being in this position said it was hard to do things when you didn’t understand, “And that makes you feel like crying.” 

One of the most stressful aspects of coursework was more to do with the concurrent setting of the work than the actual amount given in each individual subject, though assignments were often found to take longer than had been suggested. Demands were thought to be haphazard, with teachers ignoring any homework time-table to cram in their subject with scant regard for what else might be set over the same period. A question not infrequently asked was: “Why don’t teachers talk to each other?” Harris (1996) also reported a similar lack of co-ordination.  A strategy for coping with this problem was to ignore any homework given in addition to coursework.

At first sight it might seem that pupils generally were struggling with demands that were perhaps unrealistic. Inviting them to describe a typical evening/weekend, however, revealed a more complex picture. While some state school pupils claimed to work each weekday evening for between 1-2 hours, a boy who protested that homework was ‘a nightmare’ admitted doing only half an hour or so every other night. One girl was pleased with her record of staying in one night a week to get everything done. For some the weekend was seen as the time to relax and socialise; for others it offered an opportunity to catch up. 

It is interesting here to look at the routine of pupils at independent schools.  Although many young people had to travel some distance to their state schools, it was pupils attending independent schools who reported the longest day. In general they left home at approximately 7.20 and returned at about 6.30 after a day which usually included sport and possibly other activities in addition to academic subjects. Although they had the option of staying at school for evening prep, the participants in this study chose to return home, where they ate, perhaps briefly watched television or phoned friends, then generally worked until 9.30 or 10.00. Saturday morning school was often followed in the afternoon by school matches. Half-terms were usually no more than a long week-end.

   I’ve got used to getting up, eat, work, sleep! When I started at this school I

   cried ’cos it was such a huge shock. But eventually I got used to it. Now though

   they’re piling on even more work. I’ve got a friend in the village who goes to 

   the local school. They seem to get a lot less to do. I don’t always want to do it. 

   You can only do so much! You get so tired.  But I keep going. [Ind/M] 

On average, these independent school pupils spent considerably longer engaged in school work and activities than their state school counterparts. While they generally took a positive view of school, there were occasions when they found the length of the day and the demands of coursework stressful.

The young people who seemed to cope most successfully with their coursework gave it a high priority, planned how they might use their time efficiently and asked for help when necessary. However, while this was true of many students, there were some for whom a higher priority was given to their social activities and whose strategies were chosen accordingly. (Similar findings were reported by Rudduck, 1996c.) It became apparent that, in varying degrees, there existed for these young people a tension between school life (with its demands stemming from academic work) and their wish to have a life apart from or in addition to this. In particular, there were a few boys at each of the state schools who were very clear about their stance with regard to homework, and course work which they were expected to do out of school time. Demands cutting into what they saw as ‘their’ time were judged to be unreasonable and they seemed motivated not to do the work but to find strategies for avoiding it. These included becoming deaf and blind to what they regarded as hassle, or possibly adopting an air of bravado: “I’m not afraid of teachers!” one boy proclaimed.

It would seem that individuals allocated a greater or lesser amount of time out of school to their academic work; a source of stress occurred when that allocation became insufficient. Some students, albeit willing, felt that they couldn’t find additional time; others, resentful, said that they wouldn’t. There was thus a link between the value young people placed on their academic work and the nature of any stress that they experienced in connection with it. For those who gave it a high priority, stress could be associated with meeting its demands. For others, stress seemed to come from withstanding the varied efforts of teachers to ensure that academic work was tackled.

Students who took a positive view of coursework saw it as fairer than an examination in testing two years’ work. Nevertheless, completing it brought relief as well as, for some, feelings of satisfaction and pride. However, some high achievers, and a few who said they had a specific learning difficulty, expressed dissatisfaction with the quality of their work and wished they had been set less in order to be able to do it properly. One boy was particularly aware of how much better was the work he undertook during the holidays when he was able to devote more time to it. Many wondered why more of the coursework couldn’t have been started earlier, in Year 10. This, they felt, would have relieved the pressure to complete it when they were also being told to start revising.

   You want to get your coursework over and done with so you can start 

   revising. I’m a bit of a perfectionist so I didn’t meet all the deadlines. I 

   wanted to do my best and put in all this detail. In one subject I lost all of 

   my work on the computer!  I did it and it got wiped off (in disbelief). I

   screamed and  screamed! But  then I just had to get on and do it again. 

   When it’s done you’re so happy! It’s as if a weight’s been lifted off you. 

   [Ss/F]

This example illustrates both emotion-focused and problem-focused coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).

In the summer term, when they were actually engaged in taking their GCSEs, participants were invited to review the whole academic year and identify which, of all their experiences, had been the most stressful. It had seemed in the sequence of interviews that for many, the most stressful event was the one being experienced at that present moment, so the expectation was that examinations would be so identified (cf Porteous, 1979; Cairns et al, 1991). This was indeed the case for many participants. However, it is interesting to note that a number spoke of coursework causing them most stress overall or equating to examinations.

   Coursework was the hardest thing. I’m not too worried about exams. They

   are just annoying!  With them you’ve got a set time. You do it and that’s it. 

   With coursework I know I put it off - I’d feel guilty but not so much that I’d 

   do it. I was relaxing when I shouldn’t have been. My geography was the 

   worst thing. There was a lot to do, with graphs and things. In the end I did 

   45 pages. Writing it up in neat took ages. [Ss/M]

   I’d rather do exams. It’s easier. At least in exams you’re just sat there and

   you have to do it.  You can’t put it off like coursework. I dropped catering

   because of that. And in exams you don’t get hassled. [Ss/F]

For some then the challenge to take responsibility for their work proved daunting. While part of the problem could be poor time management skills and difficulty in prioritising, putting things off might be a way of coping when the task seems too big, confusing, or you are not sure how to do it. Procrastination can also represent a way to side-step failure and thus protect one’s self-esteem. “... illogical use of one’s time and resources allows a variety of explanations for eventual failure, including the often-heard  refrain, ‘I ran out of time,’ and its implied corollary, ‘Given enough time, I could have done much better’.” (Covington, 1992, p.86) As a strategy for coping, it is likely to lead to hassle from the teacher who may then be blamed for constructing the pressure (Rudduck, 1996b).

In the course of the interviews, the second issue raised as a possible source of stress was examinations. Unlike state school pupils, for whom the mocks were often their first experience of ‘proper’ examinations, those attending independent schools had taken a number of end-of-term examinations under formal conditions and were familiar with the room and the procedure. Though they may not have enjoyed this experience, as GCSE examinations approached it was something they valued. “When you know where you’re going you can be more relaxed.” In comparison, a state schoolboy declared: “Tests in class are rubbish! They don’t prepare you.”  It is possible then that many would be prepared to face potential stress from taking more practice examinations in formal settings, since any costs would be outweighed by the benefits gained. In a ‘steeling’ process (Rutter, 1990) coping successfully with such an experience can help to offset future stress.

Doing well in the mocks was a mixed blessing, however. While good results produced pleasure and satisfaction, there was also pressure (sometimes only from oneself) to repeat the success, and concern that this might not be possible. “I ask myself, was it a fluke?” Some who admitted doing badly felt that they had been caught unawares and were determined to learn from what they saw as their stupid errors. One boy declared that fear of doing equally badly in the ‘real thing’ had served as a powerful motivator! Others  were  fatalistic and felt that nothing they could do would make any difference. 

“I just can’t do exams.” Such a pessimistic belief that the situation is unchangeable undermines self-esteem and is believed to contribute to a sense of helplessness (Seligman, 1995). One possible effect of this is to undermine preparation for examinations. If students see little point in revising, eventual failure becomes more likely and serves to confirm their negative expectations.

Revision can be seen as a form of anticipatory coping, which, according to Murgatroyd (1982) requires the ability to plan but also some awareness of the future and the possible consequences of one’s actions. Many students appeared to lack these skills yet rejected advice, preferring to do things their way.

   The teachers put too much pressure on. They kept on, it was almost like

   they were giving us orders. I didn’t find it helpful at all. It was not what

   I needed. I didn’t want to be told, I guess. I want to fit things in with me,

   not me having to fit in with a set way of doing things. [Ss/M]

This did not necessarily produce effective strategies for dealing with revision. Often young people’s techniques seemed unproductive and haphazard, for example, some went to great lengths drawing up a revision timetable which they then ignored. Not everyone did this much; into the first week of GCSE, one boy said that he didn’t have a revision timetable ‘yet’; “I’m just taking it as it comes.” This meant revising for whatever happened to be the next examination and was a strategy popular with many. Often it came down to doing ‘something’ the night before, though some young people judged this to be the worst time to revise because it increased anxiety. They then chose to deal with the negative affect rather than the academic problem.

   I revise at any odd time. Like if I’m watching TV and there’s nothing on.  

   Or I go to the loo - I’ve got my book in there. So I end up doing about an 

   hour or so a day. It’s not real, concentrated work.  You need to relax.  

   The more you think about exams the more stressed you get. So I go out

   the night before an exam. [Ss/M]
   I don’t really revise for my exams.  I know I should. I look through my work

   the night before and I don’t remember anything! But I’m not going to get 

   freaked out.  I won’t let myself worry. I can only do my best. [Ss/F]
This raises the question of what young people understand to be their ‘best’. This particular girl had not set her sights low - she was also hoping to go on to A levels - and the coping style she described tended towards optimism. Hoping for the best is not the same as doing one’s best, however, and her naiveté could have been due to immaturity, lack of experience and, possibly, inadequate guidance. The limited revision technique adopted seemed certain to increase anxiety; she then coped by using emotion-focused strategies. This can be a helpful restorative approach following an examination when the situation is beyond one’s control, but problem-focused coping seems a better anticipatory option. However, when facing academic stressors, much depends on the situation being appraised as controllable (Compas et al, 1988). If this girl had an external locus of control she would be unlikely to appreciate that her efforts could make a difference. It is also possible that she could number among the ‘failure avoiders’ described by Covington (1992) as able but apathetic, whose strategies are designed to protect themselves from the failure that would threaten their self-esteem. In this way, poor results can be attributed to lack of effort rather than lack of ability. Frydenberg and Lewis (1993) also suggest that resorting to hope represents self-protective behaviour and is a strategy more often used by girls as a surrogate for action.

Revision presented a great challenge to the commitment and perseverance of all the students. As one boy put it, “Revision is the most boringest thing ever!” The negative affect associated with revision was frequently referred to and described variously as confusing, frustrating, depressing and stressful. Above all it was found to be tiring, though whether this was due to effort or boredom was not always clear.

    It gets you down. After 20 minutes I need a paracetamol! [Ss/M]

    I’d like to do more but I can’t revise for a whole day. You just get too

    tired and nothing goes in. And doing different subjects is confusing. 

   You get muddled. [Ss/F]

For some there were practical problems too, such as where to revise. Living rooms were deemed too noisy, bedrooms too small or shared with siblings. A number of girls said they felt cut off and lonely when they tried to work alone, but on the other hand, a member of the family bringing them a cup of tea was a distraction. Revising with a friend lessened the boredom but could also be distracting, a possibility acknowledged by both genders. Several boys said they had nothing from which to revise. And even good weather was felt to make the task more difficult. 

Some students (mostly boys and perhaps ‘failure avoiders’) chose to do no revision at all, saying they couldn’t be bothered or that there was no point because they had left it too late to start. A few girls chose instead to be with their boy friend, and one felt she had saved part of her life by not revising! Young people who had begun full-time employment said it was difficult to find the time. And one boy asked how it was possible to study if you’ve got other problems which take over your mind. There were a good many others, however, who took a more determined approach and managed to persevere notwithstanding the boredom.
   Revision is so boring. You’re not doing anything new. Sometimes I have my

   music on - it depends on how hard I have to think. You can only think hard 

   for a limited time. I set myself goals and mostly I’ve achieved them. I’ve

   plodded along. [Ss/F]

   You’ve got to revise if you want to do well. I’m not very good at exams and

   stuff. If you want to get a good mark you’ve got to learn and learn. So you 

   have to try. You have a break when you get tired and then you do some more.

   The teachers have said my work’s come on since I’ve been trying. [Ss/M]

Many different coping strategies were reported. Not all young people rejected the help and advice of teachers. Although some chose to absent themselves from revision lessons, others acknowledged that without them they would not have known where to begin. The many who received help from parents and siblings were very appreciative of this. In some cases this support included buying books on revision and examination techniques and these were judged to be useful. Emotion-focused strategies included some identified by Tyszkowa (1990) in her study of coping with difficult school situations, namely playing pop music and taking a break by doing some physical exercise or relaxing. In addition, raiding the fridge was frequently reported by boys and eating chocolate by girls.

When the examinations finally began many young people were aware of a sense of unreality. “We’ve watched other people doing it and now it’s us. It hasn’t sunk in!” Some moments were experienced as more stressful than others: reference has  been made to the night before an examination and how for some, revising then increased anxiety (p.5 ###).  One boy, however, discovered that reciting passages from ‘Macbeth’, a set text, worked wonderfully in overcoming insomnia! Other manifestations of stress included moodiness, irritability and, for some girls, a loss of appetite.  

For some, the examinations signified a time of dread.

   This is definitely the worst time of the year! It’s hard to keep positive.

   I’m one of those people who do good classwork but let themselves

   down in the exams. You’re OK until you’re in the corridor - then you

   might  panic and go blank. You can’t remember anything. [Ss/M]

The stress often eased once the papers were distributed and they began to write but sometimes in a particular examination the opposite was the case.

   I felt like curling up and dying after my maths exam. It was awful! And

   I’ve tried so hard. I’ve spent hours!  Then the paper was like double 

   dutch. I couldn’t do any of it. I thought, I’ll leave this question and go 

   on to the next and see if it gets better.  But it got worse. I didn’t cry but

   I felt like it. I tried my best but it didn’t do me much good. (Sighing) I

   suppose I’ll just have to resit it. [Ss/F]

Coping strategies during the examinations included deep breathing, hand stretches, and repeating positive affirmations: “I say to myself, you can do it.” These techniques were actually used by very few and had usually been taught them by parents or siblings rather than teachers. In one school the taking into the examination room of mascots was carefully controlled - both by number and size. Tyszkowa (1990) found that young people fell back on magical practices when other strategies failed, but in this present study few reported wanting a mascot, though occasionally a photograph or friendship bracelet served the same purpose. The comfort derived from good luck cards stemmed from being reminded that there were others who cared and wished them well.

Rather than appraising examinations as a threat, there were some young people who saw them as a challenge offering opportunities to show what they could do.
   I’m having fun with my exams! I’m enjoying them. My geography was really

   easy and I came out happy. History was hard but I was still happy ‘cos I’d

   got it over with. Some are a challenge - like maths - it’s hard to get things 

   done in the time so that’s a challenge.  But I loved my English exam!  I 

   wrote an essay about the earth dying.  It gave me a chance to be creative

   and I enjoyed that.  I felt really good afterwards. [Ss/F]

   I’m an odd ball - I do better in exams.  I don’t do so well when things are 

   spread out and you have to meet deadlines. Extending them just meant I 

   put things off for longer. Exams are peaceful. They’re better than lessons! 

   When you’re on your own there’s no-one to worry you. The  teachers are

   not going to see what you wrote.  The most annoying thing is when they 

   walk around in clompy shoes. [Ss/F]

   Exams are just a test of knowledge. It’s a chance to show what you can do.

   I  like the feeling of doing my best. Half the excitement in life is facing 

   challenges.  [Ind/F]

Such comments were not limited to girls; one boy described the examinations as ‘superb’.  They were exactly what he had hoped for (see Luke, Appendix I).  Having one’s best or favourite subjects time-tabled first was thought to be an advantage. Conversely, if a subject appraised as hard came first it was experienced as off-putting. “It’s unnerving. It makes you worry more.” With regard to item order, Covington (1992) has considered evidence for the idea that asking easier questions first will help to dissipate anxiety. While he concludes that evidence for this hypothesis is mixed, the participants in this study seemed clear in their preference for a gradual build up in order of difficulty. 

   You have to focus on each question and see if you know it. You write 

   something down and if you can do it, it gives you a real lift. Especially if 

   the first  question is like that, the rest you can breeze through!  If the first 

   question is bad, it drops you for the rest of the exam. [Ss/M]

Thus it was found that while some young people experienced examinations as a threat, to others they represented an exciting challenge. Their views were subject to change and could be influenced both by the timetabling of the examinations and by the ordering of questions on individual papers. For perhaps the majority of participants, however, an examination was something to be endured: “You just do it and go home.” More than girls, boys tended to say that they didn’t worry: “You can only do your best.”  (Again, it is interesting to reflect on what their ‘best’ might be.) In the words of one boy, the exams were ‘a breeze’ compared with things at home, and others said that they served to take one’s mind off other problems. More will be written about these young people in the following chapters.

In the same way that individuals appraised coursework and examinations differently, so also there was a wide range of responses to school generally. There were representatives from all the schools who said that they loved it, and one girl who said that she would want to attend even if it were not compulsory. A few said that they used to like school but had come to hate Year 11, largely because of the pressure. Many students of both genders spoke of finding some if not all lessons boring, though the same comment was occasionally made about study leave. Even well-motivated students said they would be glad to get certain subjects out of their life; these had been endured rather than enjoyed. The majority seemed to cope with coursework, examinations and school in general in the same way: “You grin and bear it!”  

   You can get so fed up of school. But you just have to trudge through it.

   You can get through anything if you’ve got the motivation. You can’t get

   out of school work if you want to do well so you just get on with it. [Ss/F]
This would involve a process of adjustment and so resemble what Wills and Shiffman (1985) categorise as acceptance. For many of the participants in this study it will be shown that the support of teachers, parents and peers played a crucial role in this adjustment.

Some young people appeared reluctant to make such an adjustment. One reason offered was that they believed the education they received in school was irrelevant to their life. In the 70s this was shown by Willis (1977) and Corrigan (1979) to be the view of working-class English boys, but it has also been shown to be true for American youth of both genders in the 1990s (Nieto, 1994; Phelan et al, 1992). Phelan et al (p.700) write: “High-achieving students seem to ‘grit their teeth’ and comply with teacher expectations; low-achieving students more frequently withdraw and fail to meet academic demands.” It was interesting to discover in this study that some participants - with differing social backgrounds and academic ability - echoed this view. 

   It doesn’t seem as if we need to know half the things we have to learn about.

   I’ve just done what I had to do. It’s out of school you learn social things 

   rather than facts. That’s what you learn from school - facts.  [Ss/M]

   School and education are not the same thing. I think that school is too

   restricted, it’s a very restricted kind of education [emphatically]. And there

   are deadlines for teachers and students so you have to rush through things.

   There’s no time for discussion. Nobody has time to understand you. And 

   there’s no fun. They just teach you things you don’t need. [Ss/F]

The comment was also made that you cannot learn about life, in particular the unwritten social rules of life, from text books. Emphasis was placed on learning from friends and one’s own experiences in the world, which also points to the importance of peer relationships in mid-adolescence (Coleman, 1980; Hendry, 1989; Wagner and Compas, 1990). ‘Skiving’ or ‘bunking off’ school was a frequently used strategy among these adolescents (see page 17 ###).

Some pupils were finding it hard to produce work of requisite quantity and quality. 

   I can’t get my head round all the work. It’s hard to concentrate. And when

   you’re in the bottom sets you get less encouragement. [Ss/M]
   I’m not academic. I want to do well but I’ve got lost in all the work. It’s

   frustrating. It makes you feel a failure. [Ss/F] 

Those who tried to persevere felt that their problems were compounded by others who were less motivated. “I’m trying but people mucking about stops you working.” An additional hassle for this girl was being told that she was ‘square’ because she did not join in. Many expressed intense irritation about their time being wasted by such disruption and wondered why the chief offenders were not expelled. It was not unknown for some pupils themselves (often girls) to try to ‘police’ the situation, which usually happened when they judged the teacher to be too weak to impose discipline.  However, someone ‘acting the fool’ was welcomed on occasions because it provided light relief when the lesson was tedious. The perpetrators seemed to be male, which is in keeping with Patterson and McCubbin’s finding (1987) that boys score significantly higher than girls on the use of humour as a coping strategy. It needs to be added to boredom, indifference, insolence and rudeness, identified by Salisbury and Jackson (1996) as the ways in which boys respond to authoritarian control.  Also when the work is difficult it can be hard to bother. Rather than focusing on the problem, ‘having a laugh’ was for some the preferred option. 

For a number of boys who were not really motivated to achieve academically, it seemed that ‘acting the fool’ was a long-established strategy. Along with answering back, it has been identified by D’Aurora and Fimian (1988) as a behavioural manifestation of stress, most often displayed by boys. If an adequate scaffolding for learning has not been established, it can be particularly difficult to face the many different demands of Year 11 (Rudduck, 1996b). Humour in this context does not seem like an adaptive process (Folkman, 1991). While it may provide emotional relief in the short term, and in the case of ‘failure avoiders’ protect self-esteem (Covington, 1992), nevertheless the problem is being avoided rather than mastered. In terms of academic achievement such strategies can only be dysfunctional, and for many will contribute to stress in the longer term.

Academic work was a source of stress not only for those who found it difficult or resisted doing it. While some academically talented pupils thought they received more attention in class, others found that teachers assumed they were coping and were left to their own devices (a finding reported also by Raynor, 1995). All at some time felt hassled to meet teacher expectations. Hassle was not limited to work pertaining to GCSE; some of the brightest pupils, who intended to go into the VIth form at their present school, felt under pressure from teachers to choose their particular subject for A level. Success could also produce a negative reaction from classmates.

   Because I do well some people see me as a square. I don’t like that. Criticism

   comes mainly from the boys. They might say things like, “Oh, you haven’t got

   100% then!” I might have been happy with my work until then. Why do they 

   spoil that moment for me? They try to make me feel bad about myself. I don’t 

   want to go to teachers - they couldn’t do anything. I try to dissociate myself 

   from these people. I can’t get bad marks just to make them feel better! [Ss/F]

   Since I’ve started working harder I’ve got good marks but had problems with 

   some people in my class. They were my friends. I’ve found out they’ve been

   slagging me off behind my back, criticising me for working. I don’t know why 

   I used to bother with them. They’re not going to get anywhere.  [Ss/F]

Students who want to do well but fear this kind of reaction from peers may become the ‘closet achievers’ described by Covington (1992) as working in secret. The comments of one boy in particular seem to support this idea. 
   You can be accused of sucking up to teachers if you work hard. A lot of people     

   say they don’t yet they seem to suddenly know things miraculously! I think they

   work and just say they don’t. You get called square for working hard. [Ss/M]

Such responses to others’ efforts can serve to label individuals who do not conform to expected norms, or even, Furman (1989) suggests, be used to maintain a form of hierarchy. They amount to psychological bullying, a source of stress raised by a number of participants.

In general, it appeared as if more girls than boys began Year 11 with some sense of purpose and many demonstrated a pragmatic approach similar to two girls already quoted who spoke of trudging or plodding along. The nearer GCSEs came, the more reality dawned: “This is it!” and efforts were then generally increased. More boys than girls seemed to come to some awareness of the possibly negative consequences of their attitude and behaviour rather late in the year. The following quotation is given at some length because what this boy said was representative of more than a few who hoped they had learnt in time.

   I went through a phase where I couldn’t be bothered. You can get distracted 

   in class and talk to your mates. I went into cruising mode, especially in the

   afternoons. And you look on time at home as your own time. Then I thought, 

   what is the point in spending eleven years of your life building up to this and 

   not doing anything with it? I’m old enough to leave at Easter but if I do I’ll

   have nothing behind me.  You want something to fall back on or you’ll feel 

   guilt-ridden for the rest of your life. It’s a sort of pride. You look at people 

   walking down the street wearing a suit and they’ve got a company car and 

   that’s what I want. I don’t want a factory job. I was arrogant before. I thought

   I could sit back and still do it. Then I woke up to reality. Now I’m doing more 

   but I’m not doing it ’cos I enjoy it. It’s for the future. [Ss/M]

Developing what Nurmi (1987, 1991) called ‘an orientation to the future’ seemed crucial to the motivation and coping strategies of these adolescents. To Garmezy and Masten (1991) farsightedness is a crucial aspect of cognitive competence; the importance of planful competence has also been demonstrated by Clausen (1991) and Quinton and Rutter (1988). Throughout this study it seemed that there were marked individual differences in the ability both to plan for the future and to anticipate consequences. There were gender differences in that girls generally seemed more aware, which supports the findings of Nurmi (1987).  It will be shown that some young people had long-term goals which were sufficiently important for them to discount immediate gratification (usually in the form of a social life) if they felt this might jeopardise their future prospects. Others, however, were very clear that they wanted ‘a life’ in the present moment. This often brought them into conflict with  demands from school which called for a different orientation (see Neubauer and Melzer, 1989).

   The stress is a bit much really (grinning). Like, I don’t want to give up my life 

   for school work. My grades are not too bad - Cs and Ds - and I go out quite a 

   lot, hit the town, like, play snooker.  And if you’ve got to do homework and 

   stuff as well you can’t find time for it all. I suppose I’m supposed to be putting 

   the work first but I’m not (laughs).  School comes second; in second place. 

   Instead you go down the town with the lads and stuff. [Jamie, see Appendix I]

Jamie’s words illustrate the point made by Locke (1991) that individual values are at the core of motivation. There were also other young people who had similar values to Jamie and, like him, were not without academic ability. They came from a variety of backgrounds but what seemed to be relevant was familial style. According to Nurmi (1991) normative parental expectations, tutoring, role models and emotional support play an important part in adolescent development which includes orientation to the future. Jamie experienced permissive parenting which included minimal monitoring, a factor, it has been suggested, in fostering desirable behaviour and association with prosocial peer groups (Brown et al, 1993). More will be written about this in the following chapters.

Those participants who chose to leave full-time education at the end of Year 11 (and there were very few, all state school pupils), did not necessarily lack long-term goals however, but they wanted to fulfil these in a non-academic context. Rather than putting their life on hold (as it seemed to them), they reported wanting ‘to be out in the world’ and were therefore focused on their prospects for finding work. Nevertheless, girls who were taking GCSEs but intending to leave school said that they still felt nervous about their examinations. Boys in this position were more inclined to say that they were not worried, a gender difference noted also by Cairns et al (1991). Some girls had been offered work in a shop, restaurant or hairdressing salon. Two said that what they really wanted to do was to get married and stay at home. The boys who were leaving school were unanimous in not wanting factory work (because it was too boring) or farmwork (because it was too hard), but expressed optimism about finding something and ‘working their way up’. Extrinsic rewards, obtained immediately, also appealed. “It’ll be better than school. At least I’ll have some money to spend.”  Those who had found work described their relief at having things settled.

It is interesting to look at the experience of one boy in particular. For some time Brian had struggled to cope academically and felt frustrated that the school did not give him the help he needed. Being there had become for him a chronic source of stress. Some adolescents who are not empowered by learning may seek power in disruptive behaviour or drug use (Burroughs, 1991). Brian had used these strategies on occasions but eventually, following discussion with his parents, he decided to look for satisfaction and achievement in the workplace.
   I come into school and I try to do good in lessons but it’s just pointless. 

   It could have been OK if they’d given me a try. Just to sit down and talk to 

   me, one to one. Even my mum thinks it’s stupid now. My dad can find me a 

   job so I don’t need no qualifications or nuffin. I doubt I’d get them anyhow. 

   I’m not like my brother; he’s the brainy one. So I’m gonna leave at Easter. 

   There’s no point in me stopping on. It’s not worth the hassle. And you get 

   treated like a kid. I want to start work. My father started at the bottom and 

   done well. I’ve got ambition. I want to be a supervisor. My dad thinks I can

   do it. [Ss/M: Brian]

In terms of self-esteem, Brian felt supported by his parents but undermined by his experience of school, not least because he felt picked on by some teachers. A particularly painful example of this occurred when he spoke of his intentions to one teacher and was disparagingly called ‘a waste of space’ in front of the whole class. Yet this boy’s values, albeit non-academic, included making his way in the world and contributing to the well-being of his family. Such incidents do not only damage the pupil at whom they are aimed; they send clear messages to young people in general and undermine other potentially supportive relationships between students and staff. Bitter and resentful, leaving school came as a relief to Brian.

In contrast, to many young people choosing to move into post-compulsory education, the prospect of leaving school seemed a more stressful option. They did not yet want to join the world of work and some were frank in admitting that they were not ready to be responsible for themselves. A few said that they were motivated to stay at school or go to college by the fear of unemployment, either in the short or the long-term. The option of further education was seen to offer a breathing space, which also provided time to arrive at a clearer picture of what they wanted to do with their lives. It seemed not so much that they were postponing gratification as postponing worrying about the future! This might be construed as the ‘educational moratorium’ referred to by Chisholm (1990). There were individuals at both state and independent schools who viewed the opportunity in this way but somewhat more boys than girls. This seems in keeping with the suggestion by King (1989) and Kruger (1990) that girls tend to have greater clarity with regard to future employment. What was noticeable was the girls’ desire for equality of opportunity and status (Hess, 1995).

For those who were uncertain about future goals it became a major source of concern and one of the most stressful challenges they had to face. Their anxiety increased as the year advanced and they saw others arriving at a decision. Some of the most able students said that being very intelligent actually compounded the problem since they were bright enough to do anything and that made the choice even more difficult. A number admitted that if they knew what they wanted to do they would be working much harder; uncertainty thus undermined their motivation. The worry was all the worse because adolescents in this position did not know how to resolve the problem. Rather than helping to identify a goal, work experience had often made them surer of what they did not want to do. Careers guidance was often judged to be good for telling individuals how to achieve a particular career of their choice but not at all helpful in identifying the one to aim for. More boys than girls tended to find themselves facing this dilemma, and it was one issue on which boys admitted to feeling concern as much as the girls. 

   I want to go to college but I don’t know what to do. It’s the choice of your

   life. You have to make up your mind and it’s hard - very! Perhaps I’ll flip

   a coin! But then I’d still be undecided.  I worry about it because I want to 

   do something interesting and that I’m good at. That’s probably the hardest

   thing - the uncertainty. It’s my choice, the most important one I’ve ever had

   to make. Even when I buy trainers I’m there for an hour and a half deciding!  

   I try to forget about it but it’s there at the back of your mind. [Ss/M]

Finally reaching a decision was then described as a great relief. It often resulted in individuals working harder, especially if they felt there was a risk that their new-found goal might not be achieved. This can increase the stress, given that the more one has at stake the more the situation is likely to be appraised as a threat (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Day (1996) found that young people felt troubled about obtaining particular results they needed. Having less at stake is likely to reduce stress but may also have an impact on motivation. Participants who came to believe they could easily achieve the required minimal grades for a course admitted to a reduction in effort.  

   Teachers are telling you to get good grades and go to college. But the colleges

   say you can go anyway. Even if your grades aren’t good enough you can do 

   a year’s course first. There are no jobs so you might as well do that. But then

   you’re not motivated to get the best grades. You might want to do well but you

   know there’s an easy option. You’ve got it to fall back on so you don’t have to

   worry....  If the expectations were higher it’d influence how hard you worked. 

   [Ss/M]

This illustrates the point made by Covington (1992) that for some students reduced anxiety may result in reduced performance. The question then is how to arrive at a degree of anxiety which spurs rather than impairs motivation. 

Some high-achieving students, who were clear about their long-term goals (typically reading law or medicine), admitted to being motivated by fear of failure. And as Gillies (1989) has pointed out, trying to work ever harder can itself become a source of stress. Having an ambition, however, meant that young people were more prepared to postpone immediate satisfaction and it also helped them to work in subjects they disliked. 

   I’m looking forward to A levels where I won’t have to do so many subjects.

   Some of them I’m not interested in. I wouldn’t choose to do them. I have to

   work at it and work at it. People say I’ll do well but I’ll be glad when it’s all 

   over. I’m looking forward to being free to choose what I want to do. [Ind/F]
This sounds like the ‘teeth gritting’ described by Phelan et al (1992)! The desire for increased freedom and agency was expressed by many participants. Nevertheless, they often adopted the instrumental attitude noted by Brown (1990) and seemed directed towards extrinsic rewards. “You need a good education to get a decent job.”  Rather than pursuing subjects they enjoyed (often art and music), there were able and ambitious students who intended to opt for subjects they believed would lead to status and success (often judged in financial terms). It is impossible not to wonder how they will fare in mid-life.

It has been shown that planning for the future constituted a serious dilemma for some young people, while others were very clear about their goals and planned accordingly. A surprising number spoke of having only one chance as if there would not be other opportunities for continuing education later in their life. Perhaps in this they were misconstruing messages given about the importance of doing well on this occasion. Interestingly, Covington (1992) notes that students may attach more long-term significance to an examination that it actually warrants. But for some, to fail at GCSE would be to have wasted a year of their life. However, in choosing to work towards eventual goals, they were aware of the costs in terms of immediate satisfaction.

   I spend so much time looking towards the future and planning for the

   future that I’m not really having a life.  I feel I’m missing out on all my 

   teenage years. I’ll always prepare for the future - I worry that things will

   fall apart, so given a choice I’ll always do that - but there are regrets. 

   [Ss/F]

   We seem to use all the time we’ve got for work. I feel a bit resentful. I’d 

   like some social life. We’ve been having talks at school about getting good 

   results and then being able to look at different careers. But it’s good to 

   have some fun. (Ruefully) It’ll have to wait until after the exams. [Ind/F]

There was thus a tension between acting on their plans for the future as opposed to ‘getting a life now!” as some expressed it. It is possible to construe this as a continuum.
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It can be hypothesised that some young people will choose a position towards one of the ends while the majority take up a stance between the two. In this study, those who positioned themselves towards the middle spoke of a need for balance in their lives.  In practice, this meant trying to do some work while also enjoying a social life.  The position of participants on this continuum had much to do with their values, but also whether they were able to conceptualise ‘possible selves’ - some idealised but others to be avoided (Markus and Nurius, 1986). In turn, their stance influenced how they appraised potential stressors, and their strategies for coping. The thinking of Lazarus et al (1985, p.770) is relevant here:

   “Stress lies not in the environmental input but in that person’s appraisal of the

   relationship between that input and its demands and the person’s agendas (e.g.

   beliefs, commitments, goals) and capabilities to meet, mitigate or alter these

   demands in the interest of well-being.” (authors’ italics)

The transitional process of Year 11 seemed to provide opportunities for a growing awareness of a ‘future self’ (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Nurmi, 1991). Certainly all the participants appeared to develop a new awareness of time, if only because they experienced it having gone so fast. As they came nearer to the day on which they officially left school, there were frequent references to approaching the end of an era. It was viewed with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

   I feel I’m at the end of something - I’m almost there - but I’m also moving on

   to something new. I’m finishing but I’m also starting. I’m sad but also happy 

   to be leaving. It’s confusing! It’s scary but it’s also - WOW!  There’s the big, 

   wide world and I can go off and do whatever I want. I can go at my dreams

   instead of just looking ahead. Things are falling into place. [Ss/M]
Most often the sadness came from leaving friends: “They’re the people who’ve made school bearable.” Hirsch and Dubois (1989) have argued that peer support plays an important part in creating a sense of community and in dealing with interpersonal stressors involving teachers. It follows then that apprehension often came from the thought of starting at a new educational institution without established friends on whom to rely, and some young people expressed concern about how they would set about making new ones. (Prout, 1993, has also reported these concerns arousing strong feelings in both genders.) The few who had successfully coped with one or more changes of secondary school felt confident about their ability to do this; a further example of ‘steeling’ contributing to resilience. 

It is interesting that, for a number of young people planning to go to college, the future represented an opportunity to make a fresh start. Notwithstanding earlier experiences of difficulty and failure, they felt optimistic rather than helpless, and the opportunity was appraised as a challenge rather than a threat. This suggests a certain resilience on their part. They had begun to recognise that they had some responsibility for eventual outcomes and many spoke of intending to turn over a new leaf. However, there appeared a certain naiveté on the part of some whose academic and social expectations of college, and their own performance once they were there, seemed unrealistically high.

The findings of the study have thus far highlighted that for many of the participants, much of the stress arising within the school context stemmed from academic pressure or concern about future prospects, and is in keeping with other studies (for example, Boldero and Fallon, 1995; Gallagher and Millar, 1996). A factor in the response of these participants, largely to meet demands or withstand them, was the importance of immediate satisfaction and the degree to which they were prepared to postpone gratification. The values underlying this can be deduced from the words of one girl who felt that she had saved part of her life by not revising. To meet academic demands requires acceptance and adjustment. Withstanding could take the form of playing truant or dropping out of education, or staying in school but reacting negatively, perhaps by being disruptive.

During the course of Year 11, young people made use of many different coping strategies. The choice often depended upon their values, goals and motivation. Those who valued academic achievement and had long-term goals which included further education, appeared motivated to position themselves towards the postponed gratification end of the continuum (fig. II). Maintaining such a future time perspective is made possible by what Covington (1992) calls a task hierarchy of intervening subtasks. For those engaged in this step-by-step progression towards eventual goals, satisfaction came from the successful completion of a subtask such as a piece of coursework or an examination, and this also reinforced their motivation. To use Wills and Shiffman’s (1985) model of coping, their strategies included both acceptance and cognitive coping (e.g., thoughts of consequences or use of will power), but in particular, behavioural strategies such as problem-solving, direct action and informational support. 

There were also young people who had not been empowered by their experience of schooling and chose coping strategies to withstand its demands. They demonstrated little evidence of acceptance or cognitive coping strategies; in terms of behavioural coping they were more inclined to make use of strategies such being disruptive, or withdrawal and pleasure seeking. Seeking immediate satisfaction derived from outside the school environment may also have been a way to bolster their self-esteem. The point has already been made, however, that the majority of participants fell between these extremes. Some who attached little importance to academic achievement still had long-term ambitions but these did not require their social life to be ‘put on hold’ in the same way as educational goals.

A coping strategy that was used by a surprising number of young people, regardless of where they were likely to be placed on the continuum, was playing truant from school. The fact that this was done for very different reasons illustrates that identical coping strategies can serve different purposes and are not always easy to categorise. Some of the most able and motivated students in this study, from both state and independent schools, admitted taking days off in order to complete coursework to the high standard they set themselves. They regarded this as a priority and were confident they would be able later to catch up with work missed through not attending lessons. The situation was thus appraised as controllable and playing truant constituted a problem-focused strategy since it dealt with a source of stress directly and resolved the difficulty. The schools, however, would almost certainly not have viewed this behaviour positively!  Some parents colluded with their children, even writing ‘sick notes’; others were unaware that the situation occurred.

There were occasions when young people absented themselves from school for very different reasons. Playing truant was a strategy for coping when school was judged to be ‘too much’ or in the event of interpersonal problems. It provided a way of avoiding a test, a particular lesson, a teacher or peer. A boy and a girl, both of whom had dyslexia, said that some days they could not face the struggle to cope with the work.

   It’s unbelievable how teachers don’t understand. I’m in the top set for 

   maths but English is a total mystery to me. I was promised extra help but 

   I didn’t get much. They think I’m lax and don’t care but I do. My tutor 

   used to ask why I was away so often but no-one ever really bothered to

   talk to me about it, to find out. Some mornings I just can’t face school.

   [Ss/F]

Those who said they missed school simply because they liked staying in bed were all boys. It was girls who played truant because of interpersonal problems. One gradually stopped going to school when her friends, who were older, left and she felt isolated. She felt that teachers put her under pressure which exacerbated the problem, and coped by finally ‘dropping out’ of education. She later regretted this but felt the whole situation was beyond her control. 

For some young people interpersonal difficulties with their peers constituted the most stressful problem, notwithstanding the demands of coursework and examinations. While peer relationships will be discussed in Chapter 6, Getting A Life, it is relevant here to look at particular difficulties which arose during the school day. In the case of girls, often it was a quarrel or being ignored by a friend which led to one of the parties being absent from school rather than face a former confidante who knew her weaknesses. Other coping strategies included taking things out in physical activity, making music, and the support of different friends. Taking direct action by trying to resolve the dispute/misunderstanding was seldom considered, possibly out of awkwardness or from fear of rejection. They were also reluctant to involve staff, even in cases of bullying. Some state school pupils (all girls) who had invoked their school’s ‘no bullying’ policy felt let down by it and regarded it as ‘a joke’. Further, it was observed by some boys that certain teachers themselves were capable of behaving like bullies.

It was concerning to hear so many young people talk of having been bullied by their peers and describe the anguish they felt. Their experiences verified the assertion made by Martin (1997, p.151) that relationships can indeed be a two-edged sword: “an indispensable source of succour [and] a potent source of stress”. Reference has already been made to the psychological bullying some students experienced on account of working hard and successfully. Other forms of bullying were similar to those reported by La Fontaine (1991), with girls being subjected to verbal abuse while boys were involved in incidents of physical aggression. One boy commented, “Boys get the thumps; girls the emotional battles.” He was in no doubt that it was less traumatic to be thumped!

It appeared that, as young people began to take more interest in heterosexual relations, there was often rivalry among the girls. This supports the suggestion by Miller (1990) that in mid-adolescence girls often experience conflict due to competition and jealousy. In one particularly unpleasant example, a girl who had been popular and treated as ‘one of the boys’, returned to school after having been ill and found herself ostracised by former girl friends. 

   They’d enjoyed all the attention while I was away and didn’t want me back.

   The harder ones put pressure on the softer people and they told lies about

   me. They made my life hell. I didn’t talk to anyone at first but I thought of 

   running away or swallowing some pills. But I couldn’t do that to my parents. 

   It went on and on. The school did nothing even when my parents came up to 

   complain. The school didn’t really know how to cope with it. It felt like I was 

   being blamed. What made the difference was when I hit one of them. She was

   swearing in my face and I just hit her. My anger just came up, then I cried. I

   was in trouble with some teachers but some people congratulated me. I’ve 

   made new friends now but I’ve lost a lot of  my self-confidence. I’m not the 

   same person I used to be. [Ss/Rhiann]

What makes such incidents acutely painful is the loss of peer support which will be shown to play an important role in helping adolescents cope with the demands of Year 11. Rhiann’s story also illustrates the point made by La Fontaine (1991, p.29): “...doing nothing is the worst reaction to being told about bullying that an adult can have; it causes the victims more pain, without solving their problems”. When teachers are judged to be impotent, or not to care, then adolescents are unlikely to turn to them for support.
From what was reported by these young people about their experience of stress it might be thought that obtaining support from one or more of their teachers would number among their coping strategies. Some studies have highlighted this need for support (for example, Fanshawe and Burnett, 1991; Wassef et al, 1995) yet elsewhere young people reported a reluctance to consult teachers (Friedman, 1991; Naginey and Swisher, 1990). In concluding this chapter on the school context, it is relevant to consider this interpersonal relationship between teachers and students in some detail.

A school’s pastoral system, according to Hamblin (1993, p.4), has the potential to provide “stable relationships, which act as anchors in a period of sometimes bewildering change”. These relationships are seen to involve a concerned tutor and the tutor group. Yet when the participants in this study were asked about the purpose of tutor time, at both state and independent school the majority were unable to offer any suggestions other than for registration and giving out messages.  Some state school pupils regarded it as a waste of time and were annoyed that during it they were not allowed to do homework. Several boys wanted it abolished so they could stay longer in bed! A few participants, on reflection, thought they were supposed to talk to their tutor if they had any problems, but on the whole they chose not to do this. 

When this idea was put to other participants, they were equally unenthusiastic even though they might like their tutor. Reasons varied. They can best be summarised as young people not feeling that they really knew or were known by their tutor. This seemed surprising given that, in most cases, the tutor/tutee relationship had been in place for a number of years. The size of the tutor group, which tended to make the relationship impersonal, was offered as a further explanation. But the personality of the tutor, especially if he or she ‘went on and on’, was also deemed important.

Most participants, were, however, able to identify someone on the staff to whom they ‘might’ talk. In one independent school the Chaplain was described as ‘a good bloke’. In state schools the person chosen was often the Head of Year, not just because he or she was judged to be approachable, but because they believed the role allowed for more time to listen and conferred the power to act on a pupil’s behalf. What they then seemed to be looking for was instrumental support (Cohen and Wills, 1985). There is a possible connection here with the suggestion by Lang (1985) that the school system can be understood by pupils to function primarily in a disciplinary or administrative capacity. Headteachers and Deputy Heads were seldom seen by the young people in this study as individuals in whom they would confide, and occasionally were described as tyrants or bullies. It would seem that authority can be seen as useful if it is to be exercised on a young person’s behalf  but it can also intimidate.

Curiously, a comment frequently made was that some teachers were insufficiently strict. It is interesting that this was not only the belief of able or well-motivated students concerned about disruption in lessons. It was also the view of many who admitted ‘playing up’ teachers they found to be weak. On the other hand, complaints were also made about teachers being awesome, scary and unreasonable.  It would seem that what young people prefer is for a teacher to be authoritative rather than authoritarian or permissive, the styles of relating which, according to Marsland (1987), are what most adolescents experience in their relationships with adults (see Literature Review, p.31 ###). A further point to be made here is that while it can be easier to blame a weak teacher rather than take responsibility for one’s own behaviour, it seemed to be the case that there were pupils who had adopted a particular persona, become negatively labelled, and did not know how to free themselves from this. In a reaction to stress, perhaps associated with a sense of failure at academic tasks, negative behaviour patterns can become habituated. To explore alternative ‘selves’ pupils need a supportive and secure classroom situation in which control is maintained in an authoritative manner. To attempt this can be threatening to teachers who believe they need to be authoritarian in order to feel secure.

There seemed to be a consensus about what pupils look for in their teachers; Chaplain (1996a) reported very similar qualities to those spoken of by the participants in this study  (see Literature Review, p. 60 ###). Respect was frequently mentioned and seen to be a two-way process: “You respect those who respect you.”  This respect was not always forthcoming.

   Why is it that teachers will listen to your parents but not to us?  They don’t

   just treat you like kids, it’s as if we’re not human beings. You should respect

   teachers but you want some back. [Ss/F]

Above all, they wanted teachers to care enough to take a personal interest in them.

   Some teachers don’t take the time to find out who we are. It’s like they don’t 

   care. You want them to have compassion, be interested. If they were willing

   to find out about us, the way we learn, they’d be better teachers. [Ss/F]

   Schools are so impersonal. Teachers see you as pupils not people. They only

   care about the end product. You shouldn’t be a non-person. [Ss/M]

Given these feelings and the impersonal nature of the relationships thus described, it is

not surprising that few pupils said they would confide in teachers (the exceptions will be discussed later). Other studies have reported similar findings (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984; Lang, 1985), and Wehlage et al (1989) suggest that distancing on the part of teachers can be a source of stress for adolescents who need a supportive relationship, a view supported by Chaplain (1996b). However, the findings of the current study do not mean that all pupils viewed all teachers in a negative light. In particular they appreciated those who were friendly and prepared to listen. Nevertheless, if they approached a teacher for help, with few exceptions it was to do with a school matter. 

Members of staff were seldom told of personal problems by young people themselves, even when it would have been to everyone’s benefit if information (e.g. certain family concerns) had been shared. Maintaining silence seems to reflect a reluctance by adolescents to ask for help even when in some distress (Boldero and Fallon, 1995). It represents a failure to use a coping strategy which could provide valuable support to buffer adverse home conditions (DuBois et al, 1992). The reasons given included a fear of being pitied or treated differently, and the awkwardness and embarrassment attached to confiding personal problems to a teacher whom one would later encounter in lessons or around the school.

The belief that teachers would not maintain confidentiality was also an inhibiting factor. Some said that they had experienced such a breach of trust when what they regarded as their private business had been disclosed to other members of staff. And one boy discovered that notes taken by a teacher of their private conversation were left lying around for anyone to read. Young people were then understandably reluctant to risk confiding in teachers on subsequent occasions.

Many young people said they preferred to turn to friends rather than teachers. As Frydenberg (1997) has pointed out, this could be a non-productive way to deal with a problem. Some pupils appeared to be looking for moral support in seeking ways to avoid work rather than for assistance in dealing with it. A good number, however, did approach teachers for instrumental help with their work. Galbo (1984) and Lempers and Clark-Lempers (1992) have shown that it is only on such matters that teachers are generally valued. Unfortunately these young people did not always meet with a supportive response. When one girl approached her tutor because she was having problems coping with pressure of work, she was told to stop moaning as her problems were nothing compared to his. It also seemed as if some teachers were unwilling or unable to explain, or they told pupils it was their own fault if they did not understand.

   Some teachers go too fast. If you tell them you don’t understand you get 

   shouted at. They might be clever but they can’t put it across. They can 

   take it out on you. You get told you should have listened. They need to 

   be more understanding. [Ss/M] 

Damico and Roth (1993) have pointed out that teachers can try to cover the syllabus regardless of whether students understand the work. Phelan et al (1992) also found that some were impatient and irritable when asked for help. Rather than being a source of support, teachers who treat pupils in this way can then be a source of stress. Such incidents were reported by both male and female participants and at all the schools in this study.
Cognitive changes in adolescence enable situations to be explored from multiple perspectives, and increased sensitivity to the perspective and feelings of others can then follow (Burleson, 1982; Larson and Asmussen, 1991). 

   When you’re 12 or 13 you think all teachers are horrible.  But this year 

   I’ve come to see they’re just normal people. They are definitely stressed

   out, what with all the changes and the coursework. They get worried we

   won’t do well enough. Then they shout at us. [Ss/F]
What emerged clearly from this study was this awareness of the stress teachers were experiencing. Girls in particular came to recognise that many teachers were only just coping and that some were possibly more stressed than their pupils. To some extent they were able to empathise: “If I were a teacher I’d be stressed!” They were aware, however, that teacher stress had ramifications for them: “They’re stressed and stressful!” 
Much of the pressure was seen to come from demands to obtain good results so that the school could feature respectably on the ‘league tables’ of achievement. This supports the argument of Gallagher and Millar (1996) that the introduction of these tables has increased pressure on schools and therefore on pupils.

   Everyone’s so worried about league tables. The teachers say they’re 

   relying on us to do well. You don’t want to let people down. We had 

   an assembly about last year’s results. They’re hoping we’ll do better.

   [Ss/F] 

   Teachers have to get it right or they’re in trouble. It’s not us they care 

   about,  it’s their job.  And their reputation.  They want good results so 

   they’ll look good. [Ss/M]

There was thus a feeling of moral pressure, and some cynicism. The situation was compounded by what was frequently labelled hype: “They make out it’s the whole of two years you’ll have mucked up and wasted.” (Interestingly, hype is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as an extravagant promotion, cheating or a trick!) Pupils at independent schools in particular complained of last minute cramming. A general feeling was that teachers only saw their own subject as important and this created unfair pressure. Such a system resembles what The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989) refers to ‘mills’: processing of streams of young people in such a way that their intellectual and emotional needs are unmet. 

   At school some teachers are only just coping themselves so they’re only

   interested in the work. I don’t see a reason to get closer to them. They’ve

   seen so many pupils before. We come and we go. They’re like businessmen 

   selling insurance. We’re their clients. [Ss/M]
It is then not difficult to imagine students with long-term academic goals ‘gritting their teeth’ as they attempt to comply (Phelan et al, 1992), while others without such goals withdraw from the stress of academic demands to seek different forms of gratification. 

This is not, however, the whole story. In the process of secondary appraisal, when coping resources are identified, some individuals were able to include a teacher  whom they could ask for help, even on matters other than academic work. For a very few, this was made possible because a one-to-one relationship had been established which seemed very different from the impersonal relationships described by the majority. Often the pupils in this position said they had got to know a particular teacher through a sporting activity or during a school trip abroad, and a certain rapport and understanding had developed. The closest relationship described, however, was between a girl and her music teacher.

   Music means everything to me. When I was being bullied at school I bottled

   it up and music kept me going. My music teacher took an interest in me. She

   thought I was good and I was really keen. She helped me find a new clarinet.

   There were problems at home too. If she hadn’t helped me out I wouldn’t be 

   where I am now. I don’t know what I would have done. I could talk to her. I 

   want to be a music teacher. I can’t think what else I’m good at really. [Ss/F]
There are many parallels between this relationship and that of a mentor and protégé. 

What came to light during this research was the potential - for both good and ill - offered by mentoring. While other schools in the area participated in the Compact scheme, this was not so of the ones in this study. However, two of the state schools were in the process of developing their own system of mentoring. A particular difference was that volunteers from the community were not brought into school to work with individuals; instead, teachers became the mentor to groups of pupils. At one of these two schools it was a new experiment: it was mentioned for the first time by the second cohort of participants towards the end of the spring term. The aim was not always clear to pupils: “I dunno what it’s about!” though generally it was believed  intended to improve the grades of borderline C-D candidates.

   I’ve got a mentor. They’ve just started it, a couple of weeks ago. They pick 

   the people they want to help - like they don’t bother with people who are OK 

   and they don’t bother with people who don’t want to bother. They pick the

   people they want to help, those who’re capable of getting good results but 

   need a little push. You don’t have any say about being chosen. [Ss/F]

What is interesting is this girl’s perception (shared by other pupils at other schools) that staff select whom they wanted to help and bother with only certain pupils. In the situation under discussion the motivation for bothering is clear: to improve results. This kind of “preoccupation with academic achievement and testing” has been criticised by Cross (1995, p.7; see also Munby, 1995). It certainly seems very different from the ‘prizing’ of pupils advocated by Carl Rogers (1983), and comes closer to the kind of behaviour “that labels, differentiates and excludes” referred to by Cullingford and Morrison (1997). 

The girl quoted above was not entirely correct in saying that pupils did not have any say in being chosen for mentoring: some were picked but decided not to go. One boy went only once. “It’s only sitting in a room at lunchtime, revising. I’ve got a book on revision instead.” This use of a teacher’s time seems a long way removed from the definition of mentoring given in the Literature Review (see p. 62 ###). Other pupils who might not have wanted mentoring were nevertheless offended that they had been denied the option. To them it was a further example of pupils being disempowered and was deemed unfair. The point was made that shy people might find it difficult to ask for help and that the opportunity should be made available to everybody.

The mentoring scheme at the second school had started in a similar way but evolved into something potentially more valuable, though much depended upon the suitability of the mentor for his/her chosen role (Berkeley, 1994). The first cohort spoke of the same focus on C-D borderline candidates but what was evident was a more person-centred approach. It was described as an experiment whereby each member of staff involved chose on average four pupils with whom they met once a week to discuss problems. These were often to do with academic work but not necessarily so. 

   It’s a really good idea. It was good to meet in a little group - your tutor

   group’s too big. It’s hard for your tutor to take an interest in everybody.
   My mentor helped me organise coursework and put a revision time-table 

   together. We talked about pacing yourself. She’d talk to a teacher for us 

   if we had a problem. In class you don’t always want to put your hand up. 

   You can feel stupid in front of a big group. In a small group it’s OK. It 

   was easy to talk to her. We talked about personal things as well. It really 

   helped. It took a lot of worries away.  [Ss/M]

While not everyone was so enthusiastic it was nevertheless judged to be a useful experience which brought people closer together. It seemed that the mentoring group could potentially become a microcosm in which to participate in what Wehlage et al (1989, p.59) call “the experience of us and us”. Criticisms of the system as it was then operating in this particular school were interesting. It was felt that everyone should have a mentor since those who did not had missed out; that pupils should have been able to choose their mentor; and that the scheme should have been started earlier in the year with the sessions lasting longer than 20 minutes. 
The following year some of these criticisms had been addressed. The scheme began in an earlier term, was on offer to the whole of Year 11, and pupils were able to have a say in their choice of mentor. Their reasons for selecting one member of staff rather than another were interesting: they wanted someone who was strict but approachable and, above all, a good organiser. One boy who, by his own admission, was not academic and had been in trouble on a number of occasions, said how much he was looking forward to having someone who would help him ‘get sorted out’.  In the event, his mentor was away from school on maternity leave and so they only met on two occasions. He spoke of feeling let down, especially when he became aware of the benefits others were gaining from regular meetings of their mentoring group. 

Others were disappointed for different reasons.

   I chose my mentor because he’s strict but can be fun too. But he was a let 

   down. He didn’t have that many meetings. And he told us to do things but 

   never followed it up. They shouldn’t just leave you. I wanted help and 

   someone to make me understand my bad points. It wasn’t like that. I think 

   they need to take time and listen a lot more. Sometimes they do all the 

   talking. And life doesn’t just boil down to revision and how your exams 

   are going. It wasn’t as good as I’d hoped.  [Ss/F]

It would seem that pupils approach mentoring often with fresh hope and expectations but that these are not always met. How each group was run was largely decided by each individual mentor, though guidelines were provided by the Head of Year. More specific training, perhaps along the lines suggested by Beattie and Holden (1994), would have gone some way to improving the system. However, undertaking such work demands time and commitment in addition to skills, and many teachers are likely to find it difficult to fit mentoring into an already demanding day.

Some mentors gave the responsibility for arranging meetings to their group. They did not then seem to happen. One boy said he didn’t call a meeting because he didn’t have any problems, but he then went on to talk about a number of difficulties that might usefully have been addressed by his mentor. To give young people total responsibility for calling upon their mentor seems to be a good way of undermining the potential success of the scheme. If they have no experience of being in a supportive small group, facilitated by a caring and competent adult, adolescents are unlikely to be aware of any benefits they might derive from it. They could well have assumptions that would inhibit them from initiating meetings, but also some participants said they did not want to be a nuisance. This may have been due to  adolescent diffidence or fear of rejection, but it is also possible that they were prepared to sacrifice their needs in the interests of teachers for whom, they said, they felt sorry. This comment was made on account of teachers appearing already stressed. A system which puts teachers under such stress that they are advised to review commitment to a pastoral role (Turner, 1996; see also McEwan and Thompson, 1997), does not do a disservice only to these adults, but also to the pupils who are supposedly in their care.

It is to the credit of many teachers at this school that, according to their protégés, they were able to function well as mentors and establish a supportive relationship (see Clutterbuck, 1991; Collins, 1994). 

   My mentor’s a lovely person to talk to. She’s on my wave length. Some 

   teachers you can’t get close to. They only want to talk about homework!

   We can meet informally if we want as well as in a group. I like the scheme. 

   It’s been very helpful just for someone to be there for you. [Ss/F]

   It was all right. He took time out to speak to me. And he talked to other 

   teachers for me - like if they wouldn’t listen to me. He was kind. You want 

   someone who’ll help and comfort pupils, not just have a laugh. Some do 

   that just to be popular. I was pleased with my choice. I wouldn’t have done  

   as much without him. I wish we’d had it from the start of the year. [Ss/M] 

This last pupil was someone who was able, through his relationship with his mentor, to come to the realisation that not all adults are ‘down on you’ (Golden and Sims, 1997). 

It was also interesting to hear these young people comment on their experience of participating in this kind of group. There was no mention of peer pressure but rather an appreciation of solidarity and support. 

   We got picked up and supported. And we supported each other. We’d say, 

   ‘You can do it!’ We pulled together. It’s created a new group of friends.
   [Ss/M]

   It’s a good idea. It helped as well to hear other people’s opinions on things.

   We did complain a lot! Sympathy is not important. You want people to listen

   and understand. And trust is important. You grow to trust each other. [Ss/F]

Confidentiality was not mentioned as an issue, except that they did not want their business discussed in the staffroom. Girls tended to be more open about both their problems and their feelings, which provided an unexpected benefit for the boys who participated in a mixed group. 

   Girls are better listeners. Blokes put up a wall. I suppose it’s a macho thing.

   You can’t admit to other blokes you’ve got problems. But girls listen. They

   show they’re interested. And being in a mixed group showed me that girls 

   are more sensitive than me. All this information goes to helping me build a

   better life. [Ss/M]

How mentoring might help in providing such long-term benefits is a question which needs research (Golden and Sims, 1997).

While the shortcomings of one scheme, and of some individual mentors in a second, were described only too clearly by young people who had hoped for something better, there is nevertheless much potential in the idea. When the Government revealed plans to extend mentoring networks (this merited front-page headlines in The Daily Telegraph, August 9th, 1997), the Opposition were reported as saying that young people already have mentors - their parents. However, some adolescents have to cope with tremendous family-based difficulties (Davis, 1985), which they usually withhold from other adults, including school personnel (Lang, 1985). If mentoring were available to adolescents generally, not just to those judged to be underachieving (Best et al, 1995), it could be a way of helping those who are most in need of support and who are least likely to ask for it.

CHAPTER 5:  THE  FAMILY  CONTEXT

The focus of this chapter is the relationship young people have with their parents and other family members during Year 11, and the potential therein for both support and stress. While educational demands have been shown to be a source of stress during this time, it is possible that they do not have the same impact as negative, non-normative events within the family (Leffert and Petersen, 1995). In contrast, warm and supportive familial relationships are believed to play an important role in healthy adolescent development (Rutter and Smith, 1995).

The points which will be discussed include:

familial responses to academic issues, especially expectations,

the seeking and offering of support within the family,

changes to the parent-child relationship,

problematical relationships,

bereavement.

The following chart shows the family situation of the 123 participants at the time of first interview. Of the small number of independent school participants, they all lived with both parents. Of the participants attending state schools, during the course of the study four sets of parents separated. One boy moved from living with his mother and stepfather to his father’s. Two boys came to be accommodated by Social Services. Two girls who had been living with their mothers moved in with their boyfriend.
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The majority of participants from both intact and what Cockett and Tripp (1994) call reordered families spoke positively of their relationship with one or both parents, hassles notwithstanding. The findings of this study support those of Neubauer and Melzer (1989) who reported that untidiness, not wanting to help in the home, going out in the evening, and school work, were the situations that most frequently led to conflict. However, as Coleman (1992, p.20) has remarked, “Adolescents may be irritated or angry with their parents as a result of day-to-day conflicts, but issues can be worked out in the home and do not necessarily lead to outright rejection or rebellion.” Cotterell (1996) points out that studies of friendships have sometimes failed to appreciate that positive qualities are not incompatible with conflict and disagreement, and it will be shown that these characteristics can be evident also in the parent-adolescent relationship.

Participants (particularly boys) who described their overall relationship with one or both parents in negative terms were more likely to live with a single parent or in a reordered family. For some the situation was exacerbated by conflict with their stepparent, but what seemed to be more significant than family composition per se was parental style, which will be discussed in some detail.

On first being interviewed, participants responded by talking about school issues. But it was generally the case that family members were introduced in connection with educational matters and it became apparent that they had an impact on how students adjusted to the demands of Year 11. What was consistently highlighted was that meeting the expectations of others  (and of oneself), constituted a source of stress in the lives of many adolescents. This varied in degree from a minor irritant to a major issue. Both males and females spoke of wanting to make their parents proud; it was also most noticeable that students at state as well as independent schools said they did not want to let their parents down.

Sometimes pressure stemmed from the fact that young people came from families in which achievement was seen as the norm. 

   Academic careers run in our family so I’ve got something to prove. I’m worried

   about failing and letting them down. It puts pressure on me. I feel I’ve got to get

   the results or - it’s not that they’ll not love me - but, I don’t know, I just don’t

   want to let them down. If I drop anything it could change my future.  [Ss/M]
   Education is valued in our family - it’s just assumed you’ll want to do well. My 

   parents have got high expectations and I have as well. It would be humiliating 

   to be less successful than my cousins. [Ss/F]

Failure can then be associated with more than the academic results per se; it can represent an undermining of social status (Hurrelmann et al, 1992). In comparison, there were parents who had themselves not gone on to post-compulsory education and had come to regret it. They then wanted to prevent their children from repeating what they saw as their mistake. Such concern can be experienced by adolescents as pressure, especially if the parents are projecting unfulfilled or utopian wishes onto their children (Offer et al, 1981; Zinneker, 1990).

   They want me to do better than them - their life has been so hard. They met 

   at school and dropped out. They want me to do well. According to my dad, 

   the whole of my life depends on these exams. I don’t want to disappoint 

   them, they’ve done so much for me. [Ss/F]
   I’m the youngest one and the last chance for someone from the family to go

   to university.  My parents think I’m perfect compared with my brother. Just

   because I did well in the mocks, I’m this angel! It’s annoying! I don’t know 

   how I’ll come up to their expectations. I might let them down. How will that 

   affect our relationship if they see me as I really am, not as they imagine me 

   to be? [Ss/M]

While this boy did not say that support was contingent on doing well at school, nevertheless he was aware of  his parents’ values and the possible cost of  revealing a view of self which might be judged as unacceptable (see Harter et al, 1996). Kagan (1972) suggests this situation can lead even to mild paranoia, and, according to Rogers (1961, 1963), introjecting the values of others means that we operate from ‘conditions of worth’ and are not fully functioning persons.

There were parents who wanted to be able to boast of their children’s success, so much so that some students whose results in the mocks were not very good, said they were scared to tell them. This fear was also experienced by those who felt negatively compared to brighter siblings. One boy expressed his great relief when his parents began to accept that, while he was not academic like his sister, he did have practical skills that they could value. Thus, worries about ‘not making the grade’ stemmed not only from concern for their future prospects (Rudduck et al, 1996); a possible consequence for some was having to face parental disappointment or even displeasure. Taking GCSEs can then become more stressful than it might otherwise have been, since doing well can be appraised as exceeding the ability of the candidate, i.e. he or she feels unable to meet the expectations of parents and/or other significant adults. Hurrelmann et al (1992, p.48) found that the relationship between adolescents and their parents became “burdened” when there were such difficulties, and they suggest that the resulting tension can serve to intensify any psychosomatic disorders. Certainly young people’s self-esteem can be undermined, and Koestner (1991) has suggested that facing strict demands coupled with rejection can lead to the development of a self-critical, pessimistic personality style. 

When describing the stress they experienced from trying to meet academic demands, many participants commented in a droll fashion that their parents were feeling even more stressed or anxious. “They’re shocked that I’m not as worried as they are!” There is a certain irony here given that coping assistance is believed most effective when offered by someone who copes calmly (Thoits, 1986). Concern led parents to behave in a variety of ways which included cajoling, nagging and shouting. According to Mates and Allison (1992), family conflict often stems from pressure to do well at school, especially for the most able pupils. In the current study a few parents also resorted to bribery, and while some young people were pleased at being offered a financial incentive, others said they did not need it. Their motivation came from themselves. It was also not unknown for parents to offer to do work for their children, which provoked an indignant response from one daughter.
   She doesn’t trust me to get on. She keeps checking on me. She was so desperate

   for me to do well she even offered to do some of my coursework! I told her I’ll

   succeed or fail on my own efforts. If I do badly she thinks it’ll show her up, that

   people will think she’s a bad mother. You don’t have a kid to make it into your

   little mascot, so you can bring it out and say, ‘Look what she’s done! Isn’t she

   brilliant?’ She’s more concerned for her reputation than mine. [Ss/F]

It is not only mothers who have such concerns; according to Salisbury and Jackson (1996, p.275) many fathers “buy into the myth of sons being an extension of themselves as they wish to be seen in the world”. 

Pressure to succeed came not only from parents but in some cases from grandparents and the young people themselves. 
   My grandparents expect more than my parents. They ask me questions all the

   time, about school and what I’m going to do afterwards. When I visit them I 

   have to have it all worked out and have reasons.  [Ss/F]

   I’ve got a brainy older brother and I want to prove I’m as good as him. I put

   myself under pressure. I don’t want to be the drop-out of the family. [Ind/M]
The need to be seen as ‘successful’ was not limited to academic results; it often extended to the choice of job or career. There were parents who had a dream of their son or daughter following a particular occupation which was not necessarily the choice of the young person him/herself. 

   I don’t want them to keep telling me what I should do. I don’t want to be a 

   teacher. The things I’m interested in they think aren’t suitable. But now’s the

   time we should be making our own decisions, be channelling ourselves into 

   what we want to do. If we do as our parents say, we might do something we

   don’t really want to do and then hate our parents. You’ve got to be allowed 

   to make your own mistakes. [Ss/F]

This is one of a number of situations which present a challenge to parents to begin relinquishing control of their adolescent children. When their expectation is that a son or daughter will join a family concern, then the young person can find him/herself facing  a particularly difficult dilemma.

   My dad wants me to join the family business, to carry it on. He mentions it a

   lot. But it’s his goal, not mine. I don’t know what I want - I feel too young 

   to decide. I might want to do something different. But then I think I’d be an 

   outcast. [Ss/M]
Such lack of accord about eventual goals can be a source of conflict, though this was the experience of only a few. Some young people dealt with it by becoming entrenched in their views, seeing the decision as a matter of their personal jurisdiction (Smetana, 1989). Others used distraction or procrastination as a coping strategy. “I’m trying not to think about it at the moment.”
Conflict of a different kind may be experienced by those who, in the words of Wehlage et al (1989, p.173), are not able to “shield their academic performance from the pressures of outside influences or life circumstances”. Home and one’s community can then seem at odds with life at school. There was a small number of participants whose parents seemed to take little interest in schooling, even appearing indifferent should their son or daughter play truant. This may have been because the adults did not value academic achievement, but more often the situation seemed to occur in single parent families when the carer him/herself was reported as struggling to cope. These young people then lacked input to supplement and reinforce their own academic efforts. (See the later discussion of laissez-faire parenting.) Such parental support, along with normative expectations and modelling, is a factor in adolescents striving towards long-term goals (Nurmi, 1991). 

A different example of incongruence between life in and outside of school, and of which some teachers were shown to be unaware, was experienced by two boys and a girl who came from (different) farming families. They were assigned responsibilities which could not be ignored, for example caring for livestock, and which allowed limited time for homework or revision. 

   My parents’d get funny if I wasn’t working on the farm  but then my teachers 

   were saying I should be revising. I said I didn’t have the time but they didn’t

   understand. And I had to do haymaking when there was coursework. My dad 

   was saying I had to be around the farm more. I got pissed off. [Ss/M]
They felt they were in a ‘no win’ situation, since whatever they did, one adult or another would be dissatisfied. Problem-focused coping meant that they dealt with whichever demand was most immediate and pressing, although the boy quoted above eventually withdrew from the situation by leaving the farm to stay with friends for a while. Other children of farming families, however, did not report finding themselves in this invidious position.

While participants who attended independent schools had to contend with parental expectations, they seemed to experience least conflict overall about academic or future goals. Like higher class students in other studies (Nurmi, 1991; Roker, 1993), they appeared to have a sense of longer-term objectives, plus strategies for achieving them. All were committed to higher education (not necessarily within the private sector), followed by university or joining the armed forces - as an officer. A couple experienced occasional hassle from parents reminding them that their education was being paid for, but this accompanied a reprimand about their speech or their table manners! In general, for these students and for many attending state schools, the values of home and school seemed congruent.

Coping with the demands of Year 11 involves a process of appraisal and reappraisal.  The point was made in the Literature Review that how each situation is appraised will determine how the adolescent will cope, and the resources considered in the process of secondary appraisal are likely to include parental support. At times of critical importance, young people have been shown to turn to their parents (Youniss and Smollar, 1990), though it is thought that this can be influenced by the specific issue or problem (Boldero and Fallon, 1995; Youniss and Smollar, 1985). The majority of participants, both male and female, agreed they would confide in their parents on some subjects, among which were matters to do with school and/or their future. Generally, both males and females said they valued help and guidance with school work from their parents, plus tolerance towards any moody behaviour when they were feeling stressed. On the other hand, there were times when what was intended by parents to be support on academic matters felt more like covert pressure. This seemed to apply mostly to those who were academically able (cf Mates and Allison, 1992).

   My parents go on about me getting A or A*. They say they’ll be surprised 

   if I don’t. That’s subtle pressure. They mean to be encouraging but it does 

   worry me. I try not to get wound up - that would make things worse. [Ind/F]
Some young people were reluctant to confide in their parents because they feared an over-reaction. “Parents always want to do something so you have to be careful what you tell them.” This was thought to be ‘not on’ though there were some exceptions. Rhiann, the girl whose experience of being bullied was described in Chapter 4, was proud of her parents’ efforts to support her, especially of the way in which they worked out what to say to the Headteacher in order to make the right impression. Mothers have been shown to be more inclined to take their children’s concerns seriously and to involve themselves in school matters (Paulson and Sputa, 1996). In the present study, it was they who were said to be more likely to go to school to intervene in their children’s problems.

It will be shown that, in addition to fear of an over-reaction, there were other reasons why young people generally tended to withhold from parents information on a range of matters. Interestingly, for the majority, these reasons did not include conflictual parent-child relations. The findings of this study support those of Collins and Repinski (1994) and Hendry et al (1993) in that most of the participants described their relationship with parents in positive terms. It is the experience of these young people which will be considered first. Although they admitted to experiencing hassles, when they talked generally about their parents they often said how lucky they were and, “I don’t know what I’d do without them.” There were both males and females who described themselves as fortunate in their families.

   My parents aren’t my parents in a way, they’re like my friends. I’ve never
   had to lie to them - there’s no need. They listen and understand. A friend of

   mine got kicked out by his parents. My mum’d never do that to me. When I

   tried cannabis I stopped ’cos I didn’t want to upset her. She means more to

   me than that. I want to end up like my dad. Nice car, house, family. That’s 

   what I want out of life. And to give them something back. [Ss/M]

This was Brian, the ‘waste of space’ whose painful experience of school was described in Chapter 4. 

It was not unusual for these adolescents to describe themselves as closer to one parent than the other and which parent this was sometimes changed during the course of the year. However, mothers are thought more likely to encourage connectedness in family relations, with fathers tending to be more distant (Brannen et al, 1994; Youniss and Smollar, 1985). This has implications for the seeking of support by young people. Of the participants from intact families, many said that they were closer to their mother because she was there; fathers, on the other hand, were described as seldom around because they were always working. In two cases they were employed overseas. The situation in reordered families varied; sons and daughters did not always live with their parent of choice, also stepfamilies could exacerbate emotional distance. “My father’s got a new family now. My stepmum’s OK but I don’t see much of them.” And, as will be shown, there were families, both intact and reordered, in which the children saw little of either parent. 

Generally mothers were described as better listeners, though a tendency to fuss could lead to friction. 

   I get on great with my parents. I’m a lot closer to my mum ’cos my dad’s at

   work a lot. My mum’s my friend as well as my mum. She’s so understanding

   and she gives me better advice than my friends. They try to cheer me up when

   I might not want that. I prefer to talk things through and my mum does that.
   She listens. [Ss/F]

   It can feel a bit awkward sometimes with my family. Mum wants to know 

   where I’m going but I think she does it to make conversation. She likes me 

   to talk to her. But sometimes it seems to me she makes a fuss about nothing! 

   Dad’s more laid back. He lets me get on with my life. But I wouldn’t change 

   her for anything even if we do sometimes fall out. [Ss/M]
On occasions, communication was initiated by the mother whose interpersonal skills enabled her to sense when things were wrong. This particularly applied to girls who then expressed surprise that their mothers appeared to be psychic! While some young people were wary of interference, others welcomed this sensitivity and concern. One girl in particular was very clear about what she wanted: “I want sympathy not sentiment; comfort not reassurance.” 

Fear of being reproached, as well as the fear of an inappropriate reaction discussed earlier, can keep young people silent on occasions (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). 

   I’d like to talk to my parents more but they don’t understand. They tell me I’m

   not old enough to do things so then I don’t tell them. If  they find out they say,
   “Why didn’t you tell us?” They don’t get it! It’s easier to keep quiet and hope 

   they don’t find out. [Ss/F]

   There’s no point in telling them things if they’ll only disapprove. If they don’t

   know they can’t go on at you. [Ss/M]

Others kept things to themselves more from concern for their parents’ feelings than out of self-interest. A notable example was Gus, whose mother had died when he was small. Although he was close to his father, they had never talked about their loss. 

   I’ve seen pictures of my mum but I’ve never been to her grave. I’d like to go
   but I don’t like to ask my dad. We get on really well but I’ve never felt I can 

   talk to him about her. I’d like to but I don’t want to upset him.  [Ss/M: Gus]

Later in the chapter more will be written about young people’s experience of bereavement.

It was not unusual for sons as well as daughters to confide in their mother information which was not necessarily shared with the father. This was often on account of embarrassment - not just their own but their father’s too.

   My dad’s impossible. He gets embarrassed if there’s anything to do with sex

   on the telly. He even turns it off when the Tampax adverts come on! My mum

   isn’t as bad. It’s easier to talk to her. [Ss/F]

   My parents have left sex education to school. But living on a farm it’s quite

   obvious. I’ve talked to Mum about embarrassing things. It’s approaching it 

   that’s the hardest part - how to introduce it. I haven’t tried to talk to my dad. 

   He’s not good at that kind of thing.  [Ss/M]

For some the problem was compounded by an attempt at humour, usually on the part of the father. This could be so misplaced that it created a barrier, particularly for daughters.

   I get on well with Dad but I can’t tell him any serious stuff. He jokes too 

   much. I had trouble with my periods and he made a joke of that. It was his

   way of dealing with it. I noticed in biology the blokes in class made jokes

   as a way of coping. [Ss/F]

Such perspicacity was not limited to the uses of humour or to one gender. In the same way that many young people became aware of the stress some teachers were under, so also they began to see their parents in a new way.

   I’ve started to consider my parents, though I didn’t always. I just feel sorry for

   them. On my birthday I wanted to go out and they wanted me to, but they were 

   really tired. It just clicked that my parents are just an older version of me. And 

   I’ll be like that. It’s only in the last few months it’s begun to dawn on me. [Ss/F]
More mothers than father were described as being stressed or depressed; on the other hand fathers were often experienced as grumpy or inclined to shout. In many cases their children observed how hard their parents worked, sometimes at jobs they disliked, and they felt the effects of this. 

   When your parents have problems at work they can put it onto you. My 

   dad’s a workaholic. Mum’s stressed as well. She wants to retire now.

   They come home tired and start shouting. I go quiet then. I disappear

   to my room. [Ss/M]

   My dad hates his work. I watch and listen when he talks to my mum.  He’s

   so tired.  He tries to change shifts so he can be home at week-ends with us.

   I’m so sorry for him. I’m determined I’m not going to be like that. I want a 

   career, to do something I love.  [Ss/F]

Increasing maturity and developing cognitive skills allow adolescents to recognise and 
be sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of others, which has a distaff side in that they can then experience distress through empathetic identification (Larson and Asmussen, 1991). Belle (1987, p.267) refers to it as the “contagion of stress”. During the course of this study, many participants seemed to vulnerable to this, stemming from a variety of causes. For example, a few families had experience of redundancy, which, for young people considering their own future in employment, may have been felt especially acutely. However, concerns arising from parental employment seemed to number among the issues they normally kept “locked within them” (Davis, 1985, p.62) and did not share with others. 

It is not only the ability to appreciate others’ thoughts and feelings which develops during adolescence; skills such as comforting, co-operating, helping and sharing are thought also to develop (Burleson, 1982), particularly in girls (Denton and Zarbatany, 1996), who more likely to give and seek support, while boys often use distractive coping strategies (Frydenberg and Lewis, 1991; Petersen et al, 1991). These have the effect of allowing them to disengage from interpersonal stress but not to practise the social skills used in supporting others. In the present study it was the girls who spoke most readily of offering support.

   I sit with Mum when she’s upset. I give her a cuddle. That’s what she does for

   me and it helps so I do the same for her. We’re there for each other. [Ss/F]
The way in which parents cope with problems provides a model for adolescents, as the response of this girl illustrates. Shulman (1993) suggests that the more females are engaged in such a close relationship, the more comfortable and confident they are in dealing with stress. Boys are thought to require a different balance of closeness and individuality (Gilligan, 1982), and the different genders may be socialised to use different coping strategies (Compas et al, 1993). The pattern for dealing with problems in the households of some participants was that females cried while males got angry and/or walked out. One boy remarked that anger was the only emotion his father ever showed. “He sees himself as a macho guy and that’s how he expects me to be.” This was not everyone’s experience, however. A different boy commented: “I’ve seen how Mum and Dad help each other and I try to do that for my friends.” There were also boys who spoke of learning from their female peers a ‘less macho’ way of coping (see Chapters 4 and 6).

In the majority of families the role of the mother meant that it was she rather than the father who was involved in routine matters which often led the adolescent to complain of being hassled (see Smetana, 1988, 1989). Often this was to do with  things such as hairstyles, clothes, and, almost inevitably, the state of the adolescent’s bedroom. While this last issue seemed to cause frequent mother-adolescent friction, it was not always taken too seriously, at least by the adolescents! 

   I get hassle about my bedroom. It’s annoying when someone keeps saying, “Do 

   this! Do that!” Teenagers do the opposite! I sometimes snap at my mum but it’s

   not serious. It seems a normal reaction. Dad’ll back her up. He doesn’t really 

   care about my room but he puts on a show for her! [Ind/F]

   I get hassle about keeping my room tidy from my mum. Dad gives me hassle 

   about where I’m going and what I’m doing. I don’t mind ’cos I see that it’s just 

   them worrying about me. It doesn’t  cause me any grief. They’ve started to give 

   me more freedom now. That’s a big thing. It’s good to have their trust. It helps 

   me be able to talk to them about things. I wouldn’t be able to talk to them if they

   didn’t trust me.  [Ss/M]

The words of this boy illustrate that where the parent-adolescent relationship was fundamentally warm and caring, day-to-day hassles did not inhibit communication. However, where the relationship was already poor, the sort of hassles referred to above generated a very different response. “She’s always going on. It does my head in. I can’t stand it - or her!” While fathers were less likely than mothers to be concerned with mundane matters, their absence from family life was often remarked upon, and felt, by their children (see Greg, Appendix I).

   Dad’s only involved when something serious has happened. He’s not that

   bothered about little things. It’s Mum who thinks she has to keep me in line.

   Mothers have to worry about their children! With my friends it’s always mums 

   who are talked about in any conflicts. They have to deal with it - they’re the

   ones who bring up the family. We’ve come to expect it ’cos it’s what’s always

   happened. I wish my dad was involved more but he’s too busy. He can’t give

   up his way of life. If I have a family I think I might get involved more. [Ss/M]

This is not the whole picture, however. It is important to acknowledge the fathers who were both interested in and close to their children. 

   I’m very close to my dad. We go to rugby matches together! I can talk to

   both my parents but Mum’s too inclined to tell me what to do. And if I’m 

   upset she gets upset as well. He just gives me a hug. I like that. [Ss/F]
   Dad and I get on well. We don’t worry about things like my mum and sister 

   do. If we have an argument it’s cleared up and over and done with. I’ve been

   brought up to be with my parents. We eat together and do family things. I

   enjoy Dad’s company. We go camping together and we both enjoy playing 

   sport. The last time we played tennis I won! I’ve spent years trying to do that

   and now I’ve managed it! [Ind/M]

In contrast, there was a small number of participants who had an idealised perception of their father, possibly because they were living with their mother and saw little of him. When the mother-adolescent relationship was poor, they fantasised about the perfect life they would have if only they could be with their father instead. However, during the time of this study the opportunity for them to do so did not materialise.
During the course of Year 11, adolescent-parent relationships often underwent marked changes that in many cases were for the better. Some described how, in Years 9 or 10, things had been more troubled.

   I went through a kind of stage where I was really bad to my mum and dad.

   (Laughs) Me and my friend just got into loads of trouble. All the things we

   wanted to do our parents just didn’t seem to let us. So we did them anyway!

   [Ss/F]

   This has been the most stressful year of my life but only as far as schoolwork

   is concerned. Last year I argued with my parents a lot more. There seemed to

   be no space to air my views. Things have been better this year. [Ind/M]

Noller (1994) has pointed out that problems often stem from parents and adolescents finding ways to communicate their feelings and needs and negotiate a solution. There were certainly families in the present study in which communication was described as limited to, “What’s for tea?” In others, the parent-adolescent relationship seemed to be in the process of adaptation and realignment which researchers have highlighted as important (Collins, 1990; Hauser and Bowlds, 1990).

   I’ve learned that going against my parents isn’t any good in the end. I

   think I’ve moved about two-thirds of the way in their direction. But they

   have moved too. We’ve all learned.  [Ss/M]
   Last year I wanted to be my own person and stay out late. We had horrendous

   arguments. I was very angry. It was like I was being controlled. We sat down 

   and talked about it as a family. We shared ideas and feelings. I learned from 

   a parent’s point of view. That really helped. So we compromised. We give and 

   take now. Things are much better.  [Ss/F]
The ability to compromise is regarded by Seiffge-Krenke (1993) as an internal form of coping which develops as adolescents mature. Young people also began to perceive  relationships as an interaction, not a one-way process. “If you get on well with your parents they get on well with you.” But it can be hard for parents to accept that they too need to listen and to compromise, especially as cognitive development means that young people may well become increasingly articulate and outspoken in their opinions. Also recognising that their children are growing up means coming to terms with their own ageing process. A few participants observed that their parents (fathers especially) seemed to find this difficult.

   My dad’s losing his hair and he doesn’t like it. He doesn’t like it that he’s going

   grey round the sides.  And he’s on the exercise bike every night. I don’t think he

   knows how to cope with it. He’s middle aged and fighting it!  He’s  into health 

   food as well. The worst thing is he has a go at me when I don’t want to eat it. It

   gets on your nerves. [Ss/M]

   My mum’s gone hippie! I think she’s trying to recapture her youth or something.

   She’s into candles and beads and things. They were too busy in the 60s to be

   into what was going on then so they’re trying to make up for what they missed. 

   I think it’s sad! [Ss/F]

   I feel really sorry for my dad. I’ve always been his little girl and it’s really hard

   for him to accept I’m growing up. He doesn’t like it when I go out with boys but

   he’s having to learn to accept it. [Ss/F]

Many young people spoke too of the status ambiguity which is characteristic of adolescence (Coleman, 1992; Hurrelmann, 1989). “It’s a boring age. You’re either too old or too young.” There were frequent references to the ‘Catch 22’ situation described by Murgatroyd and Woolfe (1982), in which adolescents are told they are still children but expected to behave as adults. Many were indeed impatient to gain adult status but others viewed adulthood differently.

   I think of how fast the last year has gone. I’m more than half-way to being 

   30! I look at my parents and they seem pretty boring and they’re only 40. I 

   wonder what it’ll be like to be old? I don’t even know what I want out of life.

   I’m more sure of what I don’t want. [Ss/M]

    I look at the responsibilities facing adults and I’m glad still to be a child!  I

   want to be independent but I’m scared of being on my own. I don’t feel old

   enough to go into the big world on my own. I want my family still to be there.

   [SS/F]

While they may have tried to hide their uncertainty behind a facade of worldly wisdom, many participants saw advantages in their position, similar to those described by Brannen et al (1994).

   I’m not a woman or a child, I’m a teenager. It’s good because you can behave

   different in different places. You can experiment and still enjoy childhood things.
   [Ss/F]

   There are advantages to being in-between. You can get away with a lot! People

   tell me I look grown up but there’s still a big kid inside. [Ss/M]

Many parents were beginning to see their children as young adults and drawing them more into family discussions. This was appreciated; young people were certainly indignant if they believed they were being kept in the dark about some family matter. Nevertheless, they were aware of the cost. “People talk more openly to you now but sometimes it’s hard to hear about problems.”

Increasing maturity can also lead to changes in social activities. Hendry (1989) has pointed out that the lure of the peer group and different ways of spending leisure time may well reduce adolescent-adult contact. What seemed to pall were the activities of childhood such as picnics. Nevertheless, there were young people in the present study who seemed to be included more rather than less in the social circle of parents and other members of the family, and enjoyed visits to restaurants, the theatre or sporting fixtures. Their pleasure appeared to increase if younger siblings were excluded from what then felt like an ‘adult’ occasion. In a culture which has no rites of passage to mark the transition to adulthood, being drawn into the social world of adults might, in a small way, serve this purpose. Two girls discovered with some astonishment that a holiday spent with their parents and friends of their parents had been more fun than one spent with friends of their own. Generally, pupils attending independent schools appeared to be the individuals who were most used to mixing in adult company and participating in adult conversation. All these young people seemed to experience the adult world in a very different way from those who modelled their behaviour on what they culled from magazines, films and television programmes.

A recent survey of adolescents and young adults showed that 77% regarded love and time spent with children as the most important characteristic of a good parent (Industrial Society, 1997). In this present study, there were adolescents who spent very little time with adults, especially when both parents had demanding jobs. It was not unusual for them to speak of this with regret and occasionally some bitterness.

   My parents never used to do things with me when I was little. They were too 

   busy working to provide luxuries. I would rather have had them there. Maybe

   my mother missed out on the bonding time or something. I used to ask  them 

   to play games but they never would. They were always working late or having 

   to go out or wanting to read the paper. Now they want it to be different and 

   they’ve left it too late. I’m not going to do things with them just because 

   they’ve decided they want it.  [Ss/F: Zoe]
There is likely to be even less contact when the adolescent lives with a single parent who needs to work and run the home, and has little time and energy to give to his/her children. But the cause of this isolation is not always parental exhaustion; not all adults have the inclination to devote time to their children. One boy described the pleasure he derived from playing snooker with his father and how much this activity meant to him. Inviting him to elaborate revealed the sad truth that they had actually played on one occasion only, and that the unemployed father spent most of each day and evening watching television. “I’m trying to get him to play again. I’m hoping he will soon.” Another boy admitted hating golf, but played with his father because it was the only way they spent time together.

There are several points to be made here. Rutter and Smith (1995) have raised the  question of whether there are risks arising for young people from possible increased isolation from adults, and whether these might play a part in psychosocial disorders in adolescence. They are among a number of writers (Brown et al, 1993; Csikszentmihalyi et al, 1993; Fend, 1990; Hauser and Bowlds, 1990; Kimmel and Weiner, 1995) who have highlighted the importance of continued parent-child attachment in adolescence, and the family was described by Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) as the balance wheel in the emotional swings of adolescent life. Nor is it thought enough just to be a member of a family; parental involvement and warmth are essential (Rutter and Smith, 1995). If, as Antonnucci (1985) suggests, family support is taken for granted, when it is not forthcoming this will be felt keenly. The young person may fear that the cause is within him/herself and develop an impaired sense of self-worth  (see Ryan and Lynch, 1989). Those who are in this position may find it hard to trust adults in general (Wills and Cleary, 1996) and thus be even more insulated from support. What alternative strategies they might use will be discussed in Chapter 6.

At the beginning of the chapter it was pointed out that most of the participants saw their relationship with their parents in a generally positive light. There were, however, other young people who felt very differently and had no wish to spend time with one, if not both, parents. Comments included: “When he walks in, I walk out!” Such a response seemed to be more than just a gesture of rebellion. In direct contrast, when asked about their experience of teenage rebellion some participants actually laughed! 

   It seems to be a sort of type cast of a teenager storming out in a sulk. But

   a lot of the time it’s not like that, or only for a minority. They go around

   being idiots, trying to prove something. People my age are usually more

   mature. You talk things through. I shaved my hair off on a whim to see 

   what it would look like. My mum went mad but I only did it for a laugh.

   There was no real risk. It grew back on. [Ss/M]

Others confessed to similar gestures. “It was just a phase I went through. It was no big deal.” Adults, however, may well interpret such behaviour differently. There were young people who indulged in behaviour of which their parents would have disapproved had they known, but they saw this as being more to do with independence (and wanting a quiet life!) than rebelliousness. “It can’t be rebellion if you do it in secret!” It was particularly interesting that many said they had no need to rebel, or that they had never wanted to. “There’s no point in rebelling for the sake of it.” They usually went on to explain this by saying that they found their parents flexible and prepared to discuss things. These adolescents were able to negotiate independence while maintaining attachment (see Rutter and Rutter, 1992; Ryan and Lynch, 1989).

Young people who described their relationship with one or both parents as conflictual experienced the family’s way of interacting very differently and their response can be seen as different from the stereotypical picture of teenage defiance. It is relevant here to consider parental style, categorised by Baumrind (1966) as authoritative, authoritarian and permissive. This last, laissez-faire style, may be either indulgent or neglectful (Lamborn et al, 1991). Authoritative parents are those who are democratic but not permissive; they impose boundaries but these are open to negotiation; and parent-adolescent interaction is characterised by give and take (see Literature Review, pages ###). It seemed as though the parents described at the end of the previous paragraph had such a style. There were instances of discord - Rutter and Rutter (1992) see these as symptomatic of psychological growth comparable with the ‘terrible twos’ stage - but these were resolved and general harmony restored. Young people from such families appeared to have a more positive experience of schooling which supports the findings of other studies (Dornbusch et al, 1987; Lamborn et al, 1991; Shucksmith et al, 1995). There were, however, exceptions.

There were participants (though few) from all of the state schools who described their parents as warm and supportive but whose values did not seem congruent with those of school. One boy described how he had been taught to fish by his father, and fishing became a valuable strategy for coping with stress. However, the lessons had sometimes taken place during the school day when the father was not at work - and his son was therefore not at school, which in any case he found boring. Eventually he decided to leave without taking GCSEs. 

   It was one of those decisions that was easy to make. I was always getting

   picked on by teachers. They’re too bossy! They shout at you and you get

   into a bad mood. Then you can’t be bothered to do any work. The worst 

   thing about this year was having teachers on your back. I prefer having

   fun to sitting in lessons. And if I tried I still got low marks so there was 

   no point. I coped by putting it behind me. I talked to my dad about it. We 

   thought I should work and get a few quid in the bank. The school haven’t

   helped me. Mum and Dad have helped me. [Ss/M]
At the time of this final interview he had found manual work which he was enjoying. His vision was focused on the present. “I don’t worry about the future.” This boy’s experience illustrates the importance of parental behaviour in setting standards and role modelling, both of which play a part in young people becoming oriented to the future (Nurmi, 1991). Also, notwithstanding local unemployment problems, his attitude seemed to reflect the optimistic, ‘wait and see’ policy noted by Seiffge-Krenke (1993) as more typical of young males than females.

In direct contrast there were young people who described their parents as valuing academic achievement but authoritarian or even autocratic. In a few cases, their children were motivated by academic goals because they saw in them a way to escape the parental home. A notable example was Zoe, who was first quoted on page 12 ###.

   My parents are perfectionists. And soooo old-fashioned! They don’t even like 

   me wearing ear-rings. Two pairs and you’re a slut! They criticise my friends 

   and seem to think that yelling at me is going to make me be the way they want.

   I think I’m very conservative, actually. But they don’t like modern youth. I’d

   rather have support and love from them but they just go on at me. They think 

   they should have the be-all-and-end-all-say over everything concerning me. It

   irritates me that they expect me to talk to them about my life, but I don’t want

   to go through things with them. They interfere. And they treat me like a child.

   As soon as I can I’m going to go - anywhere I can, anywhere I can afford. I’m

   not going to come back. I won’t look after them or visit them. I won’t do it out

   of duty. I’m going to do the best for myself. [Ss/F]

This was not just Zoe’s view on one occasion following a quarrel with her parents; over six months she was consistent in her intention. Doing the best for herself meant university and a profession which would offer a good income and status (once again law or medicine were the preferred options). In order to achieve her goals she was prepared to postpone immediate gratification and immerse herself in her work. While ‘everyone’ assumed she would do well, she had to play down her success from fear of being labelled square and ‘schooly’. “That’s a very uncool thing to be.” Although she had friends, little time was spent in socialising; she admitted to locking herself away in order to concentrate on the challenge of GCSEs. However, in addition to this problem-focused coping, there was also a time when she began to drink as a way of dealing with negative affect.

   I think it was about escape. At parties everyone drinks. I don’t really know 

   why I started at home. I did it on my own when my parents were out. There 

   are a hundred and one bottles in the cupboard. They never noticed. Or if 

   they did they must have thought it was the cleaning lady! I suppose I had a

    problem but now I’ve stopped. I’d been told that maturity is supposed to be 

   about controlling your feelings but if you let them build up you can turn to 

   drink instead. I’m better now at getting my feelings out. I write them in my 

   diary and I talk to my friends. Before I didn’t want to let them know about

   how things were.

Other research has shown that young people may use alcohol as a coping strategy in response to family conflict (Foxcroft et al, 1994). What Zoe’s story illustrates is the importance of parental style and a democratic involvement with one’s children. She was provided with a secure home and an affluent lifestyle but these things did not satisfy her emotional needs.

Whereas mothers might be described as interfering or inclined to interrogate, it was more usually fathers who were experienced as autocratic, and this seemed to play a large part in the negative descriptions of the father-adolescent relationship.

   I resent my dad putting me under pressure. He wants me to do what he wants.

   If I stand up for myself he says I should listen to his opinion. But I’ve got my

   own opinions. [Ss/F]

   He’s not really interested except to find fault. I’m always being told what not
   to do, or what I haven’t done. He makes you feel your best isn’t good enough.
   [Ss/M]

It was not unusual for such fathers to be described as insensitive, out of touch with their feelings (“I’ve never seen my father cry, not even when his own father died.”), and concerned with their own macho image. It is interesting that these comments were made not just by daughters but by sons too, which suggests that boys can be aware of alternatives to what Salisbury and Jackson (1996) see as the culture of aggressive masculinity.
In discordant families, while parent-child relationships might have deteriorated during adolescence, it seemed that the root of the problem went back further. Other research also has shown that where relationships are strained, the problem in most instances pre-dates adolescence (see Hess, 1995; Rutter, 1994). Conflict was not always limited to verbal aggression; there were ten participants who said they had regularly witnessed or experienced violent incidents in their home.

   Me and Dad have always wound each other up. It’s got worse as I’ve got older

   and stand up for myself. He gets funny. He loses his temper and cusses. We had

   a falling out last week. I said he was a grumpy old bastard and he hit me. I hit 

   him back. I can look  after myself. Mum split us up. My granddad was watching 

   and laughing. He thought it was funny. [Ss/M]

There seems here to be a cross-generational message that violence is normal and appropriate behaviour. This boy was one of a number who had arrived at no real alternative strategies for coping with frustration or pent-up emotion other than hitting out or kicking or even throwing things. 

During the course of the study one boy, Dean, was excluded from school for fighting. He had experienced a confusing mixture of harsh and neglectful parenting and, in keeping with the findings of Eckinrode et al (1993), reported poor academic performance and disciplinary problems. He talked of his life with puzzlement rather than bravado. 

   I dunno why I get so angry. I know other teenagers who get angry as well. I

   reckon it’s ’cos my mum and dad used to fight a lot, really fight. They kept

   splitting  up and getting back together. When I was little I used to have night-

   mares every time he left. They never had time for me. I was a bad boy. I never 

   learnt nothing at school. I called teachers names. If they pushed me I pushed 

   them. Me and my friend weren’t good people. We got done for nicking then I 

   got suspended for fighting. [Ss/M]

This occurred at the time his parents finally split up. When they went their separate ways they left Dean too, so it seemed as though he had been abandoned by all the adults in his life. He knew where to find his mother who had moved in with her boyfriend, but although she gave him money, she would not agree to him living there. So, until his situation became known to Social Services, he stayed in the empty flat which his parents had vacated. He found companionship in a gang of youths who spent their time on the streets, getting into fights and vandalising empty buildings. More will be written about this in Chapter 6. 

Coping with the kind of angry environment just described constitutes a major stressor for children and young people (Cummings and El-Sheik, 1991), and Dean’s delinquent lifestyle seems like a maladaptive response to parental maltreatment and neglect. It is worth recalling the observation of Hetherington (1989) that the least adaptive coping is likely to be exhibited by aggressive, insecure adolescents who have been subjected to inappropriate parenting. In the following year of the study another boy was abandoned by his family, though in circumstances which more closely approximate those described by Adams et al (1985). They found that many homeless adolescents, whom they term ‘throwaways’, come from authoritarian families in which control is an issue. This was the case with a boy who resented being ordered about by his stepfather. The unpleasantness at home made it hard for him to concentrate on schoolwork and he started drinking in the hope that this would calm him down and somehow make things feel better. What actually happened was that he was ordered out of the house by his stepfather. The parents of a friend took him in until he was accommodated by Social Services. Although all of this happened in the week that GCSE examinations started, no-one at school was informed. 

   I didn’t confide in my tutor or anybody. Other people at school might get to 

   know. I’ve seen this happen so I just kept quiet. Anyway I’m used to sorting 

   my own problems. If people give you advice it doesn’t seem to work. So I just 

   do what I think. I’m learning to cope, to listen to myself instead of worrying 

   what other people’ll think about me. [Ss/M]

This provides a graphic example of  what Davis (1985) noted, that young people keep to themselves painful information which might profitably be discussed with an adult. But this boy’s experience of confidentiality being broken, and the assumption that assistance equates to being told what to do, meant that he cut himself off from what could have been a useful source of social support (DuBois et al, 1992).
It has been shown that both genders used alcohol in the belief that it would help them avoid negative emotions in situations appraised as beyond their control. Soft drugs were also used for this purpose. The stepfather of one boy became physically abusive when he had been drinking and this led to arguments in which the mother supported her husband. In comparison with being hit, it was this which caused her son most distress.

   This was the worst thing, the arguments. It’s not much fun arguing with your
   mother. It prompted me to smoke cannabis. I needed an escape route. It calmed

   life down a bit. If there was something else I could have done I don’t know what

   it would have been. I was having a bad time and used drugs to get out of it. But

   funnily enough, the exams helped! They took my mind off what was going on. I

   don’t use cannabis now I’ve moved to live with my dad. He could have said he 

   wouldn’t have me but he didn’t. He was there when I needed him. [Ss/M]

In comparison with the family problems he faced, this boy found GCSE examinations to be ‘a breeze’. (Reference was made to this in Chapter 4.) With regard to substance use, the findings support other research. According to Brody and Forehand (1993, p.591), an accepting and supportive mother-adolescent relationship “obviates the need for adolescents to form compensatory attachments with deviant peers or to cope with the unsettling effects of rejection by using illicit substances”. Dryfoos (1990) suggests that, in addressing problem behaviours such as substance use, it is important to look at the antecedents of the behaviour, and that strategies for prevention may have to compensate for what is lacking in parental support and guidance.

So far the focus with regard to living with an autocratic or violent parent/stepparent has been on the experience of boys, but girls were also in this position. One said that she had lived with domestic violence for most of her life until her mother finally pressed for a divorce.

   I’ve learnt the hard way. I think it was about drink and  frustration but if

   I had a partner and he hit me that would be it! No second chances. [Ss/F]

In some cases this kind of experience led to complete alienation between the abusive father and his children. “I don’t have a dad any more. I’ve cut him off.” Two girls, however, confessed they were torn between their desire to support their mother and a wish to see their father. For them this dilemma was a major source of stress, more painful than anything arising from school, and being drawn into this kind of parent-parent conflict can have negative consequences in terms of adjustment (Buchanan et al, 1991).

   My dad used to drink and hit my mum and us about. To think he was my father!

   It’s scary being faced by a drunk man. When my parents divorced maybe it was

   for the best. But then I had a letter from him. He says he’s sorry and was ill. I

   thought all the things he did were maybe in the past so I phoned him. It took a

   lot of courage to do it. I haven’t told my mum. She’d take it badly. She’d think

   I’m disloyal but I’m not. It was a hard decision. There was no-one I could talk 

   to about it. I just sat in my room and thought. He is my father, I have a right to

   speak to him. Once won’t hurt. It was weird. He was crying. I didn’t know what

   to say. Now he wants to see me and I don’t know what to do. It’s hard to keep it

   from my mum but she might think I don’t care and I do. [Ss/F]

Young people who grow up in the kind of families under discussion can find it hard to know what are appropriate boundaries. Often, when the masculine identity is equated with power and control, the position of women is undermined (Salisbury and Jackson, 1996). This can result in mothers being unable to form the kind of relationship with their children which will facilitate healthy development. A browbeaten mother is likely to find coping a struggle and her parental style may then be laissez-faire through lack of emotional energy. The words of one participant, Ollie, illustrate this clearly.
   My mum’s not much like a parent. It’s not her fault. She was crushed by my

   my father. When I needed her she wasn’t there for me. But she couldn’t be 

   because she’s too weak. She couldn’t stand up to my dad. I don’t blame her. 

   She tried but he battered everyone emotionally. I wouldn’t want to be like him.

   I wouldn’t inflict that on my children (bitterly). I’ve had to bring myself up. 

   I’ve never felt close to anyone in my family. Now he’s gone I want to shut it 

   out and shut them out. They remind me of how things have been. When I leave

   home eventually I might not keep in touch. [Ss/M: Ollie]
Ollie had thus experienced both extremely authoritarian and laissez-faire parenting. He feared that the situation would overwhelm his inner resources and struggled against depression, even for a time feeling suicidal.

   I thought I couldn’t go on. Your mind shuts down and you can’t cope. It was

   pretty scary. My  grades went shooting down. I used to end up in tears and not 

   know why. I didn’t like to talk about it. I’ve always been independent. I wanted 

   to get myself through it without help. I thought it couldn’t get any worse so it 

   had to get better.

This form of cognitive restructuring did not prove especially helpful and there were times when he thought of killing himself. Rather than seeking medical advice or confiding in another professional, he sought to detach himself from his distress by spending hours at the cinema, drinking, or using soft drugs. No adult was sufficiently observant or sensitive to notice his distress. However, a group of his peers did and took it upon themselves to support him. This, in addition to his father leaving the family, had made all the difference. At the time of the final interview Ollie compared himself to a car that had been in a traffic accident. “That’s how it felt. But it’s back on the road now.”

Interestingly there was a second boy whose circumstances were not dissimilar; Rob was the son of a critical, autocratic father and a permissive mother (herself depressed) who lived apart. Again, this boy’s strategies for coping included drug use and drinking . He began to realise that this had itself become a problem and was referred to a psychiatrist but did not find this helpful.

   My life is hard. It’s hard getting through each day. No-one at school knows I’ve

   been to see a psychiatrist. I don’t want them to know. They’ll think I’m weird. I’m

   not weird but I feel weird compared to other people. I try not to think about my 

   life too much. It makes me depressed. And all the schoolwork in your face makes

   you stressed. Teachers don’t bother with me. They don’t like me. I used to slip out

   of school but that felt like running away. I don’t want to be a dropout. [Ss/M: Rob]

In the same way that Rob had gradually come to recognise that his drinking habit was not a useful strategy, so he also realised that his choice of friends was unwise, as they were contributing to his problems. He made new friends, changed his appearance, and began to view the future more positively. “The one thing I want to do now is to shock my teachers by doing well in my GCSEs!” While he could not change his parents’ styles of interacting, he started to take some responsibility for what happened to him and to utilise problem-focused strategies. Like Ollie, he also chose not to turn to adults for help and support. 
One of the possible explanations for the rise in the rate of depression during adolescence is an increase of negative events coupled with reduced social support (see Rutter and Rutter, 1992). While this might seem to apply to these two boys, on the other hand their situation was not new; it predated the teenage years. It was also the case that the majority of the participants in this study were positive about both their lives and the degree of support they received. It is therefore logical to consider other explanations, for example developing cognitive competence, which can mean that they will look at their situation in a more analytical light. A different participant said: “As I’m growing up I’m seeing things differently. But seeing clearer can make you worry more.” However, the manner in which Rob began to conceptualise his situation contributed to a change in coping strategies, and led to a more positive outlook once he began to feel less helpless.
What became increasingly clear from this study was the contribution of parental style to both the stressors which young people experienced and their coping strategies. King’s argument (1989) that some adolescents take to the streets as a response to dysfunctional parenting seemed to apply in some instances. There were also two girls who ran away from home. In this there was an element of what Sharlin and Mor-Barak (1992) call ‘running to’; they were seeking out a romantic relationship which they believed offered more than the parental relationship.

Like other participants already mentioned, the first girl had experienced both authoritarian parenting from her violent father and laissez-faire parenting from her browbeaten mother. The second girl had not known her father but her mother’s behaviour swung confusingly from critical and controlling to permissive or neglectful. Noller (1994) writes that a family relationship which provides only poor supervision and guidance may be related to early sexual intercourse in search of affection (see also Rae, 1992), and the experience of these girls would appear to support this view. Both sought comfort and affection from their peers; both dropped out of school, moved in with their respective boyfriend, and became pregnant.

   Having a baby’ll make my life better. I like children. And having a baby is

   something to love. It’s yours. Friends come and go. A baby won’t. [Ss/F]

   I think I’m old enough to make my own decisions. I came off the pill because 

   it made me feel funny. And I’ve got the nature of a mother. I’ll be different 

   from my mum, or I’ll try to be. I don’t mind if  it’s a boy or a girl. My mum 

   always said she wanted a boy. If I’d been one she might have loved me more 

   but I don’t know. [Ss/F]

For both girls becoming pregnant was not an ‘accident’; they chose not to use contraceptives and left the outcome to chance. Rutter and Rutter (1992) suggest that such behaviour is often part of a more general failure to plan any aspect of life and is associated with low self-esteem and a sense of not having control over what happens. Teenage pregnancy thus constitutes part of a broader life pattern and how it is dealt with depends upon social circumstances and individual coping styles. These girls lacked a strong network of support; indeed the baby was seen as someone not just to love but who would provide the love which had been missing from their lives. They were at what Rutter and Rutter (1992, p.244) call a time of decision, “when life trajectories may be directed on to more adaptive or maladaptive paths [though] in general teenage motherhood tends to predispose to a negative trajectory”.

During the course of the research the respective parents of four participants (one girl and three boys) decided to separate.  

   Life’s hard at the moment. My parents split up a week ago. I was really upset.

   It still feels bad. My dad’s upset ’cos my mum’s split with him. He’s glad I’m

   living with him. I’ve been out with my mates to take my mind off it. I ought to

   be doing homework but it’s good to get out of the house. The parents of one of

   my mates have split up and he knows what it’s like. We have a few drinks

   and playing sport helps as well. You want to get everything out of your head.

   [Ss/M]

What he valued in his friends was companionship; someone to drink and play sport with rather than a confidant with whom to talk things through. Other researchers have noted that young people may resort to diversionary tactics (Mates and Allison, 1992), especially boys (Compas et al, 1993), who, compared with girls,  make greater use of sport as a coping strategy (Frydenberg and Lewis, 1993). Denton and Zarbatany (1996) suggest that boys may support each other through spending time together and sharing activities; in comparison, girls are believed to talk and think more about their problems (Seiffge-Krenke, 1993).
None of the young people in this situation chose to confide in teachers.

   I find it easier that my tutor and teachers don’t know. I don’t want them to treat

   me differently. I’ve got to learn to cope with this by myself. I don’t want them to

   pity me. I like to get on with teachers but not to be friends. If you were friends 

   then when you leave at the end of this year that’d be another loss. [Ss/M]

Distress and reduced support may feature among the consequences of divorce (Hess, 1995), though Barber and Eccles (1992) argue that it can provide a challenge which will promote competence and independence in young people. Nevertheless, in this study young people from secure, intact homes were very clear about their good fortune in comparison with their peers from fragmented families.

   I really value having a stable family. Many of my friends’ families have split

   up so I’m lucky. The parents are messed up and it can mess up the children.

   They get upset when their mum or dad isn’t there. I wouldn’t want my family 

   to split up. [Ss/M]

   So many of my friends have got divorced parents they see me as the odd one!

   I feel very lucky in my family; we’re very close knit. It makes such a difference.

   One of my friends hardly ever sees her father. He’s got a new family and they

   don’t get on. If my family split up I don’t know what I’d do. I’d be devastated.

   [Ind/F]

The family life of at least one participant showed a chronic lack of stability and security, with the parent with whom the boy lived having a series of partners who came and went. “I’ve lost track of all my mum’s boyfriends.” But a more permanent relationship, when a stepparent was introduced into the family, was not necessarily welcome, as a different boy reported.

   The family’s been stressed. My stepmum was crying and my dad said he

   couldn’t stand it any more. That made us be kinder to our stepmum because 

   we realised we were part of the problem. We didn’t like her. We didn’t want

   to lose our dad to her. Me and my sister used to do silly things, mess about.

   I’ve started to act more mature now my dad has talked to us. We realise we

   haven’t lost him. And if she left things might be more difficult. [Ss/M]

Relationships in newly remarried families have been shown to be often problematic,  though much depends on how involved in parenting the stepparent tries to be  (Hetherington, 1989). This is believed to apply particularly to the daughter-stepfather relationship, but it seemed in this study that some level of resentment was felt by both genders towards a new stepparent if he or she tried to impose rules. And the quotation above shows that boys can be extremely antagonistic towards a stepmother if they feel that the relationship with their father is under threat. Some of the most dysfunctional relationships, however, seemed to involve boys living with their mother who had remarried. Of these families, there were several boys who seemed to go their own way with scant regard for either their mother or stepfather.

   Mum disapproves of some of the things I do. She thinks I shouldn’t be up the 

   pubs but what’s she gonna to do about it? If she grounds me I still go out. I 

   quite like my stepdad but I don’t love him. He provides. I get on with him ’cos

   I don’t want to upset my mum. I know I don’t do what she says but I don’t like

   to see her upset. Not getting on with him would really upset her. She tries to

   lead her life around both of us but it doesn’t work. [Ss/M]

   My life’s all right except for school. I do pretty much what I want. My mum

   doesn’t have much influence though she tries. She has about 1%! My stepdad 

   doesn’t try. Parents don’t know what life’s like. It’s different from when they 

   were our age. They haven’t got a clue! [Ss/M: Jamie]

Both boys shared characteristics with the aggressive, insecure young people described by Hetherington (1989): having problems in school, with few areas of attainment or satisfaction, and experiencing disengaged or ineffectual parenting. While they spoke with bravado of ‘having a good time’ with their friends, they also complained that there was nothing to do and that the area was socially dead. Nevertheless, being asked whether staying home to do schoolwork might be a possible alternative brought forth the response from one: “Get real!” and from the other, “You are joking?” The sons of single parent families have been shown to spend less time in the home (Hendry et al, 1993; Hetherington, 1989), and when family conflict occurs, they are less likely than girls to receive support from parents, teachers or even peers (Hetherington and Anderson, 1988).

The point must be made, however, that there were young people who spoke with affection not only of their parents but their stepparents too, and who enjoyed spending time with them.

   I’m really, really lucky with my family. My parents divorced when I was a 

   baby so I treat my stepdad as my real dad. He’s been brilliant! We rarely

   have an argument and if we do I’m usually in the wrong though I hate to

   admit it! They want me to do my best at school but they don’t hassle me.

   Dad didn’t do any exams so he says he’d be a hypocrite if he got at me. 

   [Ss/M]

   I get on well with my parents. They’re divorced and I don’t see my dad very 

   often. But I’ve got a stepdad and we get on fine. He’s been around for ages.

   I like being with them. My family really matter to me. And they’ve said they’re 

   lucky in me! [Ss/F]
A possible reason for this difference in attitude may reside not just in the individuals but in the timing of the remarriage, a more problematical undertaking when the children are aged 9-15 than when they are either younger or older (in Hetherington, 1989).

For some it was not the parents or stepparents who were the source of any problems but their siblings/stepsiblings. This seemed to apply more to younger brothers and sisters who were likely to interfere, tell tales or commit other irritating offences which constituted a hassle. Coping strategies were often physical! Much seemed to depend, however, on the age spacing - Buhrmester and Furman (1990) noted that  disagreements were more acute when the gap was narrow. Girls in particular were often very caring towards much younger siblings. With regard to older brothers and sisters, boys looked to them for informational support, while girls often used older sisters as confidants and sometimes complained that older brothers were too protective. Siblings can provide a source not just of support but also of vicarious learning. On occasions, these lessons could be traumatic.

   I wouldn’t do to my family what my sister did. Her life’s a mess! She made

   the wrong friends and started doing drugs. I would never get into it. I’ve

   seen what it did to her. She wrecked the house and even took an overdose.

   I hated her. I couldn’t put my parents through what she did to them. I have

   respect for them and what they’ve done for me. I couldn’t even think of
   swearing at them, let alone hitting them. And they blamed themselves.[Ss/F]

This girl’s plans for the future included working towards a career and making money in order to help her family. There was a sense that she believed her altruism might in some way compensate for what they had suffered at the hands of their elder daughter. However, not all young people distanced themselves from a relative’s behaviour in this way; there were several, for example, who were introduced to drug use by an older sibling or uncle.

As the research progressed it became apparent that some young people were embedded in a warm and supportive extended family. However, only a minority had any regular contact with relatives other than parents/stepparents and siblings, and some of those spoke negatively of that extended family relationship. This seemed to be particularly the case when an elderly relative shared the family home, though in comparison, the two boys who lived with their respective grandmothers (rather than their parents) were affectionate and appreciative in their comments. Reference has already been made to the problems some young people had in fending off their grandparents’ enquiries about school and their future plans. When one’s thoughts are unclear or at an early stage of gestation it can be hard to face a cross- examination. This apart, there were some participants who clearly enjoyed their grandparents’ company, which seemed to apply more to girls than boys, as Tyszkowa (1993) found.

   I’ve got a really cool granny! She’s taken me to play golf and she’s a brilliant

   player.  Some people have got grandparents who are a bit ‘gone’ but mine are

   great. [Ind/F]
   We moved down here from Sheffield. I really miss my family up there. Everyone

   is really close. And my grandparents are so nice to me. As soon as you get in 

   Nan cooks for me. She spoils me like I’m her little boy! It’s nice but I couldn’t 

   put up with it forever. After college I might move back up there.   [Ss/M]
Other young people noticed, and were concerned about, their grandparents’ increasing frailty.

   I worry about my nan. She can’t get about so much any more. She likes me to

   visit her. I do things for her and we talk about things. She never got to travel 

   and she says I should. I  like the idea of it - going places. It’d be an adventure. 

   She never had that. If anything happened to her I’d really miss her. [Ss/F]

   I’m real close to my gran. I was worried when she had a hip replacement. It

   was the fact of her not being there. She lives near us and I pop round to visit

   her after school, to see if she wants anything. I’ve been close to her since I’ve 

   been little. I talked to my mum about it, being worried and that. I can talk to 

   her about things like that now. When I was younger I didn’t think about things

   like this. [Ss/M]

These two grandchildren provide a further example of young people being able to acknowledge another’s situation and needs (Burleson, 1982). They responded by trying to provide practical aid but also by what Band and Weiz (1988) call secondary control coping, which refers to adjusting to circumstances which are not controllable. In dealing with his existential worries, the boy spoke of turning to his mother for support and guidance. He was aware that this was a new challenge and a new way of responding, almost certainly contingent upon his increasing cognitive maturity.

More than a quarter of participants had experience of serious illness or bereavement in the family (their own health issues will be discussed in the following chapter). Problems included mental illness, clinical depression, heart attacks, hysterectomies and, in particular, cancer. How young people coped often depended on how well informed they were, and this varied enormously as the experience of two boys, whose mothers had cancer, shows.

One boy first learnt of his mother’s illness when he overheard a conversation between his parents. When asked, they declined to give him much information and he dealt with the problem by forgetting about it and not talking to friends or people at school. This was in character; his habitual method of coping with any problem was to block it out. Football, fishing, seeing his mates and ‘lots of girlfriends’ all provided distraction. His family did not offer him any emotional support, nor did he try to support them. While on the one hand such emotion-distraction coping may seem a reasonable option in this uncontrollable situation, on the other, what Schlit and Gomberg (1991, p.230-231) have to say about the use of drugs could be seen to apply in these different circumstances: that there was in this boy’s behaviour, an “omission of a vital, active engagement in the process of growing up - a failure to experience suffering, to come to grips with anxiety, to tolerate ambiguity and frustration”. Little ‘steeling’ would therefore have been derived. And Petersen et al (1991) suggest that such avoidance coping may be maladaptive for future interpersonal relationships.

The second family dealt with the same illness in a very different way, which in turn influenced their son’s coping strategies, as Shulman (1993) suggested might be the case.

   When they first told me about the cancer I wondered what was going to happen.

   I knew Mum had gone to the doctor and she came back upset. I was thinking,

   “Oh no, Mum’s going to die.” But they found out in time. Mum and Dad told

   me what was going to happen - about the treatment. They were acting so calm

   that it took the worry off me. It reassured me. She’s had the treatment and they

   kept telling me what was happening. It’s going to be OK. I’d have been upset if

   they hadn’t talked to me. I would have worried more. [SS/M]

Unlike the previous boy he chose not to go out with his friends but preferred to stay at home. There seems to be an element of ‘magical thinking’ in this: that things would be fine while he was there. Teachers at school were informed but he did not feel he could talk to them. A strategy which helped was to take the dog for a walk; this cleared his head. But in particular what he valued was being given the opportunity to talk to his parents about what is often a difficult topic, and to exchange support. He was touched when his friends were shocked and sympathetic and their mothers sent flowers. An unsuspected network of support thus opened up to him. An additional outcome was that he felt he had matured. He also began to recognise his own vulnerability.

This was something that was brought home to many young people during the course of the study. Two parents died: the father of a boy at one of the participating schools and the mother of a boy at a second. It was mentioned with sadness and disbelief by those who knew the boys who had been bereaved. 

   This last week has been a nightmare. A friend’s mum died. It’s really hit our

   year. He’s still trying to take his exams. It’s made all of us realise it could

   have been our parents. I went home and cuddled them. I didn’t want to go out

   at all, I just wanted to stay with them. There was lots of tears, from boys as 

   well as girls. And anger. Why him? Why now? [Ss/F]

   My friend’s dad has died. I feel quite stunned. I haven’t been able to revise. I

   keep thinking about him. I have cried about it. I was with my mum and dad. It 

   sort of helped in a way. I see life a bit differently now. [Ss/M]

The reaction of these young people highlights the importance of having someone to turn to at such moments. What can make bereavement especially hard is when a valued source of support is unavailable.

   When my granddad died I had a bit of trouble coping. Normally I talk to my

   parents about things, when my little sister isn’t around. To begin with I found 

   it  hard because he had chemotherapy. But he was getting worse and couldn’t

   talk eventually. I can’t remember his voice. I’ve forgotten what he sounded

   like. That’s hard. And it was hard not seeing my mother. She gave up work to 

   look after him. I didn’t see much of her and I really missed her. It was hard 

   not having her there. Then it was hard when he died. I cried. Dad just let me 

   get on with it. He didn’t say I shouldn’t. He was very supportive. I liked that. 

   This is definitely the hardest thing I’ve had to put up with so far. [Ss/M]

He did not talk to his friends about his grandfather’s illness and death, “It didn’t seem right.” Nor did he discuss it with teachers. “I don’t know the teachers well enough. I only know them as teachers.” In the final interview when he was invited to look back over Year 11, he still felt that the bereavement had been the hardest experience to cope with, even more so than GCSE examinations. “It’s made me wonder what I want to do with my life before I die.” Facing bereavement can mean that young people come to existential awareness; also, if the grieving process is dealt with successfully, it may contribute to resilience.
While the pain of loss will be felt most acutely close to a bereavement (or parental separation) it is possible to move to a state of readjustment, “tying past, present and future together again with rewoven strands of meaning” (Marris, 1974, p.21; see also Clark et al, 1994). Two participants were still struggling to do this some years after the death of a parent. They had both been very young when that had happened and neither had been provided with opportunities to talk about and grieve for their loss.

   I sometimes wonder what my life would be like now if my dad hadn’t died.

   I can remember him lying on the floor like he was asleep only he wasn’t. I

   was about six. He used to read me bedtime stories. I was his little girl. I got

   told I shouldn’t cry, I had to be a good girl for Mummy. I’ve never really

   talked about it before.  [Ss/F]

   There’s a big difference in your life when you haven’t got a mum. So many

   people have been brilliant to me, like my mate’s mum. But there’s always

   this one thing in my head wondering what it would have been like if my mum 

   had  been here. When my mates call their mothers, Mum, I wonder what does 

   that mean? How does it feel? I’ve never had anyone to call Mum. [Ss/M: Gus]
There were other boys who said how much they appreciated the kindness shown to them by the mother of a friend. This was one of the few examples of young people confiding in an adult outside their family. Some had adult company through playing in a sports team but these relationships did not seem to extend beyond the context of the game or match. Several participants said they got on well with a neighbour and one girl told all her problems to the lady for whom she did some baby-sitting. Generally, contact with adults came for many adolescents through part-time jobs. As will be shown, it did not come through the local churches and youth clubs. This and the previous chapter have shown that there were some young people who spent little time with their parents, members of their extended family, or other adults, and felt alienated from teachers at school. The relationship of  adolescents with their friends and peers is among the foci of the following chapter.

CHAPTER 6:  GETTING  A  LIFE

The title of this chapter echoes a phrase heard often during this research. The injunction to ‘get a life’ was sometimes used as a flippant comment on behaviour which was judged to be boring or ‘sad’. But it also could be used to make a statement about a particular lifestyle. Many participants spoke of the restrictions experienced during Year 11 which were such that they could feel as if they were existing rather than living. Often this was expressed in metaphorical terms.

   It’s like I’m swimming around and not getting anywhere. But I know I’m

   not gonna drown. It’s fairly flat. I’ve just got to keep afloat until things

   change. I wish it could happen a bit faster. [Ss/F]

   My life feels like a sort of box with me being in the middle of it being too

   big! I’m too big for the box. It’s just... I want to do so much but I’ve got

   so many restrictions on me. There’s just me in the box bursting out! [Ss/F]

When she was in the process of taking GCSEs, this second girl referred again to the image of the box: “I’m even more squashed now. It’s an even tighter box.”  Both these girls, and other participants, felt an impatience to engage with life. There was then a tension between this feeling and the need to invest their energy in preparing the ground for long-term goals. Some were aware of a possible existential cost attached to this choice.

   The thought of dying worries me. And getting qualifications and what I’m

   going to do in the future. Then it just comes into my head about dying. I

   don’t want to die before I get a chance to live my life. The thought that I

   might not, it gets to me. There are things I  want [becoming less serious], 

   like having a good time... and girls... and winning the lottery! [Ss/M]

There was then a sense of life being on hold to a greater or lesser extent. Those who resisted this challenge were concerned to live for the present, notwithstanding varying degrees of pressure brought to bear by teachers and some parents (though, as has been shown, not all).

This chapter will continue the discussion begun in chapters 4 and 5 about the meaning attached to their choices, the stresses that young people experienced, and their strategies for dealing with these stresses. The issues that will be discussed include:

geographical location

peer relationships

stereotypes of adolescents

leisure and relaxation

solitude

personal health

Sources of support is a theme which runs throughout the chapter.

A topic almost inevitably raised early in the research was the problem of transport, especially for those who lived in the more remote areas. As was observed in the report by North Yorkshire County Council (1994, p.4), while it may be possible for young people to get lifts for one-off events, the logistics work against informal get-togethers.

   “By far the greatest problems lie with enabling the 15 plus age group to 

   socialise, where the lack of transport can stifle the easy-going, informal 

   evenings with friends, characteristic of teenage life in towns and cities.”

Even when parents were understanding and generous in their response to this problem, young people nevertheless felt frustrated by the price they paid in the lack of spontaneity and privacy.

   This is a terrible place to live. There’s no bus and the hills make cycling

   hard. I’m dependent on lifts and have to fit in around everyone else. It

   feels frustrating. You have to say where you’re going and stick to time

   and things. You’re not free to do what you want. [Ss/F]

   I live in the middle of nowhere so getting about is difficult. The bus costs

   £1.90 return and the last one is at 9.15 so that’s a bit early. You can ask 

   your parents for a lift but if you don’t know exactly what you want to do

   it’s awkward. You can’t jumble things around. [Ss/M]

Finding transport was more than just a logistical hassle; it was a prerequisite for young people being able to meet and interact with their peers. The need to catch the school bus could even preclude some from participating in school-based activities. Many boys felt that girls had an advantage in that they often had older boyfriends who owned a car. Learning to drive at the earliest opportunity was an ambition for almost all of the participants, and, providing an example of problem-focused coping, a few boys each owned a banger on which they were working in preparation for passing their driving test.
Pupils who had left their primary schools to attend a state or independent school out of their immediate area faced the challenge of keeping old friends who had moved to a different school. This was not an easy undertaking and independent school pupils in particular could feel lonely, especially during the holidays.

   My friends are dotted about all over the place so I can only see them in

   school. If I went to the local school I’d have more friends. There’s no-one

   from my school around here and I don’t know of any local clubs to meet 

   people. I could go swimming or to the cinema but there’s not really anyone 

   to go with. I feel a bit lonely. I lead a child’s sort of life. [Ind/F]

Rivalry between the schools exacerbated the problem (interestingly, this was state v. state as much as state v. independent). Many participants spoke of this and those who managed to maintain a friendship with a pupil from a different school often did so through sharing sporting activities. For the most part, however, as Catan et al (1996) found, friendships were school based.

   The people who’re important to me are my mum and dad and my friends. 

   People say school days are the happiest days of your life and I think that 

   it’s because of your friends. That’s what I enjoy about school, seeing my 

   friends. I look forward to seeing them, not the lessons.  [Ss/M]

Relationships are important since not only can they buffer individuals against stress, but they promote mental and physical well-being by influencing one’s perceptions, behaviour and immune function (Martin, 1997). When asked about support systems in their lives, the majority of participants identified friends, one or both parents, and, occasionally, another adult. They were forthcoming on the subject of peers and it became clear that they could be an important source not only of support but also of stress (the problem of bullying, for example, was addressed in Chapter 4). 

Developmental changes during adolescence include the social network expanding in size and complexity also an increase in intimacy, particularly among girls (Berndt, 1989; Buhrmester and Furman, 1987; Claes, 1992). In ‘getting a life’ peers play an important role. Like adults, adolescents choose their friends and move in circles with people who share their interests and preferences, future or present orientation. Downs and Rose (1991) for example, observed how young people organised themselves into homogenous social groups, and commented on the possible impact labelling could have on these groups. In the present study, this was experienced in a negative sense not only by both high achievers and those who attached little value to education, but also by some participants on account of their personal style, which included a predilection for wearing all things black. 

   I get annoyed when people go on at me being a Goth. Some of them are 

   horrible about it. The hassle has only happened recently, since I’ve been

   dressed like this (indicating her black outfit and dyed hair). My friends

   might look scary but they’re really nice. They’re kind. And underneath

   I’m the same person. I tell the Jocks - the sporty ones - to shut up. It’s

   usually them who say things. They don’t like the music we like either.

  [Ss/F]

It is interesting that this was one of the few instances when appearance was spontaneously mentioned as an issue; it was not one they raised when invited to identify the stressors in their lives. When the subject was introduced, there were girls who confessed that they ‘freaked out’ at times on account of their appearance, usually if they felt their hair wasn’t right, but they went on to own that compared with other stressors in their lives, it was ‘no big deal’. Some admitted, “We’re all obsessed with our weight!” but their tone of voice tended to be wry. While generally they agreed that they liked to look good, there were even exceptions to this, at least during the actual examination period (see Gill, Appendix I). Two girls spoke of problems around eating, but this seemed more about issues of power and control than dissatisfaction with their body shape (see p. 24###).

What was also surprising, given that according to Rutter and Smith (1995) early maturing boys tend to be more self-confident and popular, was that physically well-developed boys experienced this as a mixed blessing. They felt that more was expected of them, that the elderly population seemed threatened by their size, and that male peers who thought themselves ‘hard’ sometimes gave them aggravation ‘in order to prove something’. It thus seems that body size and shape can be associated with other hassles.

With the advent of puberty appearance is thought linked to popularity and self-esteem, with particular concerns being over or under-weight. However, in later adolescence physical attributes are thought to decline in importance (Hendry et al, 1993), with increasing value placed on intellectual and social attributes. This contention was supported by participants in the present study who acknowledged that they had been more bothered about their appearance in the past: “But I’m happier now with how I look.”

Most participants showed discernment with regard to their social circle and often acknowledged that they had different friends to meet different needs. 

   I’ve got friends who have different roles. Like I need to get something out

   of my system, I talk to my best friend. I can be completely honest with her.

   But she’s not very sporty and I like to play squash and badminton. So I go

   with different friends. Then there are the people you can have a giggle 

   with - just a good laugh and a gossip. [Ss/F]
One boy put it briefly, “You’ve got mates and mates. You’ve got mates you socialise with and a few close friends you rely on.” Socialising could mean being part of a large crowd of both sexes but taken alone, these multiple, superficial relationships would be unlikely to provide adequate support (Rutter, 1990). Young people seemed aware of this; they differentiated between acquaintances and peers they regarded as good friends. “I’m getting more acquaintances now. But I don’t really know them that well. They’re not as important to me as my real friends.” This supports the finding of Claes (1992) that adolescents are able to discriminate between different levels of closeness, with gender differences in that girls are more intimate with their friends and expect more of them.

Other research has noted similar differences, for example, Catan et al (1996) confirm girls’ greater competence in close, interpersonal situations while boys are more at ease in impersonal contexts. Frydenberg and Lewis (1993) sum this up as, ‘Boys play sport and girls turn to others’! While girls are prepared to be open and share their innermost thoughts and feelings, boys instead share activities and discuss impersonal topics (Cotterell, 1996). In the present study, each gender recognised these tendencies in the other, demonstrating that the peer group offers an opportunity to witness others’ strategies and their effectiveness (Kirchler et al, 1993). Boys commented that girls are generally more mature, supportive and caring, and talk over their problems with friends. Girls observed that boys tend to have mates rather than friends, to joke around in groups and use sport as a way of discharging their feelings.

   Girls are with their best friends more than boys. You see boys going around 

   in crowds,  not in ones and twos.  Girls show their feelings more.  You don’t 

   see boys with their arms linked! Girls cry and boys shout. They get out their 

   aggression on a football!  I think they do rely on their friends but not in the 

   same way.  I’m not being sexist now  but I really do think girls can express 

   themselves more than boys. [Ss/F]

   Girls talk to their friends more than boys would. They’re always having little

   conversations about things. We never do! We just get on with any problems -

   see if you can sort it out by yourself or just ignore it. See if anything changes 

   on its own. [Ss/M]

The boy’s comments illustrate a point made by Seiffge-Krenke (1993): that girls are more likely to consult friends about problems and seek consolation and sympathy, whereas boys are often prepared to wait and see what evolves. If, as she contends, girls worry more and anticipate negative consequences, then it follows that they in particular might look for support and what Youniss and Smollar (1985) call ‘consensual validation’. 

Buhrmester and Furman (1987) suggest that validation of worth for boys may be achieved more through action and deeds than interpersonal disclosure of thoughts and feelings, and Denton and Zarbatany (1996) believe that spending time together in shared activities may be a non-verbal way of demonstrating support. What was noticeable in the present study was the use the majority of boys made of football. Some belonged to a team, others played informally, meeting friends to have a game on the beach or an open stretch of ground. When the numbers were too few for a game they would practise fancy shots, and even when alone kicking a football about could be used as a way to discharge negative energy or forget about problems. Two boys, speaking in the summer term, chose a football image to describe their lives: “It’s like a game of football, played at a steady speed, fairly consistent.” And, “It’s a new season. It’s the first game but the last minute.” Phillips (1993) argues that joint interests can act as a barrier as well as cement to being in relationship and that intimacy is precluded by gathering in groups. Nevertheless, companionship that is lacking in intimacy should not be discounted as a stress buffering mechanism. According to Cohen and Wills (1985) it can help by facilitating positive moods and counteracting isolation.

   Looking back over this year my friends have made it for me, my compadres.
   They stick by you. You do things together. You have a laugh. You spend so

   much time with the gang you get to trust them. They’re important to you.

   [Ss/M]

Before considering the roots of these gender differences, it needs to be clarified that not only male participants made recourse to physical activity as a coping strategy.  Although the majority of participants who reported valuing sport for this reason were boys, there were girls for whom this was also true. It applied particularly to those attending independent schools. Physical activity was described as more effective than television or alcohol as a way of relaxing, and a good way to clear your head or take your mind off other things.

   Running calms me down. I don’t know what works for other people but the 

   freedom helps me. You can put your problems out of your mind. If you’ve

   got problems with friends and teachers and work it can be hard to focus on

   one thing. There are so many things going on, you get in a muddle. But if

   you play in a game you have to concentrate. You’re only thinking about that.

   And you can take your aggression out on the ball. It takes away some of the 

   stress. [Ind/F]

Interestingly, stilling the mind and what is known as one-pointedness, or centring the attention so that is it focused on only one thing, is of course the essence of meditation, which has a long tradition of use in stress management. While formal meditation was unknown to these adolescents, five made use of relaxation techniques they had been taught, usually by a family member. For some, taking out one’s feelings in art work or on a musical instrument worked in a similar way to physical activity (see Simon and Gill, both Appendix I).

   I play the guitar. You’re thinking about the one thing, the music. It doesn’t

   just feel like the music. I get an image in my head related to it. Everything

   else goes. I’m not great at anything in school but in music I don’t have a

   difficulty. You start off concentrating then after a while you don’t have to.

   You forget everything. Your emotions go through your fingers. [Ss/M]
Those who valued music often drew on this for an image to symbolise their lives. “It’s like a symphony where it starts off quiet and gets louder and louder. There are some breaks and then it starts again.” And, “It’s like a piece of music with some bubbly bits and some gentle bits and some noisy bits.”
Differing strategies for coping with problems and emotions may well reflect the way children are socialised, with messages given that it is acceptable for females to display their feelings but not males (Compas et al, 1993). In a study by Youniss and Smollar (1985) for a third of boys even close friendships were characterised by an absence of intimacy and trust. In the present study too some boys spoke of their reluctance to be open about their feelings and personal issues.

   A friend is more than someone you talk to, it’s someone you tell your
   personal things to. But if you do that they might see you differently. 

  They’d see inside you. That’s risky. I don’t do that very often. I don’t

   even admit I don’t like football! [Ss/M]

   I’m an up and down sort of person. Silly things get me down. I just go 

   quiet. I try to look on the bright side and eventually I forget about it. 

   I never tell people. People have got their own problems. They might

   not understand or they might laugh - you wouldn’t want that. I don’t 

   think I’m very good at listening to other people’s problems. I don’t

   know what to say. [Ss/M]

If adolescents should attempt to share personal concerns, and their efforts are met with embarrassment, ridicule or indifference, then they are less likely to take the risk of disclosing on subsequent occasions. Opportunities to acquire or refine the skills necessary for both seeking and giving support will then be reduced. The two boys quoted above were among those who were reluctant to reveal a view of self that might not be accepted by their peers. And Buhrmester (1996, p.172) suggests that there is evidence to show that male-male friendships “actively discourage the expression of communal needs through norms prohibiting ‘mushy’ sentimentality...” (“communal” being to do with intimacy and love). Boys may then lack opportunities to practise important interpersonal skills, which can in turn be maladaptive for future interpersonal relationships as well as playing a part in the perpetuation of a patriarchal culture.

Many girls had clear views about the implications for boys of macho values and expectations.
   There’s this very masculine thing. I’ve often seen it. Boys have to be hard 

   and not show emotion. They have to do all the daring things. If they did 

   show some emotion I’ve seen other boys pick on them. It’s because of this

   macho thing. Girls can hug but boys can’t hug each other without being

   accused of being gay. The only emotion it’s OK for them to show is anger.

   [Ss/F]
   When my nan died I was really upset. My dad didn’t show anything but

   he’s a man! I’d have preferred it if he had. He bottled it up and it didn’t

   help. Males are too macho to cry. It’s like the boys at school. They put on

   a big act. They walk around (she demonstrates swinging her shoulders in

   an exaggerated way). The ones who are different - the shy boys - they get 

   teased. [Ss/F]

Such observations support the argument of Salisbury and Jackson (1996) in their discussion of macho values: that talking about personal relationships and showing or reciprocating feelings are things that boys and men don’t do. However, they suggest that some boys are ‘being nudged’ into a new kind of awareness through their relationships with girls. Buhrmester and Furman (1987) have noted that males (both in adolescence and adulthood) find females more sensitive partners to whom to disclose their innermost thoughts. This was the experience of male participants who spoke appreciatively of their friendships with girls.

   It’s useful talking to girls. They’re more understanding and sympathetic. I

   know of only one boy who’s got a sympathetic mind. It’s a macho, boy thing.

   When you can talk to male friends it’s not the same - you talk about women

   and sport and cars. I do talk about some personal things; I ask advice, like

   does someone fancy me? With girls you talk about people, what you think, 

   what you’re going to do, your past life. It gives you more confidence. You 

   feel comfortable. [Ind/M]
   My friends always used to be male but now I’ve got friends who are female.

   With male friends I play sport. Last year I broke my arm so the football and

   hockey had to stop. That was when my friendships with girls began to develop

   when my mates were off playing football. Girls have different opinions about

   things - a lot of my mates only talk about sport. Girls talk about anything. 

   They talk more about their problems - males bottle it up if they have any!

   They don’t like to tell anybody ‘cos they think people’ll laugh at them. My

   female friends are much easier to talk to. They listen better. They don’t take

   the mickey whereas male friends take the mickey or tell everybody else. [Ss/M]

This second quotation provides an example of adolescents developing other coping resources when a disruption occurs in their social world (Jackson and Rodriguez-Tome, 1993).  

In comparison with these two boys, there were others who said they were not close to any girls or actively disliked them. “I can’t stand girls. They make comments. I just don’t like ’em!” A few seemed to regard them as sexual objects though this may have been out of bravado. It is worth drawing attention to the potential offered by small group mentoring (see Chapter 4) which could be utilised to create opportunities for both sexes to listen to and learn from each other, and to develop their interpersonal skills. It supposes, however, the availability of experienced group facilitators who are themselves clear about, and comfortable with, the issues that might be (or need to be!) raised.

It should not be concluded from the above discussion that boys never confided in their male friends or shared a degree of intimacy. A factor which seemed to make a difference to the quality of male-male interaction was the knowledge that the other boy had been through a similar experience (for example, bereavement or parental divorce), and would therefore not mock or make light of the situation but understand and empathise. Given some common ground, boys then seemed more prepared to move away from toeing the macho line. 

In their friendships, boys are thought inclined to seek agency and excitement (what Buhrmester, 1996, refers to as satisfying agentic needs), while girls look more for a personal, affective response. Emotional support and the opportunity for intimate disclosure are likely therefore to feature high among their coping strategies. “I tell my best friend everything. We’re like that (crossing fingers).”
   I’ve got a lot of friends but one close one. I talk to her. We listen to each 

   other’s problems. We sometimes cry. I give her sympathy. She might give 

   me advice if I want it. It just helps having a shoulder to cry on. And you 

   can have a moan. When you share the same problems you know it’s not 

   just you! You feel better then. [Ind/F]
This sounds like an example of consensual validation, the process by which two people come to understand their world though mutual reflection and give-and-take (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). The quotation also shows evidence of reciprocal understanding, viewed by Hartup and Overhauser (1991) as an essential of friendship. 

Another important friendship quality is commitment. Knowing that there is a loyal friend to whom one can turn will influence the way in which a stressful situation is appraised. However, the disclosure of innermost thoughts and feelings means that any betrayal will be felt acutely.

   “Along with developing an increased desire for meaningful relationships 

   with others, adolescents realise that they are made vulnerable to hurt and 

   rejection by choosing to enter into any relationship based on openness and 

   trust.” (Cotterell, 1996, p.75) 

It is therefore not surprising that in research by Youniss and Smollar (1985), trust emerged as a major obligation of friendship. The most frequent cause of conflict reported by both males and females was behaviour regarded as untrustworthy (such as revealing secrets, telling lies, talking behind one’s back, and the taking away of opposite-sex friends). In the present study untrustworthy acts were reported as a major source of stress.

While it was girls who more often said how much they valued their same-sex friends, it was also they who more often experienced some rupture to these relationships. A frequently reported cause was bitchiness. When the perpetrator was a former friend with whom intimate secrets had been shared, the sense of betrayal caused great distress. 

   We used to be best friends. It took me a long time to learn what she’s like.

   She’d take you off and whisper behind your back. She’d turn other people

   against you. Now I know she’s a liar. But to other people she’s an angel.
   Life can be hell if you’re on the wrong side of her. I wouldn’t want to go

   through this year again. [Ss/F]
To this girl (and others) interpersonal friction with peers caused more stress than family relationships or academic stressors such as coursework and examinations. The effects were described as irritability and crying, brooding and feeling ill. A few girls also admitted feeling depressed as a result of such experiences. One such was Rhiann (see Chapter 4); another was Jody.

   I think the hardest time was when my best friend stopped talking to me. I’d

   no idea why. One day she just stopped. I got neurotic and thought everyone 

   hated me. What had I done? It  never seemed clear and no-one could tell me.

   I wondered what was wrong with me. If  we’d had an argument I could have

   understood. The stress was huge. I didn’t know who I could talk to - I thought

   all my friends might be like that. I got really quiet and stopped eating. I just

   didn’t feel hungry. I tried to appear normal to keep my other friends. I didn’t

   want to appear depressed but that’s  how I felt. If I tried not to think about it

   that didn’t work. Then I talked to my mother. Being able to tell someone I was

   worried was good. Another friend noticed and she convinced me that  no-one

   hated me. So my confidence began to come back. [Ss/F: Jody]

What is noticeable is that Jody was unable to understand the situation and her coping resources were undermined by self-doubt. Trying to ignore the problem did not work; what she actually did was to use the internal strategy of mulling it over, trying to think of some explanation. Cognitive advances in adolescence allow behaviour and  emotions to be analysed in this way but in the short term, the cost may be increased vulnerability (Larson and Asmussen, 1991). Confusion can exacerbate this by leading to worry and rumination (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Ruminating, as illustrated in this example, is believed to interfere with instrumental behaviour (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987), and maintain depressed mood (Compas et al, 1993). It then became difficult for Jody to seek support outside the family; however she was blessed with another friend who came forward to help. This again illustrates that there are young people who possess the sensitivity to notice an unspoken need (see Ollie’s experience in Chapter 5) and to offer support. The costs attached to this will be examined later in the chapter.

Among a number of young people, having more than one close friend was regarded as something of an insurance policy against social isolation should one of the relationships break down. Some felt this possibility had increased in Year 11 because of the stress associated with taking examinations - which could lead to adolescents ‘taking things out on’ each other. However, others felt that their increasing maturity meant that they ‘fell out’ less often than formerly. Both genders believed that males are more inclined to shrug things off rather than getting upset. One boy claimed that he had never lost a friend but this statement could just have easily reflected the superficiality of his relationships as their depth.

With age, young people become more aware of the implications of conflict with friends. Females are said to be especially sensitive to its potential costs and therefore prepared to resolve disagreements through compromise or leaving well alone (Laursen, 1996). There was some evidence in the data to support this.

   We had one serious argument once. It was horrible! It was years ago. We’ve

   had little ones since. On petty things we disagree all the time - like on boys.

   But if we think it’s a proper disagreement we try to agree or we change the 

   subject. We’ve got other friends too but it’s better to have one really close 

   friend than lots of acquaintances. She’s my little counsellor! [Ss/F]

There were, however, exceptions.

   Me and my friend aren’t talking. We’ve been arguing about stupid things. 

   We’re both stubborn so we don’t back down. I don’t want to make up - I’m 

   always the one who says sorry. Sometimes I feel miserable and wish we could 

   end it but I also want to make a point. I feel as if she’s walked on me. [Ind/F]

Berndt (1996) has pointed out that preserving equality can be a constant challenge and that if one partner acts as if he or she is superior in some way then the friendship may be threatened. This seems to have happened in the relationship described above. And notwithstanding the girl’s claim that she had other friends “who compensated,” the quarrel resulted in her experiencing negative affect for some time.

One of the principles that Youniss and Smollar (1985) argue are essential to the maintenance of friendships is that of mutual respect, without which the relationship can be jeopardised. A lack of self-respect is also seen as violating this principle. As young people matured, values and goals were subject to change, for example, there were pupils who became motivated towards GCSEs rather late in Year 11. Those for whom this happened could begin to judge behaviours formerly regarded as intrinsic to ‘getting a life’ as showing a lack of respect, and the company of these friends then seemed less congenial.

   I think I’ve been hanging around with the wrong crowd. They’re losers. I 

   don’t want to be big headed but I used to be really clever when I was at 

   junior school. But at this school my friends have criticised me for doing

   well. I’ve started to wonder what I’ve got in common with them. The only 

   thing is, I don’t have any other friends. But I want to make something of 

   myself. They don’t see it. They just mess about. [Ss/F]

Developing a different orientation to the future does not come without possible costs. To choose to spend time completing course work or revising for examinations can be a bold decision if one’s friends regard such activities as a waste of time. And while this girl no longer enjoyed her relationship with friends as had once been the case, without them she feared social isolation. Although peer interactions are not necessarily rewarding (Furman, 1989), cutting oneself off can be perceived as a stressful option. She faced a difficult dilemma, one which can be felt acutely if there is a lack of familial support. This is one of the many instances in which an adult from outside the family might usefully offer support.
Of the 123 participants five appeared to lack friends. Noticeably they came alone to all their interviews and one boy and one girl declined to be interviewed out of school. They were less forthcoming and relaxed in their response to questions and seemed young for their age. One boy admitted that his peers found his immature behaviour irritating.

   I tend to isolate myself from other people. I tend to act the fool - make silly

   comments, do silly things. Other people don’t find it funny - they don’t like it.

   Some of them laugh at me. It’s been like that ever since I can remember. I’ve 

   tried to change but I keep going back to square one. So now I just take life as 

   it comes. [Ss/M]

From his words it would appear that he viewed the situation as attributable to personal shortcomings and irresolvable, a view which will influence the choice of coping strategies (Cotterell, 1996). ‘Taking life as it comes’ meant that he withdrew into solitary activities such as spending his free time alone out cycling. “It passes the time.” This same strategy was adopted by the other boys also; the two girls withdrew into solitary interests such as reading or playing the piano. Four claimed to be able to discuss some things with their mothers and one boy with his father, but said they did not confide in any other adults. It would have been interesting to have had the opportunity to work more closely with these young people in order to identify both the factors that had contributed to their isolation and any strategies which might have addressed it.

During adolescence male-female friendships develop, often into couple relationships. The participants were keen to differentiate between these and platonic relationships. Reference has already been made to the way in which males are more likely to share their innermost thoughts and feelings with a female rather than another male. Females too could appreciate their opposite-sex friendships.

    I’ve got two older friends out of school I talk to. They’re both male. It’s 

   good to get a boy’s view. Sometimes I get on better with boys. I’m not sure

   why except there’s not so much bitchiness. They don’t say things behind

   your back and then deny it. And these two boys look out for me which is nice. 

   One of them asked me out and I got scared and said no. I didn’t want to spoil 

   the friendship. [Ss/F]
Dating, she knew, would have changed the platonic relationship she valued.

For some adolescents in this study, attracting members of the opposite sex was an important objective and one which had come into focus during Year 11. In the term leading up to GCSEs one boy confessed, “Girls - that’s the most prominent problem at the moment. The inaccessibility of them!” Some claimed not to have this difficulty. A few were part of a steady, ongoing relationship; that these boys tended not to have long-term academic goals supports the finding by Zani (1993) that the lower the level of schooling, the greater the investment in such a partnership.

For other boys attracting girls seemed part of a macho culture to which they subscribed, and was more about sexual gratification and gaining status in the eyes of their peers than about forming a close relationship. 

   There was like a competition to lose it first! Sex is all part of a macho thing. 

   There can be pressure to pull. If you go to a party you go equipped. If you 

   do forget, someone will always sell you one for a fiver. One boy, he’s had

   more partners than James Bond! The holiday makers come looking for sex.

   [Ss/M]

It is possible, of course, for reports such as this to be exaggerated and their accuracy therefore open to question. However, there were boys who made no claims of sexual prowess but believed that sleeping around was ‘OK’ providing they only had one partner at a time. Conversely, there were those who held a very different view and judged the ‘studs’ to be immature and ‘sad’. Juhasz and Sonnenshein-Schneider (1987) argue that it is the more intelligent males with an internal locus of control who are least likely to seek self-gratification though sexual intercourse. In the present study the majority of those who valued academic achievement and were working towards long-term goals felt they had no time to devote to a girlfriend and that a commitment would be premature. “Later!” they promised themselves! Being caught between academic demands and the demands of a relationship was generally appraised by these participants as too much hassle (“Girlfriends are on your back the whole time!”), and therefore deemed to be stressful.

   I like having a girl friend and cuddling up. Having one keeps me calm. But  

   keeping a relationship going is hard work. You’ve got your school work and
   you’ve got the relationship as well. I’ve been talking to my friends and we 

   agree that women are a problem. My girlfriend doesn’t go to my school so

   getting to see her is a problem. And she’s a year younger so she hasn’t got 

   exams coming up. I’ve come to realise she’s being a bit immature. I feel fed 

   up at the moment. It’d be a relief not to have to worry about her. [Ind/M]
Like other boys, this participant arrived at the conclusion that the situation exceeded his coping resources and duly ended the relationship. 

A factor in reaching this decision was, for some, an imbalance in what the partners expected from the relationship. This was not just about sexual behaviour; it was often more to do with the level of emotional involvement, with girls hoping for a close and exclusive relationship while boys felt the pull of group affiliation. As one girl put it: “My boyfriend won’t give up his football so to see him I have to go and watch.” More girls than boys in Year 11 were involved in a steady relationship, which in some cases had lasted several years. Interestingly, two of these girls did have long-term academic goals and this led to conflict within the relationship with the older male not wanting his girlfriend to go away eventually to university. As a result, one girl was prepared to abandon her plans but the second was withstanding the pressure. A number of different things helped to motivate her: interest and support from parents and teachers, seeing her unemployed brother sitting around all day, and, curiously, the experience of being bullied.

   I’m into doing the best for me! In a way I guess that makes me selfish, but

   I’m there for my friends and I look out for people I’m close to. But because

   I’ve been bullied it’s made me strong enough to look after me. I think those

   people are sad! They’re leaving school and they’re still bullying people. I

   don’t want to waste my life. I can be very focused. [Ss/F]
This ability to be focused helped her to juggle the need to do school work with the allocation of time to spend with her boyfriend. And while no-one would recommend bullying as a tactic for making individuals stronger, it is interesting that coping with the unpleasant experience had a ‘steeling’ effect (Rutter, 1990). No doubt aided by the encouragement of her family, such was this girl’s resilience that she was able to withstand emotional pressure from a boyfriend for whom she cared very much.
For those girls who did not have a boyfriend, attracting one could become an important part of ‘getting a life’.  Academic goals could then reduce in significance.

   Getting boys has become the important thing to some girls in my class. They

   are never happy when they’re single. They resent my success but they never do 

   any work. They just want to be out clubbing, being  picked up by older blokes. 

   It’s like a competition. I know I’ve had to sacrifice my social life but I wouldn’t 

   want to be like that anyway. They think they’re the in crowd.  [Ss/F]
For this girl, holding on to long-term academic values was about more than postponing gratification; it represented a choice between ‘feminine’ and achievement roles, with academic success coming at some cost of peer acceptance. This could be a difficult and stressful challenge. There were girls who experienced a tension between the long-term goals they wanted and were encouraged to pursue by their family and teachers, and the attraction of a more hedonistic lifestyle, sold to adolescents in the commercial exploitation of youth (see Literature Review, pages ###). What helped was having friends who held similar values.

It is possible, however, for female-female friendships to be undermined by one of the girls being involved in an opposite-sex relationship. Miller (1990) has commented on the conflicts that can follow due to competition and jealousy, and there was evidence of this in the present study. Several girls were honest enough to admit to negative feelings when a friend began dating and then had less time - and seemingly less interest - available for a former confidante. This seems to support Miller’s hypothesis that problems will stem from loyalties being divided, leading to feelings of being displaced. A source of support can then become a source of stress (Berndt, 1996). Some of the bitterest comments were made when one girl dated the boyfriend of another - Youniss and Smollar (1985) reported the taking away of opposite sex friends as a frequent cause of conflict. Most participants - both female and male - asserted that this kind of untrustworthy behaviour was ‘not on’ and it drew general condemnation.

In addition to the possibility of disruption to female-female friendships, the course of love did not run smoothly for many of the girls involved in a heterosexual relationship. Although having a boyfriend was judged to be good for one’s self-esteem and a comfort, it could also be a source of worry.

   When you have a steady boyfriend you worry about that more than your

   work. You don’t want to but you can’t help it. If there’s a problem I try 

   to sort it out straight away. If I can’t I get frustrated with myself. If you

   have to leave it then you don’t know how he’s going to be with you. If 

   you bottle things up the more you think about it. If you kept hoarding 

   things and it suddenly burst out it’d be horrible! [Ss/F]

Problem-focused coping was thus seen to have clear advantages over rumination.  Different responses to relationship problems were described. When one young man ‘went through a bad patch’ and dropped out of college, his girlfriend appeared to experience what Belle (1987) calls the “contagion of stress”, and took weeks off school. Other girls were not so susceptible to such influence, perhaps because they gave schooling a higher priority.

   I’ve got rid of my boyfriend. Too much hassle! I’d had enough. He was 

   talking about failing his A levels and I was trying to buckle down. I told

   him he should put in the work. He wanted good results but wouldn’t give

   up his leisure to work for it. He was maudlin! It made a difference to my

   outlook when I realised I could get good grades. I saw things differently.

   I matured. I realised that he wasn’t my kind of person. [Ss/F]

On realising that she had academic potential, this participant became clear about her career plans and was prepared to work hard towards her goals. Her former boyfriend chose to use his time and energies differently, perhaps concerned with what Kruger (1990, p.132) calls “the symbols of masculinity available in the leisure or consumer fields”.

Friction in a relationship, and in particular the ending of one, could be a very hurtful experience. Girls confessed they had been upset and cried; boys tended to look for distraction. Both males and females talked about the situation with same-sex friends and, occasionally, mothers but not fathers (see Hendry et al, 1993). The painful process of a relationship ending also impacted on peers outside it. 

   People are not as friendly any more. Some of them seem to get stressed

   more easily. There seem to be different things bothering them. Say they’ve 

   got a boyfriend or girlfriend and they split up. It’s like a war goes on. It

   gets to you. People get more involved - with sex and stuff.  Taking it too 

   seriously. I’m not ready for that yet. [Ss/M]

Whether or not to engage in a sexual relationship was a question which concerned many girls.  A few had been sexually active for a year or more and believed they had just known when the time was right - though one girl admitted, “At the time you think you know what you’re doing but you don’t.”  Some felt that the age of consent should be lowered, but claimed that no-one took any notice of it anyway. Others, preferred to wait before having intercourse. Their reasons did not stem from a moral attitude that would have operated in the past; sexual behaviour was seen as matter of private not public morality (Smetana, 1989; Zani, 1993). It was therefore ‘down to the individuals’. The thought of allowing someone else to see one’s body could be an inhibiting factor, but mostly girls who were not sexually active said they were waiting for the right person. They were often influenced by having witnessed others being hurt when an encounter turned out to be casual rather than meaningful.

   A lot of people are having sex but I don’t want to do it yet. I’m a virgin.

   Sometimes I feel a bit - y’know, out of it.  There’s a group of eight of us
   at school and I’m the only one. My friend’s not and she’s regretted it. 

   They had sex and then he just walked away. I wouldn’t want that. Some

   people have come into class and cried. They’ve slept with someone and 

   think it means something and it doesn’t. [Ss/F]

This decision was not free of costs. One girl said she had been labelled a lesbian because of it. It was harder to maintain when involved in a relationship; withstanding ‘guys coming onto you’ at parties or clubs was less stressful - the ‘yuk’ factor helped! A girl who described herself as a feminist took a rather cynical view.

   Some people are desperate to have sex at pre sixteen. Do it while it’s still 

   illegal! Not like our parents’ generation who waited for marriage. Sex is

   not something you give to just one person. I’ve thought of getting it out of 

   the way. I talk to my friends about whether it’s OK to use a man -  though 

   not specifically to hurt them. Everyone thinks it’s boys who do this, have 

   one night stands, but girls can use sex in this way. I’ve decided to postpone

   the whole business - I’m still a virgin. [Ss/F]

The few girls who admitted to having had a one night stand almost always regretted it and felt they had been irresponsible. But they also often said, “I do like him!” somewhat defensively, and the way in which they struggled to explain their behaviour seems to support Juhasz and Sonnenshein-Schneider’s suggestion (1987) that young people can experience guilt arising from the feeling that they ought to know what is right when they actually cannot be sure that they do. The encounters usually occurred at parties when young people had been drinking (see Maddy, Appendix I). Subsequent negative affect stemmed largely from embarrassment at becoming a subject of gossip.

Participants were aware of double standards operating: that it was perceived as cool for a boy to sleep around but that a girl who did so lost her good reputation. A sense of the unfairness of this added to their stress - their resentment heightened by feeling there was little they could do about being labelled a slag or a tart, other than to protest. In such interpersonal matters, emotion-focused coping is likely to be used (Compas et al, 1993), with girls looking for support (Seiffge-Krenke, 1993) and really valuing it when it was offered. It was as if a girl who had an unplanned sexual encounter needed to know that she had not become a social outcast. Interestingly, some of the sternest critics were other girls, who in turn were accused of bitchiness and backbiting. As an avoidance strategy, the girl who was the topic of conversation sometimes took time off school until interest in her behaviour had waned.

A particular source of stress among those who were sexually active was the possibility of becoming pregnant. During the course of this research nine girls  wondered if they might be, and two more actually did conceive. There were also four boys who feared they had made their girlfriend pregnant (but had not). When this thought was uppermost, it was described as impossible to concentrate on other things and distraction worked only temporarily. Curiously, among those who seemed most worried were young people in a steady relationship, who used contraceptives but wondered if somehow they might not be effective. A few girls who had unplanned sex with different partners chose not to worry: they went to their doctor the following day for ‘morning after’ contraceptive treatment. The two girls who became pregnant had not taken precautions because having a baby was seen as a means of filling the emotional void in their lives (see Chapter 5). Many participants were  uncertain about whose responsibility it was to take precautions, the effectiveness of different contraceptives, and whether or not they would consider an abortion. There was no uncertainty about the fact that, if they (or their girlfriend) did become pregnant, their parents would go mad.

There was a certain irony in this anticipated parental reaction since, in keeping with the findings of others (Brannen et al, 1994; Noller, 1994), the participants generally seemed to have been given little information or advice by their parents - other than the injunction to ‘be careful’. Girls who visited the family planning clinic went accompanied by a friend; only one mother was reported as going with her daughter to the doctor for contraceptive advice. And because of transport problems some participants found it virtually impossible to get to either clinic or doctor’s. Almost regardless of parental style, many of these young people seemed to have been left largely to their own devices.

Perhaps because they seemed not to discuss sexual topics with an adult, the potential problem of sexually transmitted disease was not raised as a cause of concern. Despite whatever sex education they received, there was a disquieting naiveté on the part of the young people who engaged in casual sexual encounters lacking both awareness and  appropriate protection. 

   “It’s OK to have one night stands providing you don’t do it too often.” 

   “I’m not worried about disease ‘cos he’s somebody I know.” 

Awareness of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases seemed to have passed them by, or perhaps they were prepared to take risks, convinced of their own invulnerability (Elkind, 1974). More thought needs to be given, therefore, to how vital information about issues of health and emotional maturity can be disseminated among young people. 

Participants reported that they were prepared to confide in a close friend but would be unlikely to tell their parents if they did have sexual intercourse. While this may have been from fear of censure (Rae, 1992), more often it seemed to be out of embarrassment, which applied particularly to fathers and daughters. It is not that all young people are totally unprepared to confide in their parents. In the present study, though a few participants clearly said they did not have this kind of relationship, the response from the majority was: ‘It depends’. As others have also found (Benson, 1990; Boldero and Fallon, 1995), ‘serious’ topics (e.g., bereavement experienced by a fellow pupil) and problems to do with academic issues were generally discussed with parents; most often this was the mother. Friends, on the other hand, were used as sounding boards for matters of taste or fashion, feelings and problems with peers.

With age and cognitive development, young people make better use of interactive coping strategies such as sharing ideas and seeking information (Folkman, 1991; Youniss and Smollar, 1990). Adolescents spend less time with their parents than formerly and peer groups become what Kirchler et al (1993, p.147) call “crucial normative and comparative reference points” which socialise adolescents into appropriate heterosexual interests and behaviour. During this research there was a real sense of young people learning from each other about life, though this was not always stated explicitly. In comparison, the school curriculum was often seen as irrelevant. However, these adolescents  were not prepared to have just any of their peers learn vicariously at their expense. 

   People are interfering. They feel entitled to a say. And nosy - they want to 

   know every detail. It’s none of their business (vehemently)! I’m not a pawn. 

   It’s not a public relationship. [Ss/F: Maddy]

Brannen et al (1994) noted that persistent demands from parents for information were regarded by adolescents as unwarranted prying and interference. It would appear that if peers behaved in a similar way it was equally unwelcome. Friends either did not make such demands or else they were regarded differently. 

It has been argued that it is when parents abdicate their caring role that their children will turn to peers (Sheppard et al, 1985), though it has been questioned whether they can compensate for a problematical parent-child relationship (Fend, 1990). This seems relevant to the experience of the two girls who became pregnant (see Chapter 5). There were also boys in this study who spent little time in the family home. Some acknowledged they did this in the absence of their mum, which happened through illness, divorce, or remarriage and the presence of a stepfather. The ‘absence’ was then as much psychological as physical, and reflected the subjective experiencing of the adolescents. While boys may have looked for validation from their peers, they did not necessarily talk about their problems, however. Some sought companionship and distraction as ways of coping assistance and an extreme example of this was provided by Dean.

Reference was made in Chapter 5 to Dean and the dysfunctional parenting he had experienced. Being suspended from school (for fighting) exacerbated his situation by removing an important source of adult influence and potential support. The streets were where he sought to get a life; King (1989) has suggested that often this happens out of desperation rather than in search of an exciting lifestyle. In a downwards spiral, Dean’s hostile attitude and association with deviant friends contributed to further problems. 

   I’ve been in trouble with my mates. It was a laugh, something to do. We broke

   into places - an old pub. No-one was in there. It was shut down. Me and my

   mates vandalised it. We stole some bikes. It was exciting. You just don’t think

   you’re going to get caught. Your heart beats. It gets faster. And your breathing

   (he demonstrates panting). Like that. You forget your fear. You don’t care. It 

   goes like that when I get mad. I try to slow it down. I’ve been in fights. Me and

   my mates fight people from other areas. Like a competition. It’s a macho thing 

   to do. [Ss/M: Dean]

Powerless in other areas of his life, he sought it among his peers through trying to prove he was ‘harder’ than them. There were other boys for whom that this kind of ‘competition’ represented a threat; they coped by finding allies who could ‘handle themselves’ and by responding in kind. To back down would have meant losing respect - a hard earned and highly valued commodity. Phillips (1993, p.37) argues it will take a revolution in thinking to change this kind of macho culture which every day provides “lessons in violence, indifference and separation... for every male child”.

Dean finally began to see that his coping responses, rather than providing the release he sought, were contributing to the stress and adversity he was continuing to experience. Such an accumulation puts young people at serious risk (Caprara and Rutter, 1995), in a range of ways including depression (Fombonne, 1995). Given his experience of home, school and deviant peers, it is probable that Dean would find it difficult to trust other people generally, thus undermining any support that might be available (Wills and Cleary, 1996). At the time of the final interview, he had yet to establish a consistent and supportive relationship with anyone.

The streets were an arena where many adolescents socialised, a general complaint being that there was nothing for young people to do. Notwithstanding dedicated youth workers, the two youth clubs were largely discounted. Out of the summer season it was easier to be served in pubs, otherwise amusement arcades, bus shelters and the seafront were the places that could be used as “theatres for self-display, observation points for assessing the roles of others and of oneself, meeting grounds for establishing and maintaining solidarity with one’s group” (Hendry et al, 1993, p.56).  Some youngsters seemed to centre their lives on this arena, occasionally even staying out all night while their parents were ignorant of their exact whereabouts.

Many young people who belonged to this last group came from a single-parent family but to do so did not necessarily mean that the children took to the streets. And both parents of Dean resided in the family home for most of his life, but, as Hess (1995) has pointed out, this is no guarantee of ‘emotional presence’ or investment in the socialisation of the children. Rutter and Smith (1995) argue that adolescent development depends less upon family structure than family functioning. What seems relevant then is whether or not there is a good relationship between the adolescent and his/her care-giver (which includes parental style), and appropriate monitoring (Brown et al, 1993; Steinberg et al, 1994).

‘Getting a life’ with friends can reflect a lack of goals or be a means of distraction from failure (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984), but is also likely to make the achievement of any goals less probable. Although these adolescents were not necessarily lacking in ability, they did not seem inclined to ‘grit their teeth’ and comply with teacher expectations but looked instead for alternative outlets to make them feel effective. They were certainly looking to ‘have a laugh’ - a phrase used repeatedly during this research, especially by boys. While generally this appeared to be a form of tension reduction, it could take different forms, from larking about and playing practical jokes, to encouraging the boy racers to turn up the bass. The frequent physical contact which occurs at such times is regarded by Cotterell (1996) as an important means of nonverbal communication. However, such boisterous behaviour means that young people are very visible and audible and it happened not infrequently that residents (it was thought that they were the elderly ones, of whom this seaside town has a large population) complained to the police. The high-spirited behaviour was thus judged to require “intervention, correction, control and suppression” (Cotterell, 1996, p.161). This caused huge resentment amongst these groups of participants, who proclaimed they were not doing any harm. The message they received very clearly was that their presence was not welcome.

Many of the adolescents in this study were not part of what was known as the sea-front crowds and were critical of those who were, describing them as losers. “I find them intimidating so it’s not surprising the oldies complain.”  They felt resentful that the reputation of young people generally was being undermined by the behaviour of a few, and that the media often exploited this. “A lot of us revising for our exams doesn’t hit the headlines. A few idiots doing something stupid does.” While this was appraised as being beyond their control, some responded by making a point of being polite, and there was a boy who went through a phase of picking up litter in his village in order to demonstrate that not all young people are the same.

Some participants described the prejudice and stereotyping to which they had been subjected, simply because they were adolescent. 

   Teenagers have got an image. It’s annoying. Near where I live there’s a

   public footpath and a bench. The neighbourhood watch people asked me

   what I was doing when I was just sitting there. I was told to go away. It

   is a public place (indignantly)! In town the old grannies keep their heads

   down. I say goodmorning to show I’m friendly but they don’t say it back.

   [Ss/M]
Others said they felt uncomfortable when shopkeepers gave them ‘the evil eye’. One girl had the unpleasant experience of picking up a purse for an old lady who had dropped it and was then accused of trying to steal it. This kind of hassle is different  from an acute stressor such as bereavement, or the chronic problem of ongoing family conflict. Nevertheless the negative and stereotypical picture of adolescents, to which Coleman (1993) has drawn attention, was a topic on which young people themselves had strong views. “Adolescence is a void. People dump rubbish in with us.” While they described this as stressful, ironically, some young people are just as capable as adults of labelling and stereotyping other adolescents whom they see as different from themselves.

For those who were not part of the seafront crowds, socialising mostly took place in the homes of friends, though girls with older boyfriends often went to pubs or clubs. Sometimes just a few friends met to watch a video or gossip; some girls continued to enjoy the indoor games of childhood, while boys were more likely to play computer games. In comparison with the seafront crowds, these young people were more likely to have done some homework before meeting up with friends. There were those, however, for whom participating in these informal gatherings was difficult because of transport problems. They could then feel very ‘out of it’ and the telephone was perceived as their lifeline. An alternative strategy was the ‘sleepover’ and it was interesting that some young people confessed that ‘the trick’ was to identify the friend whose parents were the most tolerant. Some laissez-faire parents seemed to offer little by way of monitoring, a factor which has been shown to be relevant to alcohol and drug use by young people (Steinberg et al, 1994). 

Weekends presented an opportunity to catch up with schoolwork, or to turn away from such demands on time and energy (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984). Parties appeared to be ‘the thing’; discos were derided as ‘kids stuff’. Hendry (1992) suggests that since adolescents of this age are closer to being perceived as adults, their leisure interests will be similar to those of adults. It was clear that the majority of the young people in this study participated in a TGIF feeling! Drinking alcohol was viewed by many as part of this. It was not an act of rebellion but rather, as Foxcroft et al (1994) have argued, a reflection of adult norms and practices. Schlit and Gomberg (1991, p.49) comment: 

   “Alcohol is part of this overmedicated society, in which use of psychoactive 

   substances of many kinds is viewed as personally desirable and socially

   acceptable.... There are few social rules or guidelines about the proper use of

   alcohol, or the avoidance and deterrance of adverse consequences of use.”

Their point seems borne out by young people’s accounts of their drinking behaviour.

   We have parties when someone’s parents go out. I suppose you’ve got to be

   a bit wild every now and again. The parties let you do that. There’ll be a few
   people who’ll stay sane and look out for everyone. You just want a laugh. A

   high percentage is about looking good in front of your mates. It’s an image

   thing. We have competitions to see who can drink the most. The mornings are 

   bad! To some extent it’s expected but you don’t do it unless you want to.  Not 

   everybody goes to parties to get drunk. It can be fun to watch people.  [Ss/M]

Girls tended to be scathing about these competitions; nevertheless there were some who themselves consumed a considerable amount. The girl quoted next said she generally got through a bottle of martini or something similar each weekend.

   This is such a small town and there’s nothing to do. So drinking is something
   to do. It makes us act stupid. You do things you wouldn’t normally do. You’re

   more brave so you go up and speak to a boy you like. You find more things to

   say. It helps you get to know people. I’m quite shy really. [Ss/F]

Foxcroft and Lowe (1993) have reported that males sometimes drink simply to get drunk while females do so in order to increase their social confidence. As with other substances, alcohol use can lead to individuals disregarding normative rules and behaving in ways that would otherwise be regarded as not permissible (Labouvie and McGee, 1986; Schlit and Gomberg, 1991). It is worth reiterating that unplanned sexual encounters generally occurred at parties when young people had been drinking. Thus, while alcohol could be thought of as a means to aid coping with social situations, it could also be a factor in behaviours which led to subsequent stress. There was not just the possibility of pregnancy; fights often erupted, usually between boys but not exclusively so. And two participants (one boy and one girl) admitted that they had been hospitalised after passing out at a (different) party. This led to friction between the adolescent and his/her parents, which was also the experience of some others who had gone home drunk. The participants who appeared most shame-faced and intent upon avoiding a repetition of this were those whose parents had responded with concern and disappointment rather than anger or indifference. This again highlights the relevance of parental style.

Many participants said they would not have a party at their home because of the damage that might be done. One boy described his mortification when a carpet was ruined.

   I had some friends back to celebrate the end of school. Two of them were sick

   all over the carpet. We’d had some drinks and a curry. The spices did for the

   carpet. We’ve got to get a new one. It was a nightmare! I’ve never seen my 

   parents so angry. They came in and saw it, then went out again and came back 

   when they were calmer. I tried to clean it for a day and a half. I hoped it would

   come out. It was an utter annoyance. Scrub, scrub, scrub! I was annoyed at my

   friends but I can’t expect them to pay for it. That’s probably the most stressful 

   thing that has happened to me this year. [Ss/M]

Problem-focused coping in this instance did not return the carpet to its former condition but went some way to redeeming this boy in his parents’ eyes! It is interesting that he regarded the incident as the most stressful experience of Year 11. While this may illustrate the possibility that it will be the most recent events that will be reported, nevertheless he was at the time taking GCSE examinations. Any stress from this did not compare with his embarrassment and the need to take some responsibility for the behaviour of people who were his chosen friends.
There were young people of both genders (though more girls than boys) who said they seldom touched alcohol. “I don’t need it to have a good time.” However, there were also those for whom drinking represented an emotion-focused coping strategy, or what Foxcroft et al (1994) call an escape resource. This was not necessarily a social undertaking; there were participants who spoke of their solitary drinking, for example, Rob, Ollie and Zoe (see Chapter 5).
   I try not to think about my life too much. Drinking helps. I first got drunk 

   when I was seven at a New Year’s Eve party. I remember being sick! I didn’t

   start ‘drinking drinking’ until I was about eleven. My mum drinks. She gets 

   annoyed. And she forgets stuff. She doesn’t think she’s got a problem. I do. 
  [Ss/M: Rob]

   I know I’m drinking too much. But at least I can forget about things for a 

   bit. They seem better when I’ve had a drink. It’s an escape. Then things

   seem funny. Laughing at little things makes you forget the bad. Mum and 

   me have rows. She’s a cow! Last time I went up the seafront. It was cold 

   and raining. I was up there for three hours. Drinking made it bearable. 

  [Ss/F]

Such a coping strategy may offer only temporary relief and in the longer term maintain rather than ease negative affect. It could also lead to alcoholism (Compas et al, 1993). While they said there were people in their lives with whom they socialised, neither of these adolescents could identify a confidante or adult to whom they turned for support. They also felt it would be inappropriate to discuss intimate family problems with either teachers or peers. It was concerning that they lacked a supportive network when they were struggling with an external situation over which they had no control, and their own internal response to this. Not surprisingly, they found it hard to give their attention to academic work and cope with the demands of school.

In addition to alcohol, other forms of substance use were also used as a ‘diversionary’ strategy which served to relieve stress but without addressing the actual problem (Mates and Allison, 1992). This was illustrated in Chapter 5, page 17###, when a boy described cannabis as offering “an escape route” to distract him from family conflict. Wills (1986) claims that substance use in adolescence can be a strategy for regulating negative affect and Swadi (1992, p.162) quotes Labouvie: 

   “... the experience of strained social relationships and a heightened sense of

   powerlessness and helplessness may induce adolescents to rely more heavily

   on substance use as a means of emotional self-regulation which requires little

   effort and ability, promises instant effects and provides a sense of control.”

Several other boys who lived in conflictual families reported this strategy: “It takes your mind off things. It’s an escape from reality. It makes you happy.” Interestingly, the majority of participants in the present study felt that those of their peers who used drugs regularly, did so because of family problems.

The few who admitted used cannabis as an emotion-focused strategy for coping with interpersonal problems were all boys; it was also boys who regarded it as a means of relaxation.

   I go round to my friend’s. It relaxes you, getting stoned. It makes your

   muscles go loose. We smoke it in my mate’s bedroom and listen to music. 

   Sometimes there are five or six of us. There’s no hassle, no pressure. We 

   share it. I don’t think it hurts you. It does you less harm than cigarettes.

   You feel good and there’s no after effect. I don’t do it all the time. It’s

   good to wind down at the end of the week or after an exam. [Ss/M]
In keeping with other studies (see the Literature Review) it was those who used drugs who were most likely to deny any potential risks. Yet apart from any physical effects (Schlit and Gomberg, 1991), to turn to substances as a coping strategy can inhibit the practice of other, more adaptive, coping behaviours. Penz (1985) argues that drug use decreases both self-efficacy and social skills and thus tends, over time, to increase rather than ease stress. 

There were also other boys and a smaller number of girls who reported trying cannabis out of curiosity. “I just wanted to find out for myself what it would be like.”  Their curiosity satisfied, many felt no wish to experiment further; some were deterred by experiencing an unpleasant physical reaction. On the other hand, a very few (including girls) wanted to broaden their experience to include different substances, though not glue, which was decried as ‘totally uncool’.
   I’ve done a line of whizz and tried acid. I thought about my safety. Some of 

   my friends stayed straight to look out for us. I wanted to learn what it would

   be like, to know. It’s about experiencing but I don’t need to keep on doing it.

   People who keep on seem to have a strange perspective on life. It’s like how 

   I view rave music - it’s mind numbing and absolutely pointless. [Ss/F]

In contrast with the users and experimenters were those who avoided both drugs and alcohol. For some (both boys and girls) this was because they gave sport a high priority and did not wish to undermine their performance. Some regarded physical activity as a more effective way of reducing stress. A few participants (predominantly females) desisted even from experimenting with drugs out of a fear of addiction. 

   I know people who do drugs. Some of them come into school stoned. But I 

   wouldn’t touch it - none of it. I don’t know what it is but I think I’ve got an

   addictive personality. If I like something I like to do it again and again. So

   it’s best not to start. Also I don’t like being out of control of myself. [Ss/F]

While peer pressure to use drugs might be thought of as a potential source of stress, both users and non-users denied that this was the case because none was used. “You can please yourself. You don’t have to. If you say no, that’s OK.” A study by Sheppard et al (1985) confirmed that pressure is not pervasive and it is ‘no big deal’ not to use drugs. While almost without exception the participants in the present study admitted that they would be able to obtain drugs if they wanted them, this came down to associating with certain peers. “It’s easier to get dope than booze if you know the right people.” The point made by Coggans and McKellar (1994) seems highly relevant: rather than peers pressurising adolescents into behaviours they would prefer to avoid, young people choose their friends from among individuals with similar attitudes and beliefs. The peer group may then provide both access to drugs and a congenial setting for their use, including instruction in techniques and expectancy (Dinges and Oetting, 1993). 

What was striking in the way some participants described sharing a joint with friends was the sense of camaraderie. Cotterell (1996, p.73) argues that support arises “from the experience of reliable alliance and feelings of solidarity and belonging which are found in companionship itself...” For some young people, especially those who lack a warm and supportive family, it may be a feeling of shared activity, of mutual trust and sociability, which holds more appeal than the drugs themselves.

While no overt pressure to use drugs was reported, it is possible that these adolescents failed to recognise more subtle influence that might be brought to bear, for example hearing peers say that they use drugs regularly with no ill effects. The comments of one girl suggested a response to covert pressure. She said that having tried cannabis once she knew what it was like and had no need to use it again. Her sigh of relief hinted at a kind of ‘been there; done it; got the tee shirt’ feeling, as if having proved herself there was no need to keep on doing so. The influence of adults must also not be discounted. A number of young people knew that their parents had used illegal substances in the past or continued to do so, and some had actually been given cannabis by family members.  This is concerning given that adolescent addiction is associated with parental attitudes and use of drugs (McDuffie and Bernt, 1993). Parental supervision has also been shown to be negatively associated with drug use by young people (Steinberg et al, 1994).

Since these participants did not believe they had a problem with drug use, they felt no need to turn to others for advice or help. Asked to consider this hypothetically, those who admitted to having used drugs said they would talk to same-age friends, but it is possible that friends would encourage continued use (Naginey and Swisher, 1990), especially given the point made earlier about peer preference (Coggans and McKellar, 1994). These adolescents said that parents and teachers are less well informed about drugs and drug use than they themselves, a finding which supports that of Parker et al (1995). 

In an OFSTED report (1997a) on drug education in schools, the weakest teaching was associated with tutorial lessons, which is also where one would hope to find pastoral work being undertaken and a caring and supportive teacher-pupil relationship forged. The fact that most participants did not experience this happening was one of the important points addressed in Chapter 4. In the judgement of Naginey and Swisher (1990, p.83), professionals within schools have “apparently failed to develop the kind of relationship with students that would facilitate their ability to intervene effectively in the problem of drug abuse”. 

Coping strategies considered in some detail thus far have been peer support, physical activities, alcohol and drug use. The point has been made that some strategies can themselves become a source of stress in a cyclical process. This applied to other behaviours, for example, several boys used the machines in amusement arcades as a way of alleviating tension and boredom. One came to see this as a dysfunctional, and expensive, way of coping.

   I used to go down to the arcades a lot. It was something to do and it can take 

   your mind off things. And when you win it gives you a buzz. I always wanted 

   more money. You need it for everything. The more you’ve got, the better time 

   you can have. But you end up losing more than you win. I’d spend every penny 

   trying to increase it. I know some people who are addicted to the machines. I

   was a bit. I liked it then I began to feel bad about it. You end up with nothing. 

   [Ss/M]
A different strategy, also dysfunctional, was reported by two girls. Unlike other female participants who lost their appetite at moments of stress, their response was to eat and then make themselves sick. Rather than seeing their behaviour as the problem, it represented a response to crucial issues of power and control. “The whole syndrome of an eating disorder is an attempt by the person to empower herself.” (Waskett, 1993, p.47) For one girl it was a strategy to ‘get her message across’ to her mother, whom she experienced as authoritarian and critical. “The only time she’s nice to me is if I’m sick.” The second girl described it as, initially, a response to being bullied, and to which she then resorted as a form of tension reduction. “It helps in a way. It’s like a release.” Both girls felt supported by friends but not by teachers who, they said, only ever gave them a ‘blagging’, which served to increase their antipathy to school. A number of girls said that supporting a friend with an eating problem was stressful; the cost of supporting others will be among the final issues to be discussed in this chapter.

The relevance of choice and control to how situations are appraised emerged from the way in which the participants regarded solitude. They were able to differentiate between different kinds: that which could be used constructively to relax, think through problems or just do whatever they wanted, and what they called the more boring sort, such as when they were waiting for something to happen, trying to revise, or feeling cut off through lack of transport.

   I’ve got loads of friends but I enjoy being by myself as well. It gives me time 

   to think. If I’m confused I go on the beach and walk and think. You can sort

   things out better on your own than with friends. Then I’ll talk to friends or 

   my mum, when I’ve sorted it out in my head for myself. And I like being on 

   my own when I’m reading a book. But if I’m on my own and waiting for a

   friend and bored I hate that. [Ss/F]

   I take my dog for a walk. Every day that’s a separate half hour to get away

   from everything. You just walk along, throw the dog a stick. You switch off.

   You can forget about your worries. It’s just the dog and a field. It helps you 

   unwind. You calm down if you’re in a bad mood. You can think about things

    if you’ve got to. I like having my own time to myself. I don’t ever feel lonely. 

   It feels more lonely when I get back home and I’m deciding what I’ve got to 

   do. [Ss/M]

More than girls, boys spent time exploring the countryside on their bikes and often this was a solitary pursuit.

   If I’ve been sitting around I like to get out. I’m an open-air sort of person.
   I might go off on my bike or just climb up the hill. I sit by the reservoir and

   watch the people below going by. I enjoy the fresh air and the peace and

   quiet. I like being in nature. It gets you going again. [Ind/M]

He was one of several boys who chose mountain scenes to symbolise their lives. “It’s like a walk in the hills. It has its ups and downs. It can be a hard climb but when you’re on top of a hill things can look clearer.”

These quotations call into question the conclusion Cotterell (1996) draws from the literature that adolescents do not handle aloneness well. While this may be true for some, it is not necessarily the case. Nor does loneliness automatically arise out of solitude. Young people are able to differentiate between being alone and being lonely.

   I can feel I’m more on my own when I’m in a group - if people aren’t 

   noticing that I’m upset and aren’t bothered. But if I’m on my own at

   home I enjoy myself. That’s not as lonely. I like the peace and quiet. 

   You’ve got to be able to get away sometimes. [Ind/F]

It is when solitude comes about through the lack of congenial and supportive friends that the situation is likely to be appraised as a threat to one’s well-being. In the experience of the boy who is quoted next, a change occurred when he knew he had  friends on whom he could rely.

   When we moved here I didn’t have any friends. I sat at home by myself. It

   drove me nuts! Now I’ve got friends, that’s made a difference. I like time on

   my own. I’ve skived a morning off school to have the house to myself. It was

   great to have the place to myself. It’s OK to be by yourself providing you’ve

   got friends when you need them. [Ss/M]

This illustrates that solitude per se is not necessarily stressful. There was a general agreement that balance is important: that too little can feel as bad as too much. This supports Larson’s contention (1997) that any value lies not in solitude itself, but in its provision of a ‘strategic retreat’ from being involved in a busy social life. The participants who spent most time alone were the isolates referred to earlier in the chapter. They claimed not to mind, to enjoy their own company, but according to Larson (1997), this suggests poor adjustment.

As the interviews progressed it became clear that there were many young people who were struggling to cope with a number of stressors. This is significant; Rutter (1995) has pointed out that single stressors genuinely occurring in isolation do not constitute a particular risk. It is when they occur in combination that the risk to the individual increases. A surprisingly large number of participants experienced injury or ill health. One boy broke his leg in three places and was absent from school for three months.

   That was the most stressful thing that’s happened to me. I had so many pain 

   killers I became dependent on them. I know what my pain barrier is now. I 

   don’t think anything could be that bad again. I was so afraid of it. I couldn’t 

   sleep. I’d stay up all night and watch TV. Some people didn’t think I’d walk 

   again properly ’cos it was pretty bad. I couldn’t believe it was happening to 

   me. I was upset. All your confidence goes and you’ve got to get it back. But

   I had to prove I’ve got the bottle. It’s good - it’s great! - to know that. [Ss/M]

The problem was compounded by hearing from friends how hard the academic work was becoming and, notwithstanding home tuition, fearing he would never catch up. What helped him to cope were caring professionals, friends, and in particular the encouragement of his parents. They offered not just emotional support but practical aid by paying for extra tuition. He then discovered he was actually looking forward to and enjoying these lessons whereas before schoolwork was something he had endured. “It’s surprising how much it changes you: your feelings, your outlook, everything really. Now I don’t want to waste my chances.” This experience had tested his resilience and in coping he discovered something about his strength of character - his ‘bottle’. He also became empathetic towards other people who are in pain, and better able to support them.

Other participants were coping with long-term illnesses. In addition to the more-to-be-expected health problems such as migraine and asthma, other chronic conditions reported were chronic fatigue syndrome/ME, diabetes, malfunctioning kidneys, a heart condition,  and skeletal abnormalities. In helping to take their mind off their illness, some discovered that far from being a stressor, academic work could actually serve as a coping strategy. Frankie (Appendix I) was one such person; her story also illustrates how much illness can undermine the confidence of young people and how the attitude of those around them can either add to or ease this situation. Schoolwork, however, was not a help to the girl who knew that once her GCSE examinations were over, she would be admitted to hospital for surgery. “I’ll be in for about two months. I have trouble concentrating through worrying about that.”  By way of anticipatory coping, she had prepared for admission to hospital by quizzing her doctors to obtain information. She also received good support from her mother, boyfriend and her mentor at school.

   I just like someone to listen. It puts my mind at ease to know people care.

   You can try to take your mind off things but at the end of the day there’s 

   nothing that can do that. I can cry on my boyfriend’s shoulder. My GP’s

   been brilliant and I can talk to my mentor. We met informally if I wanted

   to. I think it’s really good to have someone to be there for you. [Ss/F]
There are costs, however to ‘being there’ for others and this was mentioned as a cause of stress by a number of young people. Supporting a friend with an illness such as M.E., for example, requires an understanding that many adults,  including medical practitioners, may lack (Colby, 1996), and as with any long-term condition, compassion fatigue may overcome the best of intentions. Even in the short-term, supporting others as the same time as coping with one’s own problems could be experienced as tiresome and stressful. 

   You can wind each other up. People worry about their exams and it gets to 

   you as well. There’s a little seed of doubt in your brain and you think you’re 

   going to do really bad. If there’s loads of pressure I try to bury my head in 

   the sand! [Ss/M]

Other young people witnessed friends facing major problems stemming from outside the school context, and felt inadequate and powerless to help, especially as many of these situations were beyond their own experience.

   Dealing with other people’s problems is hard. I’ve got a friend whose family 

   has just split up. You don’t know what to say or do. I’ve not had that problem.

   When I talk to him I wait for him to bring it into the conversation. It’s easier.
   [Ss/M]
Whether it was easier for the friend is a different matter! Coyne et al (1988) have pointed out that this strategy could lead to a stoical denial of any negative affect.

Empathy has been viewed by Thoits (1986) as a necessary condition for aid to be sought and found effective. But how to respond, to see the situation from another’s point of view, was a challenge which exercised many participants. They described their dilemma as wanting to advise without actually telling someone what to do, and recognised that they lacked the experience and interpersonal skills required by the situation. Their interest in learning how to cope with life’s problems was given as one of the reasons for watching soaps on television, but whether this can be seen as the most effective way of meeting such a need, is debatable. Several girls described their anxiety when trying to help those with an eating disorder: ”You just don’t know what to do for the best.” And the friends of Ollie felt overwhelmed when he spoke of feeling suicidal (see Chapter 5, p.19###). The only strategy they could think of was to ‘hang in there’ with him. Offering support could thus present a huge challenge, one to which many young people tried to respond generously and carefully, but they did not necessarily ask for nor receive assistance and encouragement from adults.

To give support can bring immediate costs, such as being reprimanded by teachers for missing a lesson in order to remain with the distressed friend. What was unclear was whether or not the teachers in question were too focused on the task of disseminating information to be involved with the caring process. There were also practical concerns to be faced, such as whether one’s own reputation would be jeopardised by supporting a drug-using friend. Offering assistance can also tax emotional resources. 
   When my friend thought she was pregnant it seemed like all the fun had gone

   out of life. It was so serious. It’s the most serious thing I’ve had to deal with, 

   ever. Her periods stopped and we didn’t know if it was through worry. She 

   was crying and I was so miserable and depressed. It was constant. We didn’t 

   talk about anything else. I felt quite ill. I couldn’t concentrate on anything 

   else. [Ss/F]

This is another example of the “contagion of stress” (Belle, 1987, p.267). Wethington et al (1987) have suggested that this may be felt particularly by females who tend to be more responsive than males to interpersonal ties. There were boys in this study who would probably have agreed with this perception, since they noted that girls were more caring but sometimes tended to get upset as a result of their involvement. And on the evidence of what girls reported, they seemed less likely to bury their head in the sand!

The girl quoted above eventually turned to her mother for support and advice. In this regard, it was shown in Chapter 5 that many participants of both genders described themselves as fortunate in their families, but that there were some who felt unsupported. Rutter (1983) has suggested that it may be possible for adults outside the family to mitigate the effects of stress, and the adults most readily encountered by adolescents of school age are teachers. Yet it was shown in Chapter 4 that they were often viewed by young people as functioning in an administrative or disciplinary capacity rather than to fulfilling a caring role (see also Literature Review, Stress and Coping in Year 11).

That adults generally invest very little time in being with young people was pointed out by Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984), and more recently Rutter and Smith (1995) have raised the possibility that an increased insulation from adult influence may be a factor in the increase in psychosocial disorders. While Darling et al (1994)  suggest that adolescents are generally able to identify an adult other than a parent who is significant in their lives, this was not the case in the present study. Approximately one fifth were unable to think of an adult to whom they were particularly close and some of these also lacked a warm and supportive parent-adolescent relationship (for example, Maddy, Greg and Jamie, Appendix I). Without an adult on whom to rely, young people are thrown back on the support of peers who may possess good will but, as some participants themselves admitted, not the experience or skills to make them an effective coping resource. There is also of course no guarantee that adolescents who lack the experience of a close and supportive relationship with a family member or other adult will be able to form such a relationship with a peer. Writing in 1980, Porteous and Fisher suggested that between 20 - 40% of young people did not have a regular source of help and understanding. There is no reason to believe that the situation today has improved.

Those who identified another family member as someone in whom they could confide tended to be young people who also had a close relationship with one or both parents. Being part of such a network can present its own complications, however. Choosing to confide in his aunt became a cause of stress for one boy when his mother expressed resentment that he had not turned to her. It is likely that when he next feels the need for support, he will not approach either. Adults from outside the family who were identified by adolescents as significant included members of men’s/ladies’ sports teams, family friends, godparents, neighbours and employers. Some girls became close to the parents of their boyfriend, and occasionally a boy (usually someone who did not live with his own mother) would express his warm appreciation for the mother of a friend who had shown him particular kindness. 

When asked to whom, outside the school and family contexts, they would turn for support or coping assistance, most participants did not readily identify professionals. They were in fact more likely to talk about the comfort they derived from their relationship with an animal! (This was most often a dog but for a few girls it was their horse.) Some girls sought contraceptive advice from the Family Planning Clinic or a drop-in centre run by one of the medical practices, but even getting to their GP presented problems for those individuals who lived out in the country. It meant that parents had to be involved and young people do not always want this. A different problem was reported by a boy whose GP was a family friend and for him this represented a real barrier. The church is a resource that has become less used in recent times (Halpern, 1995); only five participants (all girls) went to church more-or-less regularly but, in keeping with the findings of Benson (1990), they were not drawn to confide in any of the clergy. One girl had started to become close to her social worker but then a changeover of staff severed this relationship.

Two boys who had been diagnosed with depression had been referred to a psychiatrist, but neither of them felt they derived any benefit from this and declined further appointments. Except for Frankie (Appendix I), no-one volunteered that he or she had seen a counsellor,  but when asked specifically, two said that they had. The service, provided by a voluntary organisation, had received some media attention but participants were generally ignorant of its existence. The boy and girl who went there were sent by a member of staff at their schools and the fact that they agreed to this suggestion says much about the level of their distress. They both were struggling to cope with difficult family problems and other stressors to which their teachers were not made privy (a finding also noted by Davis, 1985); it was their behaviour which had given rise to concern. While it is not relevant at this point to engage in a detailed discussion of old concerns about ‘pastoralization’ (Williamson, 1980), and the individualisation of problems (Richardson, 1979), it is nevertheless important to be aware that these remain an issue, especially since the introduction of league tables.

The experience of these two participants is interesting since it brings into focus the potential of counselling as a coping resource.

   I was suspicious at first. Was she going to hypnotise me? But we just talked.

   It was nothing like I’d thought. I wasn’t going to be hypnotised! It’s been all

   right really. I’ve been going for three weeks. There’s only my mate knows. 

   He came with me the first time. He knows what’s been happening at home. 

   [Ss/M]

   I had counselling for a lot of this year. It was really good to have someone  

   to listen - to be able to go on about the things that have been happening, to
   talk about people and how I feel - and not be judged. Normally people don’t

   listen to you. If I’d tried to talk to my mum or anyone else, I know what they

   would have done. They’d have been telling me what to do. “Oh, you want to 

   do this...” (in a different voice and pulling a face). I didn’t want that. It was 

   good to have help to work things out for myself. To work out what’s right for 

   me and my life. I had time and space just for me. It was like an oasis. [Ss/F]

While the boy allowed one friend to know that he was receiving counselling, the girl kept it to herself, despite the fact that it had been a beneficial experience. “They’d think I’m out of my head!”  There was evidence in the response of a good many participants to confirm her fear. “Counselling is for freaks and social outcasts. Showing emotion is not the right thing to do.” Not everyone was as blunt as this boy, but nevertheless their words often revealed a belief that receiving counselling would somehow lead to being perceived differently. The fear of a negative reaction from their peers seemed to go a long way to explaining the ‘counselling aversion’ noted by Seiffge-Krenke (1993). Gottlieb (1991, p.293) writes:

   “... the acute, sometimes painful self-consciousness of adolescents, combined

   with  their paramount  need  to be accepted and included by peers,  can make 

   them reluctant  or unwilling  to disclose events  that might make them appear

   deviant,  foolhardy,  or  more  generally  outside  the  mainstream.  They  are 

   therefore  less  likely  than  adults  to solicit  support  directly,  by  disclosing 

   problems  that  they believe will  damage  their  reputation  or  standing  with 

   peers.” 

Boys were more likely than girls to dismiss the idea of counselling. “I prefer to keep my problems secret and deal with them myself.” Culp et al (1995) found that  even young people who were suicidal felt this way. Ironically, while some participants rejected the idea on their own account, they had no difficulty in thinking of others who needed and could benefit from counselling! A number of girls responded to the idea with some enthusiasm although they thought the word ‘counsellor’ was off-putting. They agreed with boys that confidentiality was important. “People’d be nosy. You’d want to know it’d be private.” Some pointed out that they would not be able to get to a counsellor unless there was one in school - the two participants who had received counselling lived within walking distance of the service provider. However, a possible difficulty was anticipated: “If I saw the counsellor talking to a teacher I’d wonder if they were talking about me!” It was felt that they would have to get used to the idea but even boys admitted that they might use such a school-based service out of curiosity, even more so if it were made compulsory. That way they could reap the benefits and still maintain face with their peers!

It was interesting to observe the way many participants made use of the research interviews. Those who chose to participate seemingly found a way of overcoming the embarrassment and awkwardness they associated with one-to-one interaction, certainly in a counselling situation. No little care and thought was given to the building up a working relationship with these young people, not primarily in the hope of obtaining better data but out of respect. Nevertheless some chose to be interviewed only once. “I can’t be bothered. Everything’s a drag. I don’t want to talk about it.” Such a perception was of course interesting and relevant to the research so it was hard to accept this boy’s decision. Others were keen to be involved and used the opportunity to explore the sources of stress in their lives, their coping resources and strategies. Many said that they found the experience more interesting and enjoyable than they had expected. According to their feedback, they also learnt about themselves. 

   I’m not usually this open. The relaxed atmosphere helped. And it being

   confidential. It was good to talk about what you’re going through. They 

   say you can do this at school but no-one’s got time to listen. [Ss/M]

   It’s really made me think! I’ve never thought about some of these things

   before, like what’s  really  important to me. It’s been a chance to sort 

   things out, to get things clearer. I’ve learnt what I do think! [Ss/F]
The opportunity to talk about their lives to an adult (at least one from outside their families) was a new experience for many of these adolescents. It was painful to share their concerns - like the boy who said: “I’ve felt happier telling you about my sadness.” -  and know that they were not embedded in a social network which offered them love, acceptance and support.
CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION

This research began with ‘foreshadowed problems’ and the broad question, What is going on in the lives of young people in Year 11? Media reports linking dread of GCSE examinations to suicide have been followed by those suggesting that students are increasingly being prescribed antidepressants to help them cope with anxiety problems which are on the increase (The Times, August 24th, 1998). Such reports make the present study timely.

As in other studies, school was found to be a source of stress for many young people. A few participants said they loved school but generally there were complaints that pressure to produce work - which was often boring and of little relevance to their lives - made Year 11 less enjoyable than previous years. Little pleasure seemed to be derived from most school subjects; the reasons for working (or not) often depended on whether pupils had longer-term goals which necessitated academic qualifications. Many demonstrated what Wills and Shiffman (1985) categorise as acceptance, which includes an element of endurance - “You grin and bear it!”. Collecting data within school may have made it the focus for negative feelings and therefore skewed the findings, but this needs to be set against the possibility raised by Harper and Marshall (1991), that nonattenders may well have even more intense opinions. These are not represented here, nor are the views of those who (regrettably) declined to be interviewed because they could not be bothered or felt they had nothing of interest to say.

There was a wide range of responses to specific demands such as coursework. How this was perceived was influenced by the adolescents’ grasp of time management and qualities such as perseverance. But also important was the external factor of a co-ordinated programme being arrived at rather than individual teachers having regard for their own subject and haphazardly setting work, thus leading to pupil overload. Even some dedicated students felt that their best efforts would never be sufficient and for the self-confessed perfectionists, meeting deadlines could be as stressful as for those who left everything until the last minute. Coursework was generally prioritised over homework; there was greater tension when the choice was between revision and new work which they felt was being crammed in. On the positive side, participants experienced great satisfaction when their efforts were rewarded with good results, and for those who dreaded examinations, coursework could be seen as a fairer way of being assessed.

With regard to school generally, some young people had only a limited sense of what might be possible or what it really means to ‘do your best’. This came sharply into focus given that many of the participants from state schools had very different levels of expectation and commitment from those attending independent schools. An added complication seemed to be a failure to understanding the difference between working hard and working well (Covington, 1992); a few participants said that making an effort did not lead to an improvement in results so there was no point in bothering. Others appeared to lack an inner locus of control, believing that success depended on external factors and that they could do little to influence outcomes. 

It was boys rather than girls who sometimes felt they had left everything too late; for those who changed their mind at the eleventh hour, being assessed by coursework rather than examination alone would work to their disadvantage. Rather than trying to cope with academic demands, a few boys used their energies in avoidance tactics. Rudduck (1996c, p.136) also identified a “minority of male pupils who seek protection from working hard in peer-support groups whose attitude is characterised by anti-work norms and a display of public nonchalance”.

Examinations provoked a range of responses too, with some candidates dreading them and others welcoming the opportunity to show what they could do. Revision challenged their perseverance and it was clear that many participants had little grasp of  how to direct their efforts, notwithstanding revision lessons in school. Some said that revising simply made them more muddled. Rather than finding ways to tackle the problem, coping strategies were often emotion-focused in an attempt to relieve anxiety and boredom. Fear of failure could contribute to a sense of helplessness or serve as a powerful motivating factor. Some young people responded by withdrawing from the  pressure while others ‘plodded on’ - girls tended to be better at this. It was generally felt that immediately before an actual examination was a time of acute stress (more so than during the examination itself) but few had any knowledge of relaxation techniques which might have proved beneficial. The familiar strategy of turning to a friend could lead in this instance to ‘getting each other wound up’.

All these different approaches illustrate the importance of both primary and secondary appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). If the academic demands of Year 11 are seen as a challenge rather than a threat, and pupils feel that they have the resources - both internal and external - to respond, then they will be more likely to try to meet them. Being motivated to succeed and having a great deal at stake could, however, lead to worrying and ruminating, which in turn increase anxiety (Lazarus and Folkman, ibid). There were both academically gifted and less able adolescents who described the examination period as the worst time of Year 11, yet no-one admitted to feeling seriously suicidal on account of their GCSEs. When asked about this specifically, their belief was that young people who feel this way must have other problems in addition to school work. This applied to a couple of participants who said they were taking antidepressants.

An important factor which exacerbated the pressure was trying to meet the expectations of  significant others. Occasionally teachers were decried for being ‘unreasonable’ but finding someone to blame can be a convenient strategy given that anticipated loss of self-esteem caused by failure can be an potent source of stress (Covington, 1992). However, some students wondered whether teachers put pupils under pressure in order to protect their own reputations, and saw in this the influence of ‘league tables’. Teachers themselves were perceived as being under a great deal of stress and while this occasionally earned them some sympathy, there was also an awareness that teachers’ problems have ramifications for pupils. There were complaints of moral pressure and hype surrounding GCSEs, yet a number had come to believe that this was their one chance of success. If this is what students are being told, such a message is likely to increase any feelings of anxiety.

Many participants spoke of wanting to do well and not let their family down. Some described achievement as the norm among their relatives and so feared the humiliation attached to failure. Others were being urged to better themselves in comparison with their parents, and what may have been intended as encouragement could feel like pressure. When adults become worked up over the possible outcome of GCSEs, young people are likely to feel the effects of this; it is worth reiterating the common-sense belief of Thoits (1986) that support is most effective when offered by an empathic person who has had similar experiences and copes calmly. Family expectations could also extend beyond examinations to future careers, and there were instances of this leading to conflict when the adolescents’ dreams were different.

At the other extreme, in a few families there seemed either a lack of expectation or else the children were not motivated by a desire to make their parents proud. They did not necessarily lack ability but were not prepared to put their life on hold for the sake of long-term, academic goals. Setting their sights low, they gave a higher priority to immediate satisfaction, usually in the form of an active social life. Often they seemed to lack awareness of the possible consequences of this choice. Rudduck’s suggestion (1996a), of ‘futures’ counselling in small groups to encourage adolescents to think realistically about how commitment and achievement influence long-term prospects, has much to recommend it. In contrast, students who feel driven to achieve could benefit from learning to relax in health promoting ways which would help offset negative affect.

For participants who had some ambition but no clear sense of their future, such a lack of vision could be experienced as particularly stressful. A sense of being ‘lost’ seemed to apply mostly to boys, who claimed it undermined their motivation. Finally making a decision about what to do at the end of Year 11 and having a goal to aim for was experienced as a great relief. Arriving at a sense of ‘possible selves’ owed much to those around them as, for good or ill, young people compared the lives of adults - parents, neighbours and others - with what they themselves might become. A small minority, who had little apparent confidence in themselves as learners, opted to look for employment. They hoped (which is not the same as believed) that the world of work would provide better achievement opportunities.

As the year progressed many participants seemed to come to a new awareness of time; perhaps developing what Nurmi (1987; 1991) refers to as a ‘future orientation’. Year 11 was described as having gone so fast and the end of an era was seen to be both exciting and frightening. Many were impatient to be part of the adult world; perhaps they believed that leaving school would also end the status inconsistency which they found both irritating and frustrating. Others admitted they were not ready to accept responsibility for themselves, and welcomed the developmental opportunity presented by what Chisholm (1990) calls an educational moratorium. But two boys had ‘independence’ forced upon them when their family abnegated the role of carer. They would fall into the category identified by Adams et al (1985) as ‘throwaways’.

With the end of compulsory schooling young people face the possible rupture of  friendships and this can be a distressing prospect. Friends constitute a crucial part of adolescents’ support systems, though the gender differences reported in other research (e.g. Burhmester and Furman, 1987; Claes, 1992; Denton and Zarbatany, 1996) were also apparent in this study - as were gender differences with regard to coping strategies generally. Both boys and girls were able to differentiate between levels of friendship; they also sought validation, but for males this was through companionship and sharing activities, while females looked for intimacy. Yet ironically it was girls who more frequently reported disruption to their friendships, stemming not infrequently from rivalry and competition as interest in heterosexual relationships developed. Not only did girls then face conflict (often characterised by bitchiness) but the situation also deprived them of coping assistance. Not surprisingly such a breakdown in interpersonal relationships was seen as betrayal and this double blow may help to explain some instances of female depression. 

Romantic relationships themselves were often a source of stress. Some those who were sexually active were anxious about  becoming pregnant even when contraceptives were used. Concerningly, the possibility of sexually transmitted disease was not generally considered, which suggests a pressing need for more specific health education. Stress could also stem from an imbalance in what the partners expected from the relationship, and this seemed to apply as much to emotional as sexual intimacy. Girls commented negatively on the macho interpersonal style of many males, and boys themselves acknowledged that fear of being mocked held them back from relating in a different way. They were occasionally prepared to risk being more open with another boy whom they witnessed facing problems similar to theirs and as a result might be empathic. And those who formed a close (often platonic) relationship with a girl experienced a different kind of connectedness which they came to value. 

It was clear from the data that peer relationships could provide a source of support but also of stress. Labelling and criticism were reported on account of such diverse things as personal style and academic success, and those whose values and interests changed during the year faced the possibility of isolation if they left or were ostracised by their peer group. A concerning number of participants had been bullied and spoke of the anguish it caused them; this was an experience which made at least one girl feel suicidal. (The problem seemed less likely to be reported by pupils at independent schools but it has to be acknowledged that this sample was very small.) However well-intentioned the different schools, not one was said to have a no-bullying policy that worked effectively. In giving the matter thought and care, schools might also consider whether teachers convey a bullying attitude - an observation made by some young people in this study (see also Cullingford and Morrison, 1997). But the problem was not limited to the school environment: girls had experienced verbal abuse and boys physical aggression in other contexts too. However, rather than feeling supported by the adult community, the participants saw young people generally being stereotyped and condemned for the actions of a few.

A different source of stress stemming from peer relationships was the cost attached to supporting a friend. During the research many examples of altruism came to light - more often by girls but not exclusively so - and often these adolescents responded to a problem to which adults appeared blind. They wanted to help but often felt confused and uncertain if the situation went beyond their own experience. In some instances the ‘contagion of stress’ (Belle, 1987) impacted on their own lives and interfered with everyday functioning. Efforts to help the friend were often modelled on the coping assistance young people had known within their family, and many turned to a parent for advice and encouragement. Not all, however, reported this kind of caring familial relationship.

The fact that the majority of participants spoke positively of their relationship with one or both parents cast into relief the experience of those who felt very differently. Hassles over issues such as tidiness were generally discounted when a warm and caring relationship existed; more serious discord seemed to concern matters of developing autonomy. Participants often reported that as they matured they were more able to see other people’s perspective and to compromise, but this is a mutual process which requires something of parents too. It would appear from their children’s reports that those with an authoritarian style were not prepared to give and take and this played a large part in negative descriptions of the parent-child relationship. Between them there might be little communication of any positive kind and a number of adolescents spent hardly any time in the family home but escaped onto the streets. They sought comfort not only from their peers and in ‘having a laugh’,  but sometimes in risky behaviour such as substance use.

Similar coping strategies tended to be used by the few adolescents who described discordant (sometimes violent) or neglectful families. With problems stemming from dysfunctional parenting occupying their minds, other things became less important. Research has shown that neglectful parenting is a risk factor for psychological distress and poor school performance (Eckenrode et al, 1993; Shucksmith et al, 1995). But interestingly there were participants in the present study who said that schoolwork (including examinations) could serve to distract from family or other problems, which illustrates that what might be appraised as a stressor by one individual or on one occasion, could also represent a coping strategy for another person or in a different situation. 

Some of the coping strategies reported by participants have the potential to become a source of stress, for example alcohol and drug use. There were individuals who turned to solitary drinking as an ‘escape resource’ (Foxcroft et al, 1994) but more usually drinking was perceived as a social activity designed to aid relaxation or boost confidence. It was seen to be what adults did! Cannabis use also represented an emotion-focused strategy, used regularly by some boys to relax or distract in a congenial setting among friends. Girls were likely to admit only to experimenting. Those who used cannabis regarded it as less harmful than tobacco; the possibility that turning to substance use could inhibit the development of other, more productive strategies did not occur to them. They were aware of conflicting messages given by different adults, some of whom were recreational users themselves. The admonishments of teachers were generally disregarded because they were seen to be either ill-informed or unaware - a judgement that probably contains more than a little truth.

A very different - certainly healthier - form of emotion-focused coping, enjoyed by many participants, was ‘getting away from it all’ into the countryside, on foot, horseback or bicycle. Often this was a solitary activity which provided the opportunity to think through problems, often before discussing them with friends and/or parents. Even girls did not always turn to others as their first coping option. This provides evidence of young people making use of internal coping, which is thought to increase as adolescents mature. The participants were very clear of the difference between choosing to be solitary, and being alone when this was not of their choosing and which could constitute a stressor. This again demonstrates that it is possible for the same experience to have different meanings and significance. 

In surviving Year 11, young people were seen to cope in different ways with a complex range of stressors. Conditions of dysfunction and disadvantage within some homes were not the only serious situations reported. Chronic ill health was experienced by a number of participants or a member of their family, also some parents separated, and more than a few participants experienced the acute stress of bereavement which gave them a sense of  their own and other people’s vulnerability. These situations, over which young people had no control, were played out against the backdrop of normative events facing Year 11 students, which, in comparison, were described as easier to cope with. It is when such experiences, normative and non-normative, do not happen in isolation, when they occur in combination, form connections with previous stressors, or accumulate over time, that adverse consequences are more likely (Caprara and Rutter, 1995; Rutter, 1995). 

A number of findings stand out. It was clear that there were young people struggling to cope not only with hassles but stressors which would have taxed an adult. Even when there was a close familial relationship, concerns were not always discussed with parents for a number of possible reasons. These included fear of reproach, an over-reaction, or conversely not being taken seriously; embarrassment; and not wishing to cause distress. Personal problems were often shared with friends rather than parents but this did not necessarily apply to deep and painful issues which their peers might not understand or respond to appropriately. Also the possible cost of supporting friends was known to many participants and this could have served as an inhibiting influence, as would fear of rejection or betrayal.

Some participants (a few but still too many) were unable to identify an adult to whom they would turn for support. Seiffge-Krenke (1993) has suggested that coming from a conflict-oriented family which does not encourage mutual support may be a factor in any disinclination to talk of problems. But if it were the case that those adults closest to them had proved unsupportive, why should adolescents expect other people to be different? Rutter and Smith (1995) have raised the question of whether factors in the rising rate of psychosocial disorders among young people might include the changing patterns of family life and possible increasing isolation from adults. That there may be long-term implications is suggested by Maughan and Champion (1990, p.311).

   “[T]he resources individuals can draw on as they approach the early adult 

   period are likely to play a crucial part in maintaining or breaking links with 

   previous adversity. Limitations in these resources... may be among the more 

   important avenues whereby childhood risks become transmuted into adverse 

   adult circumstances.”

It seemed in the present study that, possibly in a cyclical process, it was young people most in need of coping assistance who were least embedded in a supportive network. They may also have lacked the social skills necessary to seek help. This raises the question of how it might be possible for concerned adults to reach out to them, given that it is not unusual for adolescents to respond negatively to help that is offered (Eisenberg, 1983; Fisher et al, 1988).

Outside the home, the context in which adolescents come most frequently into contact with adults is at school. Yet notwithstanding the best intentions of many teachers, with few exceptions young people did not choose to confide in them. As Davis (1985) observed, even pupils who enjoyed friendly relations with teachers kept to themselves problems which might usefully have been shared with a member of staff. Different reasons were offered for this: embarrassment and awkwardness; a fear of being pitied or patronised; concern that teachers could not be trusted with confidential information; a belief that they should somehow be able to take on themselves the responsibility for coping and that personal problems were not the business of anyone at school. A perception of teacher stress also inhibited some participants who felt that they should not burden staff since they too were finding it difficult to cope with expectations placed upon them. That adolescents perceive teachers to be stressed and feel that this impacts on pupils, is an interesting finding and one worth investigating further.

If teachers were approached it was generally for instrumental help with school matters. In some instances the response had not been positive and this increased, rather than eased, pupil stress. Similar findings to these have been reported in other research (e.g., Galbo, 1984; Lempers and Clark-Lempers, 1992; Phelan et al, 1992). Chaplain (1996b, p.127) found that “it was the perceived lack of support from teachers which caused [some pupils] most stress”. Participants on the whole were clear about what they looked for in a teacher: mutual respect; being prepared to listen; an understanding attitude; someone who would not let them down; an ability to maintain discipline in a fair and appropriate manner (i.e., having an authoritative rather than an authoritarian style). A clear line was drawn between those teachers with whom they could ‘have a laugh’, and those who were ‘on an ego trip’ and courted popularity, about whom they tended to be scathing. 

These adolescents wanted staff to care enough to take an interest in them as people and not just pupils,  yet this process worked both ways and young people tended to see those who taught them as teachers rather than people. It might reasonably be expected that here the tutorial system would make a positive contribution. It was therefore surprising to learn that the comment ‘they don’t know me/I don’t know them’ often applied as much to their tutor/form teacher as to other members of staff.  It was pointed out in Chapter 4 that participants at both state and independent schools saw tutor/form time being taken up primarily with registration and administrative matters. There would seem to be a mismatch between what is generally available and what pupils want. The way in which tutorials/form periods are often used represents the waste of an opportunity to establish a more personal and supportive relationship of the kind a minority of participants experienced. 

When such a relationship existed it seemed to have been established outside the context of the whole class, which, if only by dint of size, makes interpersonal relationships more distant. It is possible that curriculum-led developments have undermined pastoral work in schools, a move that could be compared to shooting oneself in the foot if Best et al (1995, p.297) are correct. They argue that pupils are likely to achieve more  “if they are valued and cared for, and if impediments to learning posed by social, emotional and personal problems are cleared out of the way”. But the primary justification for pastoral care, they believe, is “as an expression and an application in practice of a commitment to the value of the individual as a person.”

In addressing the stressors, coping strategies and needs of young people in Year 11, this research offers support for recommendations made in other studies. 

* Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989, p.40): Every student should be well known by at least one adult on whom they can rely and who will “help to fashion a promising vision of the future”. 

* Rudduck (1996a): ‘Futures’ counselling in small groups could help young people think about factors which influence long-term prospects and possibilities.

* Chaplain (1996b, p.130):  It is important that social support should be perceived as available and appropriate by pupils (including those who are “inactive, depressive and ungrateful”). To help them develop coping strategies, teachers “need to be sensitive to the conflicting and wide-ranging pressures on pupils from their parents, peers and other teachers”.

* Fanshawe and Burnett (1991): There should be programmes in school designed to teach skills such as decision-making, problem-solving and relaxation. Also adolescents should be encouraged to face stressors and talk about their concerns.

* Frydenberg (1997, p.203):  Given gender-different ways of coping, young people should be provided with opportunities to discuss, reflect and learn from each other. “If, for example, boys understood the potential benefits of turning to others and girls understood the cost attached to the use of particular tension-reducing strategies, each group could benefit.”

The study has pointed to mentoring as a possible way of implementing some of these recommendations. Indeed some participants who had experience of the more effective of the two schemes described in Chapter 4, spoke of how they valued the relationship with their mentor and the opportunity to discuss gender-different coping strategies with other members of their small group. Not all mentoring schemes are the same however; further research to consider their relative merits could prove a valuable undertaking.

An additional recommendation presents a particularly hard challenge:

* Hall (1996):  Many adolescents believe it is their responsibility to resolve their own problems; they need to be encouraged to see that asking for advice and support is a positive thing to do.

When faced with a source of stress the ability to identify and use resources is an important part of coping. Often support arises from within one’s social network but if it does not occur automatically, having to seek it may prove difficult and costly in terms of self-esteem (DePaulo, 1983; Gottlieb, 1988). On occasions there were young people in this study who experienced a disruption to their peer support but often this was transitory and either good relations were re-established or other friends compensated. For a variety of reasons a smaller number lacked familial support. Rutter (1983) has suggested that it may be possible for good relationships with other adults and peers to compensate and for some this seemed to be the case. However, there remained a few young people who, at some time during Year 11, felt the lack of any support. Yet they were reluctant to ask for professional help even when their problems were a source of considerable distress, a finding reported also in other studies (Boldero and Fallon, 1995; Culp et al, 1995). Instead, some resorted to negative avoidance such as substance use, and it is possible that instances of bravado may have been an attempt to hide or deny painful feelings.

Participants were often ill-informed about professionals whom they might approach, and for those who lived in the country there were often practical problems attached even to seeing their GP without an adult being available to provide transport. Psychiatric help was offered to two boys who, after one or two appointment, declined it. Seiffge-Krenke (1993) has commented on the ‘counselling aversion’ of adolescents. On being asked for their views, it was participants who might have derived greatest benefit who were most likely to dismiss it. Fear of being perceived differently or judged negatively would seemingly inhibit many adolescents from considering counselling - though many could think of peers for whom it would be a good idea! Not surprisingly, two of the three participants who had seen a counsellor kept quiet about it, even though they had valued the experience.

Given these views it was therefore interesting to note the way in which many participants made use of the interviews, often choosing to explore personal and painful issues, and look for advice and support (and by so doing raising the ethical dilemmas discussed in Chapter 2). It would seem that among adolescents - and almost certainly their parents and teachers too - there are misapprehensions and misunderstanding about what counselling is and what it offers. Out of a non-counselling interaction, some young people, boys as well as girls, created for themselves the opportunity to work in a therapeutic way. This was not their conscious intent, which was to help with the research. It would seem that there is a long way to go in order to encourage the perception of help-seeing as an indicator of coping skill (Berndt, 1989). Perhaps those who admitted their curiosity about counselling, and said they would go if it were available in school and compulsory, have raised an interesting point! And surely young people who do have difficulties in coping during Year 11 (or at other times) are entitled to be offered alternatives to antidepressants (The Times, August 24th, 1998).

Though teachers benefit from knowledge of counselling skills this does not make them the people to deliver counselling to those in their care, if for no other reason than the potential for role confusion. They could, however, play an important part in disseminating the belief that seeking help is an acceptable strategy, and teaching the necessary skills in order for young people to do this. Freedman (1995, p.231) describes this as a need “to develop the capacity of youth ‘to fish’, to develop their ability to make best use of the adults they find in their path”.

Year 11 has been shown to be a time of complex demands, particularly when normative and non-normative experiences coincide. For some young people these demands exceed their resources and they could benefit from - but may not always ask for nor obtain - assistance in developing functional coping strategies. However, these findings do not support the view of adolescence as a time of storm and stress. The majority of participants were, overall, determined and realistic, positive and optimistic. The final words are theirs. 

This year’s been a bit like a journey. Not very exciting. Some bits have been boring. It’s not been as easy as I’d have liked but not unbelievably difficult. You just keep moving on. Get over the obstacles. Keep going.

This year’s been like a patchwork quilt - a bit of everything. Different materials, shapes. There are bright colours and dull. 

It’s been like a Picasso. All clashing colours and weird shapes. This year’s been pretty hectic but not free flowing. But it’s been OK. I’ve survived it.

There’s been sunshine and rain. You can make heavy weather of things. The cloud on the horizon is the GCSEs. Afterwards there’ll be a rainbow!

I’ve felt like a goldfish going round and round. I can’t wait for the bowl to get bigger!

Life is like a house. You build it in the best way you can and in the best place ’cos you’re the one who’s got to live in it.

My life is yellow with black dots! Those are the complications. A year ago it was black with yellow dots!

My life’s like the sky. Sometimes it’s dark but there’s a star. It’s bright and sparkles but it’s fragile. Things aren’t always what they seem. Stars die; they can blow up. People die too.

It’s a huge orchestral piece. Beethoven or Tchaikovsky. As teenagers your life’s supposed to be like that. Complex. Dramatic. That’s what people say. But my life isn’t like that really. It’s just ordinary.
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APPENDIX  I:  VIGNETTES
FRANKIE

November

My illness was diagnosed in Year 9. When I first started to be ill no-one knew what was the matter. Originally the doctors weren’t too sympathetic but the one I’ve got now is brilliant. He’s really concerned. I’ve had loads of tests to eliminate things. They say I’ve got M.E. but they’re testing me now for epilepsy. If I get a different diagnosis part of me will be relieved but part of me will be angry that they didn’t find out before. 

I feel really tired and have pains in my legs and in my arms. Not sudden pains, what I call ‘tired aches’. My head feels heavy and my eyes close before I realise it. I keep picking up infections: tonsillitis, sore throats. Walking is difficult and I can’t stand for long, only a few minutes, or I feel faint. I have fainted sometimes and now I’m nervous about that. It’s so embarrassing! My legs just suddenly give way.

Some days are better than others. I can’t rely on how I’m going to be. The  exhaustion just feels like someone is hanging off you, dragging you down. My arms and legs feel like lead. Everything is such an effort. Going up the stairs can be a nightmare. I normally go up them one at a time, sitting down on each step.

 My concentration is poor. I can read a page and not take anything in. I’m hoping to take 9 GCSEs so I know I’ve got all this schoolwork to do and it’s hard. My memory’s not brilliant. I can remember big things but I forget little things. If someone phones I forget to pass on messages.

I never actually thought of repeating a year. That’s not the kind of person I am. I haven’t been so ill the whole time. I’ve kept thinking I’m going to be better. If I had taken a year out I might have become depressed, making myself out to be an invalid. Sometimes I wonder, is it in my head? I know deep down it isn’t, but everything swirls round in my head and I feel so insecure. 

With my friends I put on an act and say everything’s fine. I don’t like sympathy (tearfully). I don’t want them to feel sorry for me. I can’t explain this illness. I can’t say anything to people who say it doesn’t exist. I feel so angry I don’t know what to say.

I’ve seen a counsellor at the hospital and that has helped. At the beginning I wondered if she’d think I’d got a mental problem. It’s helped so much to get things sorted in my head. We’ve talked about coping - with everyday life, people’s expectations, my own expectations. I used to feel that I had to do what my sisters have done. You can’t really talk to your parents about things like that. They’re in your life and you think they see everything. I’d like to share more things with Mum but she might not understand or approve so it’s better for her not to know. I think Dad sometimes feels left out. I go to him if there’s a real crisis. 

February
I read an article last week which said only 2% of people get better after 7 years. I thought, Oh my God! Perhaps that’s me! It said that people don’t realise the effort it takes to get into school. There’s no pattern. I’ll go into school and I’ll look fine then two days later I’m away again. People wonder what’s going on. If teachers don’t understand - and some don’t - it can be degrading. That’s stressful! They say, “Oh, how are you today? How come you’re in school in the afternoon and not in the morning?” They say it in front of the whole class. And people make a joke about being tired. They say, “Oh I know how you feel.”  I go mental!  They haven’t a clue.

My illness affects my life. It stops me doing things. I go to my friends’ houses but I can’t go to parties. They come here. We just sit and talk - about boyfriends, worries, gossip. On important things I talk to my sister and Mum before my friends. They make me feel secure. I talk to my friends about little things. I haven’t specifically told them that I’ve seen a counsellor. There could be pressure from people - you don’t always want to admit you’ve got problems.

I’ve never heard anyone say that I’m faking it. I get worried that people won’t understand but perhaps I can’t expect them to. If I didn’t have M.E. I don’t think I would understand!

I don’t see myself as a sick person, an invalid. I hope people see me as more than that. But you’re not in control of this illness and when I’m not in control I feel feeble and insecure. Schoolwork helps to take my mind off it. That’s one reason for doing GCSEs now and not wanting to postpone them.

Pacing is hard. I suppose it means listening to my body when it tells me to stop. I hate having to ask for help. I suppose I feel guilty, especially if people are busy. I just want to do what my friends can do. To cope, I put on an act. I say I’m fine and I might not be. I don’t want to turn into a moaning Minnie. Only real, close friends know how I really am. They can tell; they’ve learnt the signs. I don’t have to say.

May

The last few months have been pretty bad. It feels like my life’s been on hold. Sometimes life is going so slowly I just want it over and done with. If life is always going to be like this I’d rather it was over and done with. I know it’s not and I would never do anything. But I got almost well just before Easter. I was in school most of the time. I looked on the positive side and I was happy with almost everything. I had my bad days but I knew there would be good days. I was coping.

Then I got tonsillitis. I kept going into school. I had a sore throat but I wanted to make the best of everything. Then getting up was harder and by the end of the day I was more and more tired. And eventually I had to give in. I was devastated. I thought that soon I’d be back but it went on and on. It was so hard to accept because I’d been so much better. It wasn’t like it was overnight to get better but the deterioration was that quick.

The thought of having to do all that again is just awful (tearfully). I’ve lost my confidence. I used to be such a confident person. I’m really a kind of school person and that hurts even more - that I can’t do it. When I’m there I love it. I thrive on it. 

And M.E. isn’t an excuse for opting out of puberty. I know that some people have said that. It’s a load of codswallop! I want Mum and Dad to let me grow up. I feel so guilty because it puts so much stress on the family.

Sometimes my mum flies off the handle when we go to the hospital. If she despairs what hope is there for me? Mum’s the one I rely on. Dad keeps his cool. He’s not so emotional or he doesn’t show it to me. He worries but he doesn’t tell people. 

It’s not when I’m really bad that I need people. Then I just sleep all the time. It’s when I feel a bit better that I need someone to be with. My sister is really good. I talk to her lots. She knows before I do how I’m feeling. My family only have to listen to my footsteps to know how I am. I hate people telling me when I’ve had enough! I’m really stubborn. I don’t want to sit down when they tell me to. But then I get clumsy and uncoordinated. My sister gets cross with me then.

My friends have all been supportive in their own way, by phoning and keeping in contact. That’s really helped. It matters a lot that they haven’t forgotten about me. I knew my family would be there, no matter what, but you don’t know about your friends. You can’t take it for granted that people will be good. Then you find out who your true friends are. 

Hardly any boys ask me how I am. They just ignore it. They’d rather cheer you up. But girls will ask; they’re not afraid to. I think it must be very hard for boys with M.E., especially if they’ve got a macho image. If you say you’re tired it sounds so wimpish.

June

I’ve been taking my exams at home. My home tutor sits with me. The longest paper is two hours and I’m allowed a half hour extra. I have a break in the middle. I just sit and close my eyes. But I prefer to get it over and done with. By the end my concentration is poor. I don’t care - I just want to finish. Then I’m exhausted. I try to rest but I’m worrying about the next one. The actual exam is more tiring than stressful, I’m finding. When you’re actually doing the exam it’s not so bad. It’s beforehand that you imagine the worst. You think you won’t be able to do it. 

The thing as well is that I’ve had trouble from the examination boards taking my illness into consideration, because I’ve been away from school such a lot, you know? At first we were told it would be, but last week we were told it might not. I probably can do all right. I’ve tried to make up for the work I’ve missed. And my home tutor has written to say I was unwell during one of the exams.

I used to play sport to take my mind off things. It’s like taking a break in your head. Or I might have cycled or walked the dog. Now I can’t do any of those things. When I worry I need something to take my mind off it, so I don’t dwell on things. 

When I feel well I’m happy to be on my own. I sit in the porch in the sun. But on a bad day I don’t want to be on  my own. I’m scared because of the illness. I worry about coping. This illness has changed the things I worry about. I used to worry about making the right impression. If I do that now I know I’m on the up! 

I got some flowers from a boy in my year. The card said, “I hope you do as well in your exams as you deserve.” Other boys might send flowers for a reason, like to get on your good side, but he did it as a real friend. We became good friends when one of the teachers was being hard on me and he thought, what a bastard!

I still have high expectations of myself. If I don’t get Cs and above I’ll be annoyed with myself. But in my heart I know it won’t be the end of the world. I can always retake them. Education’s valued in our family. It’s assumed you’ll do A levels. Hopefully I’ll get 5 Cs. I need that to get into the VIth form. I would like to do History and English but these subjects are hard for me. You’re permanently concentrating and the exams are longer. I find the actual science exams are easier. 

Eventually I want to go into counselling. It’s helped me so much. I’ve become more sensitive to other people and their needs. I want to put my experience into something positive. I believe everything happens for a reason though I don’t know - yet - what that is. I can’t see it yet. I’ve become more religious I think. My illness has made me think.

It’s a hard diagnosis to accept. I don’t like my illness! We wanted a reason for it,  like I’ve done too much. But that would make me feel guilty, like it’s my fault. I hate not having control over it.  And I really haven’t.  That’s the hardest bit. 

The paediatrician at the hospital has helped but now he says he can’t do any more. I was in shock and so was Mum. He said, “What do you want from me?” And I felt like saying, “A miracle!” It seemed like he didn’t have a clue. If the doctors don’t know what to do that’s scary. And Mum was so upset it seemed like that was another backup gone. I felt really on my own. I’ve never felt like that - isolated - before. It seems like getting better is hard as well, you don’t get as much support. People don’t realise I have bad days and still appreciate help.

Sometimes I wish I had an illness you could do something about. With M.E. it’s just rest. That’s especially hard at this age. I want a life. I want to be out with my friends. Everyone else has got a boyfriend and I haven’t. I did have one but he wanted us to go out and I couldn’t. I couldn’t cope with the pressure of  it.  Friends phone me at 7 o’clock and I’m in bed! 

I’ve matured a lot this year. I feel more of an adult. I don’t know if I ever act like a child but when I’m with my friends we have a laugh. We laugh at stupid things. At everything really.

I don’t think it’s easy being a teenager. You’re growing up thinking you know it all but you don’t. Adults are wary of you. I just accept it. Teenagers get stereotyped. And old people can be rude. I was sitting on a bench in the park and an old lady told me to move! I probably needed to sit down more than she did. But she just assumed that teenagers don’t get tired. But there’s no point in getting mad. I try to prove that we’re not all like the minority who get into trouble.

My life feels like an obstacle course. There are things you have to climb up and over. And booby traps on the way to catch you out. But I’ve got time, there’s time to get things right.

GILL

June
The actual exams are not as bad as I thought they’d be. I’m taking 11 subjects and think I’ve got an exam on every day. I’ve got 29 overall. I’m coping by just getting on with it. I found the mocks difficult. The teachers gave us difficult papers. I always get sick beforehand. I work myself up into such a state! I don’t know how I do it. I get really bad stomach pains. But then I worry about everything. 

I don’t want to fail. It would be awful if I did. I’d feel disappointed in myself and Mum and Dad would be disappointed. Everyone would think I hadn’t worked. But I have. I’ve been revising since Easter so that now they’ve come I can get a good night’s sleep. It’s so tiring. They wear you out. I feel drained. I suppose it’s the long period of concentration in the exam. Afterwards everyone’s so giggly. Then you flop. You fall asleep on the bus coming home.

I’m predicted A-Cs. I want to do A levels at college: English, history and media possibly. Most subjects have been OK but hardly exciting. School can be difficult because it’s boring. You just have to trudge through it. I’ve got friends at college and they tell me that GCSEs are so insignificant!

This term in particular has been really tense. You’ve always got a few friends who’ve done more work than you. I’ve got one who works hard every single night. We tell her she needs a break but you feel guilty that you’re not doing as much. It was hard to revise for something two months ahead but I tried. I suppose |I just sat down and did a bit at a time. I did most for the things I like best.

The teachers have been helpful. I’ve been in for revision lessons. They know I’ve worked hard and I think they were happy to support me. We all put the pressure on ourselves. The teachers told us not to worry. They were less teacherish and asked us what we wanted to do. They’ve been more friendly. The classes have been smaller and we sat in a circle round the table. It was much nicer.

I get on better with the men teachers, I don’t know why. It’s personalities. All the women teachers have been a bit more - as if they haven’t got time to listen. They’re so rushed. My Year Head knows my family so I didn’t want to talk to him. I want to be seen as me, not to be compared to my sisters. It’s like you’re a constant reminder.

My parents have been really supportive. They haven’t put the pressure on. Some people are being really pressurised by their parents. They’ve got really high expectations. My family’s expectations are realistic. It’d be awful if they thought I should get A* in everything! My parents want me to do what I enjoy. My sisters have gone through it and have good jobs even though they’re not as academic. 

If I’ve been irritable Mum and Dad have been tolerant. They let me forget about tidying my room and little things like that. We sit down and have a chat about things. They’re pleased I’m not more worried - they know how much I worry about things before they happen. And when things do happen they’re not that bad! Boys as well as girls have worried, but girls worry for longer. It really seemed to hit the boys just beforehand.

We help each other to cope. We don’t talk about it after the exams. A post-mortem is the worst thing you can do. We just say what we did and that’s it. But before, we help each other to revise. It’s easier and definitely less boring. You can get so fed up of school and revising. It can get too much and then you just sit about or watch TV for a bit. We talk about the summer and what we’re going to do.

You’ve got to forget about August 21st and the results coming out. You can’t do anything about what you’ve done. If I do think about it I worry. In the chemistry mocks I thought I did OK then I got a D. That shook me up. So it’s best not to think.

I keep busy. I tootle round the house. And I work as a waitress on Sundays. I never thought about not working. They’re nice people. They understand. I work with people from different schools so we compare what we’re doing. Some schools do different exams. Modular seems so much easier. It spreads things out.

Leaving feels strange. It’s sad because so many of us are splitting up. But to think of not having to get up at half past six! To think of not having to answer to a school bell! Since the end of Year 10 we’ve been thinking about what we want to do next. I went to college open days. My parents helped me look through leaflets and think about options.

I did think about music. I play the piano and trumpet and the guitar. I don’t go to lessons any more but I love practising.  You can take out all your stress on the piano. I play pieces I know. I suppose it’s relieving. You de-stress your fingers. Mum and Dad never come in. They leave me alone. After 10 minutes I feel more relaxed. It clears my head so I can go and do something beneficial. It makes me calmer as well so I’m less likely to shout at people.

You get to the point where even if you’re revising you’re not going to learn any more. You need a break. If anything I’ve lost my appetite. When I’m nervous I sometimes have to force food down my throat. Normally I eat a lot but I haven’t been. I’ve been losing weight and some of my friends have been putting it on. I suppose during the exams you don’t care. People come into school looking a state! I haven’t bothered about my appearance. No one has noticed what you look like. Everyone is so tired that what you look like doesn’t matter.

I’m looking forward to meeting new people. In our year at school we know each other too well. I’ve had a couple of boyfriends but nothing too meaningful. Me and my friends have put our heads together. We know about contraceptives. I don’t judge people who do sleep around but I don’t want to. My mum’s talked to me but I don’t think I’d tell her if I did sleep with anyone. I’d be too embarrassed! Anyway, I’m one for sorting things out for myself. You’ve got to think about things, be aware of the consequences. But if you’ve got a really big problem you shouldn’t keep it bottled up. You need someone to talk to, someone who’s not going to judge you. That might be  a friend.

A friend’s mum died during the exams. We were all upset. And worried for him. I talked to my mum about it. It made me look differently at my parents. You never really appreciate your parents until you see what happens to other people. I phoned up my friends and I listened to them as well. It really helped to talk to people. 

My dad was ill and in hospital for a long time. He’s OK now. It’s such a relief. I never realised for a long time how ill he was. Mum kept me sheltered from a lot of what was happening. That made me angry because I found out eventually. She was trying to do the best for me. I wish she’d been a bit more honest. I tried not to get upset, to be strong so she didn’t have to worry about me. She’d got enough to worry about. 

I wanted to be there for her. She was ever so lonely. But I also wanted people to be normal, to be able to talk about little, everyday things. I went to school and tried to keep things normal. I felt like I’d had to grow up a lot and at school I could just be 15 again. That really helped.

There was a teacher at school who every day came up and asked if I was OK. I made him swear not to tell my parents how I was feeling. I didn’t want them to worry. I didn’t tell all of my teachers. I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me. You don’t want people to know when you’re feeling vulnerable. My dad’s like that as well. 

It made me really appreciate my family. We hardly ever row. I don’t answer back. I don’t feel the need to rebel. If they don’t want me to do something I know there’s a good reason. I’m not spoilt but I know that if I really want to do something they’ll let me. But there’s not much to do round here anyway. I meet my friends and we might have a lager. I don’t get wrecked. It’s stupid being sick everywhere. I once arrived home in a bit of a state and my parents were disappointed in me. They didn’t go on, I think they were more worried.

Mum and Dad have always kept my feet on the ground. We’ve got lots of common sense. We don’t make a drama out of things. Some people can make little things into such a big problem. but we do get sympathy if we need it. We’re a very loving family.

I go to church most weeks but I don’t think it matters where you pray. You can do it lying in bed. But maybe for some people church is the only quiet time they have. I think praying helps. You think you’re doing something. I haven’t prayed to help me pass my exams. I think that’s a bit selfish. But I did pray for my dad. 

I’ve quite enjoyed Year 11. We’ve all grown up together. Even the boys have matured - well, some of them! Apart from Dad being ill, the hardest thing has been the stress of the exams and meeting deadlines. It’s a real chore to get things done when you’re not enjoying it. But you can get through anything if you’ve got the motivation. Wanting to do well and have a good job motivates me. And Mum and Dad want me to do better than they did. They’ve turned out OK but they don’t want me to have the trouble getting there that they had.

MADDY

November

I’ve been trying harder this year. When I was younger I used to be ‘lippy’ and got a bad reputation with teachers. Some of them hold it against you. You get labelled. That’s stressful. This school seems more like a business than a family. Teachers aren’t interested in you; they’re only interested in your results. You can’t communicate with adults, they don’t listen.

The coursework’s a pain. I’d rather be doing something else. I’ve been predicted mostly Bs but that’s still not good enough for my mother. She wants to know why I’m not doing better. She goes on about it. She’s frightened I’m gonna let the family down. It’s humiliating. And we never see them very often so I don’t know why she makes such a fuss. It’s just her parents really and I can’t stand them anyway. They think girls should be pretty little things in frilly dresses! And you’re only approved of if you keep your mouth shut.

We’ve got mocks coming up. I feel sick thinking about it. I’m prepared to work during the week if  I can go out at weekends. But whatever I do it’s never enough for her. I can’t stand the hassle. I go out of the house to get away from it. If I stay home I get nothing but a blagging. I’d rather be with my friends. There’s a pub we go to or the arcades. My mother thinks they’re the source of all evil!

If I didn’t get so much hassle I’d spend more time at home. I have a few drinks to forget about it. I feel better then. I can’t think of any other way to deal with things.

I haven’t talked to anyone about it before. My tutor’s useless. He’s not interested. All he does is take the register then buggers off. The Head of Year’s OK but I don’t want to involve him. It’s a home thing, nothing to do with school.

My mother hasn’t got a life so she goes on at me. She’s got a boyfriend. He’s skinny and stupid. He comes in my house and tries to tell me what to do (sounding outraged). I was going out one night and he said I looked like a tart. He said, in front of me, that people would look at me and think things. But my clothes are just like                                                                                                    everyone else’s. I know what he was really thinking, that he fancied me. He’s horrible! And he tries to order me around. He came in the kitchen and told me to get him something to eat. Who does he think he is? It isn’t his house!

My dad’s been long gone. We never see him. I’ll be glad to get away from this dump.

February

Things have been better at school. I’ve had some good comments from a couple of teachers. In lessons I want to get on with things, not mess about. One of my friends was rude to a teacher the other day and got told off. I said I wasn’t surprised and she was astonished. She thought I’d stick up for her. But I could see how the teacher felt.

Things are still horrible at home. Some of my friends came round the other week and she went on and on in front of them. “You don’t do anything round the house. You never help me.” It was really embarrassing. They didn’t know what to do. They just sat there. We got out as soon as we could.

I haven’t been spending as much time with them as I used to. They’ve been sticking their noses in my business. I had a new boyfriend and I wanted things to go slowly. But then things got out of hand and now he can’t face me. That’s what happens after a one-night stand; the couple are embarrassed at facing each other. He’s only had one night stands before and I wanted a relationship. We’d had a few drinks and it just happened. I’m on the pill so I’m not frightened of getting pregnant. And just because you have sex with a bloke it doesn’t make you a slag. Girls get called names but blokes don’t.

You get stressed wondering how to make new friends. When I’m at college I’ll have to. That feels scary but it’s also a chance for a new start. We’ll all be in the same boat. I want friends who are not bitchy, who don’t bully you verbally, and are good fun. And who are mature. I’m beginning to see that my old friends are so immature. They’re like clones. If you’re not like them they have a go at you. Some of them are nice to your face but slag you off behind your back.

When they stir up trouble it makes me miserable so I’m better off doing something to my advantage. I did some coursework at half-term. My mother was well impressed! But sometimes when she goes on I feel like ripping it all up. I’ve had an interview at college to do A levels. I want to go to university and my mother wants me to go. But then I’d owe it to her for making it possible. She’s got these expectations and I don’t want to have to live up to them. I don’t want to have to owe anything to her. I want the credit for what I do. I want to earn loadsa money - to be able to buy clothes, a car, and to travel.

She went to university and gave it up when she got pregnant. She told me I was a mistake. Perhaps she still thinks that. I sometimes think she wishes she’d never had me. She goes on and on about what she’s had to give up for me. She got married to please her family but it didn’t work out. When I leave home she might be glad. She can do what she wants then.

I had to go to the doctor’s the other day. I’ve got IBS. He asked me if I was worrying about GCSEs and I told him no, my stress comes from my mother. It’s my life and I’ll do the work but her going on makes it harder. She’s stressed at work and she complains constantly about that and about me. She does my head in. I’ve felt so miserable I’ve thought of taking an overdose. I got so mad the other day I kicked my chest of drawers and broke it. I was working upstairs and she came to check on me. She’ll go berserk when she sees it.

June
The exams have started. They’ve not been too bad I suppose but I’m really tired. I haven’t been sleeping. My mother hasn’t been on my back so much. She still invades my privacy though. The other day she went through my school bag and even my rubbish! She said, “Oh, you don’t want to throw that away, do you?” I’ve told her to stay out of my room. I try to keep out of her way. I didn’t see her for two days once and she wrote me a long list of everything I’d done wrong!

The worst time of this year was last month. I wondered if I was pregnant. Part of me thought I couldn’t be; you don’t want a baby at 16. I’d come off the pill but Jeff (he was my boyfriend) always used something. But what if it wasn’t put on right or he hadn’t withdrawn soon enough? I realised having a kid would keep me here - bye bye college - and I don’t want that. But I wouldn’t have an abortion. I know girls who’ve done that. A child would be mine, not my mother’s.

My mind kept coming back to it. It was hard to think of anything else and hard not knowing. When my period started it was a relief. But I realised that Jeff couldn’t be there for me in the way I wanted so we split up. I suppose right from the beginning I wanted someone to care for me. 

I don’t have much family so friends are important to me. He’s part of a crowd I’ve got to know. They’re older and working, most of them. He works in a garage. I did care for him and it really hurt. Now I don’t want to know about blokes. They only want one thing even when they tell you they love you. Well, they can get that from someone else, not me!

All this gave me a jolt. I’ve had to think about what I want. I made a revision time-table and I’ve been trying to revise. Some people haven’t done much work. Most of the time they didn’t bother ’cos they’re going to leave school and get a job. One boy, his dad owns a company and he can walk straight into a job. He doesn’t have to bother about school and exams and things. But if you’re given something like that, on a plate, it isn’t really yours. You haven’t done anything to earn it. Exams might be hard but your results, you own them. If I make a mess of them I’ll have to pick up the pieces. I don’t need my mother to do that for me.

It’s important to be your own person or what’s the point in anything? That’s what my mother can’t realise, that I’m a separate individual, doing things my way. If I have children I’ll bring them up differently. They won’t be the centre of my life. It’s like she’s too involved, I’ve got no privacy. At the same time I’m her scapegoat. She’s always saying what she’d have done with her life if she hadn’t had me to look after. I hate that!

She just really annoys me. It’s not like I sit there and think, “I’ve got to do something to piss her off!”  I sometimes do the opposite to what she wants because it’s the only way to get my message across. It’s not like ‘rebelling’ (in a dramatic voice).  I don’t see it that way. She’s got to know everything about me. I said to her that she’s trying to live her life through me. I’m my own person. There’s no point in trying to live your life in someone else’s shadow. She should get a life.

I’ve felt really stressed this last month. It’s been hard to concentrate. But I’ve got a goal. I’m working towards it. I’m scared about the future but I want a fresh start.

GREG

March

Jamie:
I can’t wait to leave this place! It does my head in. There’s too much 
homework and too much coursework. And some of the teachers pick on you. 
I don’t know why.

Greg:
It’s ’cos you mess around in lessons!

Jamie:
(Accusingly but also laughing) Not as bad as you!

Greg:
Well it’s so boring! And he gets me into trouble! I can’t wait to leave. Then I 
can stay in bed.

Jamie:
You do that anyway - you never get up for school.

Greg:
I don’t skive.

Jamie:
You do! (Greg shakes his head) This is confidential? (I nod.) Tell the truth!

Greg:
Well... I take the occasional morning off. When it feels like everyone’s against 
you - all the teachers and that. That’s what does your head in. It’s like, oh, I 
don’t know, you get bored. All the work’s on top of you. It’s probably quite 
important but that doesn’t mean you’re gonna do it. People tell you it’s 
important but I’m not sure I believe it. Or I probably believe it but I don’t do 
anything about it. 

Jamie:
(Butting in) Homework cuts into your spare time so you don’t do it. There’s 
eight pieces of coursework I haven’t done. I can’t be bothered. I’d rather go 
up town, round the arcades.

 Greg:
When I get home I might think about doing it and sit down to do it. Then I 
think, “Oh no!” and do something else.

Jamie:
The teachers go, “Tut tut!” They put you in detention. If you do one thing 
wrong they pick on you for the rest of the year. You’re a trouble maker. They 
don’t know you. They just put you in detention. 

Greg:
They don’t respect you so you don’t respect them. You’re just a pupil. And 
homework’s a drag. It gets in the way - of my bed!

............


I’ve no idea what I’m gonna do at the end of this year. It’s a bit worrying.

Jamie: 
We thought about going into the VIth form, me and Greg, but we’d not do the work.  So there’s no point. I might go on the dole.  But I don’t want to. I wouldn’t mind winning the lottery!

June: I
[During study leave Greg agreed to two interviews. They were one-to-one at his request.]

The year’s gone so fast. I can’t believe it. I can hardly remember starting exams and now they’re almost finished. I haven’t done much work for them, not really.  I get distracted. I think of things - anything - and I don’t bother. I go and watch telly instead.

Mum can’t do anything about it. She tried and I told her to mind her own business. Even if she tells me, I’m not gonna do it, am I?  It makes it worse her telling me what to do. Everything she says annoys me. We’ve got a bad relationship. She comes in and asks me questions and more questions. I hate it! (Vehemently) It’s stupid little questions! She’ll come in and ask me a question and before waiting for an answer she asks another. It’s like being interrogated. I just tell her to shut up.

I get hassle about helping at home. I suppose I should. But I’m just not happy at home, I’d like my own place. I’d have my own privacy and my own space. I like my own space. I get bored but it’s still important. That sounds stupid but it’s the way it is.

I liked school because of my mates. In lessons I didn’t want to be there. Teachers were... most of them talk down to you. They don’t respect you. Some were all right but most don’t really care. One of them said he didn’t care if we didn’t turn up for lessons. That sort of offended me but it did give us a choice. Some got hassle from the pupils. I didn’t - well, not that much. I stayed out of trouble. I just sat and talked to my mates. When the teachers talk it seems dull and I didn’t want to listen. With your mates you can have a good laugh. You take the mickey and joke around. You feel good. 

If they take the mickey out of me I don’t mind. I give as good as I get. I used to be a bit fat and they still tease me. But you don’t cross over the line with personal things and that. You don’t really know what the rules are but some things are out of order. You don’t take the mickey out of someone if something really bad’s happened and they want to forget it.

I haven’t felt stressed at all. I haven’t been taking things seriously like I should have been. 

Now I’ve left school I’m not sure what I’ll do. My brother’s on the dole. I might go back to do Leisure and Tourism but everyone says it’s rubbish. I don’t know about getting a job. I don’t want to go to work just yet, not full time. I haven’t had that many part-time jobs, just paper rounds. I don’t know that I’d like to work in a factory. I know someone who does and I think it’s pretty bad. He says he’s happy but I want more than that. Some of my friends are going to college. Some have got building jobs, or with their dads.

Being sixteen is not a comfortable place to be. You’re not old enough to drive but you’re too old for things you did when you were younger. But I suppose it’s not too bad. I miss playing junior football though. 

When we were younger we’d meet in the shelters, me and my mates. Now we go in the pubs. Some places want ID but you can buy stuff and take it up the seafront. I go up there and see who’s around. We might go to the pub, sit down and chat about football, what’s going on with your mates. Usually it’s just boys. We stay for about an hour and then go home. It’s the same thing over and over again. I like seeing my mates but I’d like a few more things to do, something more exciting than playing arcade games. 

Seeing your mates and having a few drinks takes your mind off things. I did try cannabis. My brother used to do it and so I tried it. I’ve done it with my mates too. But it doesn’t do anything for me. It’s... I was just a bit dizzy. So there’s no point. A few of my friends still do it. I did it out of curiosity, there was no pressure.  There’s no peer pressure. I’ve got my own thoughts.

June: II
A year ago I was really looking forward to leaving school but it’s not coming up to expectations. I miss my friends. Not having to go to school feels different. When you have no choice you don’t want to go, but now I can choose I’m thinking maybe there is something in it after all. I still haven’t decided.

Most of my friends have decided what to do. I feel a bit of the odd one out. My mum will probably put pressure on me and I’ll get rushed into something. 

I don’t really see my dad, he’s got his own life now. We get on all right but we never sit down and talk. I don’t know him that well. When he lived with us he wasn’t really around much so it’s no different now. He never used to come and see me play football or anything. If I have a family I’ll be more involved than my dad was. I’d try to get on with them and be there for them. To be a friend. There’s no-one there like that for me, not really. I’m not that fussed.

I don’t talk to my mum. Everything she says annoys me. She wants to know what I’m doing all the time, to keep control of me. She probably worries but she sticks her nose in!  And she comes home from work all stressed and starts shouting. Maybe I don’t realise how stressed she is. I try to ignore it. Usually she goes on about nothing so I try to let it go over my head. I blank it out; I think about things that have happened to me or I make up things, like a football team.

I suppose I talk to my mates.  We have a laugh, mess around. We like to pull the birds.  I haven’t got a girlfriend at the moment. I have had.  It’s OK to have sex but not to sleep with someone who’s going out with someone else. Otherwise there’s nothing wrong with it. You use a condom.

I think my life’s all right but nothing special. It’s not going anywhere at the moment. It’s like a Fiesta. It’s sort of a car but not one of the best. It’s average at everything. It looks all right, I suppose, but it’d like to be a Ferrari. Anything’s possible!

LUKE

May
The first three exams have been superb - exactly what I would have wanted.

I have a plan for revision. I’ve picked up ideas from Mum, friends, my brother. He’s at university and he’s passed on tips to me. I’ve worked out what to revise on set days. I change round different subjects so they all get a turn. And I tick off what I’ve done. 

I work in two hour periods with rest periods when I do physical activity. That clears my head. After two hours your head is full of things being stored into your memory. I might walk or dig up weeds. Cycling is the most useful thing; it seems to help me most. It gets oxygen into your brain and tires your muscles. Weeding is just frustrating so it doesn’t clear your head so well. And I do have some orange juice or milk and a biscuit. I seldom watch TV. I might do this at the end of the day. It feeds you ideas and they get in the way of your revision being absorbed. 

I get down to the work ’cos it’s for my benefit. If I don’t do it no-one else suffers, only me. I want to get a good job, go into law. It runs in my family; we all want good jobs. I do feel some pressure but no-one ever says I have to do as well as my brother. I just want to prove that I can do it. And my parents care about my education.

Before I get to the exam I’m nervous but I have a plan in the actual exam. I read the paper then I sit and calm down. I take deep breaths.  If I’m relaxed I perform better. My dad taught us to do this. I might do a couple of stretches, like hand stretches. In the exams I didn’t want to get too excited and write too much. Other people were scribbling away. I planned my answers.

Exams compared to coursework are more stressful. You can get extensions for coursework but with exams it’s on that day. It’s one chance. I got good marks for my coursework. I did make the effort. But there were a couple of times we had three pieces to be done in two weeks.  It was really too much. I did manage it but phew! Deadlines are hard. But I don’t get stressed out too badly except when things have to be in all at the same time. I coped by planning - thinking how I would do it. I did it piece by piece. Then I might get it back and do something to a better standard. 

When we have important things to do we plan it as a family. But other things, like holidays, we do on the spur of the moment. If you haven’t got a plan it all piles up and gets more stressful.  I don’t leave it to get to that state.

Socialising can be good. I’ve got a bit of a social life but not as much as I’d like. It takes your mind off things to meet up with friends. Last week I went to meet my brother and we went to the cinema. It cleared my head completely. Today I’m going to a friend’s to revise. He’ll help me with my physics, then we’ll play basketball. My friends are very important. If they’re not there then you lose support. We’ve shared notes. One of my friends who’s an A* student wrote some notes specifically for me. They were spot on! I’ve done it in French for my friends. 

In the family I talk to my brother. I’m close to him, we’ve got a bond. And everyone else has forgotten what it’s like to take exams! But all my family are important to me.  It’s hard to think how I’d cope without them, without their support. I sometimes rebel in some ways but if my mum lays down the law I do it. I might beg! But when she’s set on something, that’s it. It’s fair enough, it’s for my own good.

I did have a girlfriend but now I’m too focused on my exams. I have friends who are girls, though, and we’re very close. They listen better than boys - it’s just the way they are. Boys don’t really listen. There are exceptions but generally they don’t. I don’t know why, probably it’s an image thing. Boys, if you talk to them about your problems they think that’s a bit girlish. My closest friends are mature and don’t think like that. Girls generally mature faster and listen better. Now I tend to talk about my problems.  It feels like a weight lifted off my shoulders. I want a sympathetic ear, not necessarily to know the solution, mainly to listen.

We’ve got a family friend, Tom, I can talk to as well. He’s an exceptional person. He’s happy all the time. When he listens he cheers me up. My tutor at school will sit down and talk but it doesn’t feel as if she’s a person who knows me very well. I know something about Tom. I don’t know anything about my tutor. People don’t know what she’s like as a person.

I’ve had teachers who’ve just seen me as a pupil. They may be good teachers but they don’t have it - the ability to be friendly. This helps. It makes it feel as if they’re interested in me. What teachers give us, we give back. If they want to know us as a person we want to know them.

Mentoring was good. We met every week and on other occasions if we wanted. In the group we shared ideas, we talked about what went wrong in the mocks and what we did before it. We shared ideas about what to do. I’m glad we had it. Without it I wouldn’t have been able to cope as well. We talked about problems we were having with subjects and teachers. We gave each other support - we helped each other to understand things. The people who were in the group became good friends so it didn’t matter to get it out if I had a problem. Now I’ll ask. I would also talk about personal things, like what’s going on at home. I wouldn’t do that in my tutor group. It’s too big, I wouldn’t feel comfortable. I couldn’t express myself in front of them. And I don’t know my tutor that well; we only meet for registration and notices.

My life this year has been dominated by school; I’ve not been concerned about other things. Now I’ve left it’s strange not to have the shelter of school. Before there were people to push me. Now I’m going to college. I’m stepping into the big world and looking to the future. It’s all down to me. I feel OK about that.

SIMON 

November:

At the end of Year 10 I was working hard for exams and it was like I had a mental block. I couldn’t remember anything or get anything down. Then I had blackouts - very scary! Things kind of fizzled in and fizzled out. I’d been getting As and Bs and now I couldn’t even remember how to add and subtract. Words didn’t mean anything anymore. My mind kept going blank. I’d always done well and the teachers couldn’t understand what was going on. They said I should have worked harder. 

In the summer holidays things went downhill. The doctor said I needed a rest and to step back for a while. I got more anxious. Even going in a car was difficult. Also being in crowds. Very embarrassing, bursting out crying! I felt very small inside. Like being inside something I couldn’t control.

I saw a psychiatrist in September. I was told the anxiety would have been building up for years. I saw her twice but each time I went away feeling more depressed. I felt put down. It just didn’t work. I decided I could do better on my own. I refused to take Prozac. 

When I came back to school I couldn’t cope at all. I’ve seen an educational psychologist in school a couple of times and done some breathing exercises. When I’m stressed they help. I’ve been gradually building up. I’ve worked with Mr P. in learning support. A lot of my recovery is down to him. People overall have been very nice. No one makes a fuss. There’s just the odd comment from acquaintances. Perhaps I’m being a tad sensitive. Someone said, “I’m going to crack under the pressure!” I felt tearful then. And in some ways angry too. 

I was angry about other people’s views. Even small, petty things. I can’t cope with anger.  I never have been able to. I used to have temper tantrums as a child. You can tell from the paintings I’ve done that there’s anger there. They are complicated - there’s a lot there. But my views are changing.  The experience is making me stronger.  I hope it will.

Mum helps.  She understands. In our family we have our own spaces and interests. I’ve felt people caring but it hasn’t been overwhelming. Friends - even those who hadn’t been that close have been good. And the art teacher said it was really great to have me back.  That gave me a real buzz! It has given me a lift. Art has helped me to cope. I’ve been working on 3D projects and took a little chisel to them and finished up really whacking them.

March:
I’m back into a full timetable except for one science.  That gives me four lessons to catch up in. I missed a term’s work, being ill. I’d forgotten how to do things. 

The teachers have been very kind and lenient. They’ve helped sort me out. Lately I’ve been finding coursework a bit of a nightmare.  I’m feeling very tired and my eczema is coming back. There’s so much to do - it’s all bombarding me. I try to have this thought that last September I wasn’t expecting to do any GCSEs and now I’m doing seven so I’m trying to keep that in my mind.

I’ve really changed in my whole outlook. In how I look at people, everything.  I’m calmer. I’ve changed in what I want to do. I’m working at my pace.  My parents are very supportive. I don’t feel any pressure - they’ve been good like that. I do work slowly - trying to work fast, your brain keeps tripping up over itself so you go backwards. Now I get satisfaction even walking slowly through a crowd. That gives me a buzz! I feel close to myself - I feel I’ve got something right for me. Some people say I’m arrogant.

Maybe they say that because my opinions have become a lot stronger. Other people... for example, in PSE teachers have been talking about exams and things. But I want to get experience (emphatically). That’s what seems important to me. I want to do things my way. Some teachers respect that but... they’re not gonna say to your face that they don’t. I’ve got different values. Being ill has made a difference. It may sound selfish but happiness is so important. To me... I can’t put it into words... but there’s no point in living if you’re not happy. 

What makes me happy is achieving... quite small things  Like a good painting. I’ve written a good song. Looking ahead too. I’m very positive. I seem to be able to see the positive out of the negative. Even my mocks weren’t too bad considering.  I got Cs.  I was advised not to do any revision so I was chuffed.

I don’t feel under pressure any more.  I hold no expectations. I’ll be pleased whatever I achieve.  I’ll cross the bridge of exams when I come to it.  I’m taking things day by day.  I do think about the long-term future but the bit in-between is blurred.

Life is... life is a big painting. The size of that wall. It would have depth. There is stillness but depth.

I don’t think about being a 16-year-old male. It’s not a thing I think about. I don’t worry about my appearance - it’s more like, Am I happy with myself? I don’t like my eczema, that’s the only thing.

At home things are nicer. I’m getting to know my parents a lot better. They’re more like people I live with than parents. And even my brother... we haven’t argued for months! Maybe I’ve changed. I still feel pretty much a kid - but maybe balanced between the kid and being an adult. There are some insecurities there - the kinds of things I push to the back of my mind. I want a kind of net, something to catch you or to hold on to if things aren’t right.

My family is my net. They won’t go away. A friend might decide, “Oh, I’m fed up with this!” and go off. But that’s at the back of my mind. My friends have been really supportive, but not over-sympathetic. They - I prefer it - I’m not always surrounded if you know what I mean? They treat me like things are normal.

The most stressful things have been... the work load. There’s no point in trying to work at a pace I can’t cope with. But my pace doesn’t meet the deadlines. So that’s a problem.

And my grandfather died. He had a stroke but it hasn’t hit me that he’s dead. It hasn’t come to me that he has died. It hasn’t drifted - it’s there and waiting to hit me.  He was a kind of - oh, this perfect granddad! A ‘born again’ teenager! He was an artist as well.  I miss him.  It sounds cruel - we’ve inherited his art stuff and... inheriting seems cruel.  It almost takes away from his life. Even though it’s nice, I can’t help feeling like it’s cheating him. That he’s not here to use it and I am.

How’ve I coped?  The psychiatrist wasn’t helpful. I think it’s myself...  I thought, I’m fed up with this.  Basic will power has helped, and trying to get out of it.  Making myself do things the way that feels right.  Homeopathy worked well.  I don’t feel so tired. My dad tried to get me to do some transcendental meditation but I’m not that kind of person.  In the mocks I took off my shoes! Sitting in my bare feet, with my feet on the floor, made it feel more like home.  I don’t know what other people thought about me taking my shoes off but it helped me!

June:

The exams are going OK. The drama performance went really well. 

I’m not going to worry about it. That’s what made me ill, worrying about the future. Now I’ll wait and see what’ll happen.  When I was really ill, I spent a lot of time by myself,  just thinking about things.  I don’t know what made me realise - all those years of education I planned for GCSEs but who knows what else happens?  I didn’t plan for a breakdown, my Granddad dying. I didn’t plan these things. Before I wanted to be in control. Life to be straightforward (gesturing). Now I’ve got a totally different attitude on life. We’re on this planet and it’s not straightforward. You go with the flow.

Going with the flow... (Pause while he thinks.) That seems to me to be drifting. I want some direction. I would paddle! I wouldn’t let the current take me. But I’m open to what comes from the sides. I’m more flexible than rigid. 

In some ways I’ve lost an awful lot of motivation. Before I would have had it. It was almost as if you’re living in next year before you’re in there, if you know what I mean? I’ve lost a lot of the importance of it. Now I’d prefer to be concentrating on something else, something musical, artistic, than revision. I’m plodding along. I am doing revision but it’s an effort. I kind of have a time-table. It’s a bit of this and a bit of that.  I concentrate on each subject as it comes along.  I revise for an hour, then have a break and revise some more.

When I have a break I play the piano, the guitar. Or just sit around. I might go outside. Beforehand I thought it would be very hectic but it hasn’t turned out like that. I don’t feel particularly stressed at all. In some ways I wish I was then I’d be more motivated!

I haven’t felt nervous - not really. Maybe like a tingling in the stomach when I get up but otherwise it’s OK. I was most nervous about my music performance exam. That affected my playing, especially the trumpet. I was nervous and sweaty throughout it. It was weird ‘cos it’s the same kind of performing as acting but there I was raring to go! It’s just playing in front of the examiner and being judged. Playing in a group of musicians isn’t that bad.

School can wind you up. It’s kind of - I don’t know - for the last month it’s been concentration on exam technique. Teachers make out the exams to be such a big thing. I’ve tried to wind it down.  When I was ill I learned to take the pressure off.

I don’t know how I did that. In some ways it’s going back to doing your own thing. Playing my instruments. I write or play something I’ve written. And someone gave me a Bach flower remedy. I could not believe how well it worked! It stopped those conversations - unwanted thoughts - in my head. It was more sort of... thinking what you want to think instead of trying to grab hold of thoughts. Being ill - it was an early age to have that sort of thing happen to you - but it gave me time. I still want a life but I’ve got a lot of time. I don’t need to do it all today.

What else helped was support from school, people in learning support -  I owe a lot to them. Your tutor’s always buzzing about! In learning support they can take time if you’re in trouble. I trust them - that’s important. And individual teachers, they gave me extra lessons when I felt ready.  It was at my pace. They haven’t made a big deal of things. 

I would say that they treated me before as just a pupil but because I’ve been away I’ve had different contact with them.  And you think - these people have emotions and different parts to them too. If I couldn’t cope they realised.... I must admit I sometimes see teachers as teachers, with no background. I’m not sure if it’s a mutual thing. The teacher sees the class as a whole. It does make a difference when you’re seen as an individual. And I’m getting on with them more now as people. If you get to know them that makes it easier. It’s that mutual thing, like I said.

No-one in my year has given me a hard time. I don’t know how many knew, but some people were over nice. I’ve changed the people I hang around with. It’s been a gradual thing, part of the same process. I don’t have that much in common with earlier friends.  My sense of humour’s changed! My new friends are not what I’d really call care free but they kind of take you for who you are. We have a good laugh.  We’ve got the same interests in music and art.

I’ve probably got three kinds of close mates. Charlie’s manic!  He’s not at all bothered what people think. He’s into anything; his taste in music goes from classical (though if people knew that he’d get stick!) to the opposite end of the spectrum. Fred’s a farmer’s son and more of a ‘man’ and very laid back. We do music and art together.  And there’s Megan, she’s in most of my classes. I usually talk to her. I don’t know what it is, I suppose males to males you’re not supposed to have feelings. It’s a mutual thing, Megan’s told me things so I feel I can tell her things.  We’re on the same wave length. She’s very deep and thoughtful. 

I live my social life on the phone! We do go out on the odd day or so but we don’t live near each other, that’s the only thing. We meet to go shopping, into music shops.  We stand and look as if we would buy something if we had the money!

The worst thing about this year has been being ill. Apart from that it’s gone quickly.  I wouldn’t like to do it again. But looking back I’m not sorry I was ill. Even though it was horrible and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone else. I’m glad it was then and not later in life, when you’re more involved with other things - like a job and probably wouldn’t be at home to have that support. Home was like a little retreat... when I was so anxious. Looking out of the window helped, at the trees. But I’m not into hugging trees! There’s a squirrel and a fox that come.

At school they sort of pound on the work and forget we have got lives. It’s not just about academic things. Education’s not just that.  In some ways too much is put on that. I suppose it’s hard to have something to suit everyone. But perhaps the system could be more flexible.

The best bits?  I’m just glad I’m feeling good about myself. Anything else is a bonus! I know I talk of looking to the future but it’s... Hopefully I’m getting a job in Tesco’s in the summer, and I want to create a mini studio in my bedroom. I’m looking forward to that. I can’t sing but I can write.  I can write for other people.  And I could design a cover.

I’ve learned  not to take it for granted - the whole thing of living.

APPENDIX  II:  FIELD NOTES

Journal entry: February, 1997

A bitterly cold day. Roads closed by snow. Grey, overcast, a keen wind that cuts through everything. In the afternoon in rains. The rain turns to snow but doesn’t settle. I wonder if the evening’s work will be cancelled. Surely nobody will be out and about in such weather? 

No phone call to tell me we’re being sensible and staying home. At eight o’ clock I meet the detached youth workers: Alan and Suzy. Armed with flasks we set off on their circuit. I announce I shall describe myself as the assistant tea lady!

No longer raining; the wind has dropped. But even with two layers of thermals, a sweater, overcoat, gloves, boots, it is still bitterly cold! The sky is black with a single star over the sea. The tide is coming in. We can hear it but it is too dark to see.

A voice asks Alan, “How y’ doing?” Four youngsters approach; they are all carrying bottles. The two girls walk on a little way then stop to watch from a distance. The two boys chat to Alan.  They joke about the fact that one has shaved off his hair. Apparently it was down to his shoulders last week. They move off to join the girls. All are lightly dressed in sweatshirts.

We walk along the promenade. Half a dozen teenagers huddle against the seawall. We approach even though Alan and Suzy are not sure they know any of them. A boy turns round and they recognise him. He pulls himself upon to the seawall and chats. The rest look on then resume their own conversations. I don’t attempt to join in. Two boys in the group look very young - about 12?

An older boy crosses the road and joins us. He smiles and offers the three adults a cigarette. We all decline.  He and Alan discuss the price of fags, how it used to be possible to buy them in 5s. “The man’d sell you one; put it in a paperbag so no-one seed it!” volunteers one of the young boys. I realise that no girl has spoken to us yet. 

Suzy says we’re off round the town and will be back at the bus shelter later with tea. We move off on a regular route which takes in all the known spots where young people congregate.

We call in at the Hullabaloo - an amusement arcade. It is bright, clean, not too noisy, and warm. The only people there are young; they all seem to be dressed in black. They watch us but no-one speaks. Do you have to have money to spend to be part of this crowd and inside where it is warm? Alan and Suzy wonder if they may be viewed with suspicion by the proprietor in case they entice his customers away!

Back outside. On the promenade there is a little shelter with a circle of benches. There is quite a crowd there, all girls, all drinking from a shared bottle that is passed around. We say hello and walk on, discussing how, in the reverse of the present situation, a group of adults might react if approached by three teenagers. Someone calls after us, “See y’ later.”

We continue the circuit: through the carpark, past the public loos. Apparently a group sometimes congregates there. The lavatory for the disabled is the one they head for because, being largest, it is possible to cram more people in. The police sometimes appear and move them on - except there is nowhere for them to go.

How does a seaside town in winter compare with a run-down inner city area for being depressing?

We’re back where we started, the bus shelter. I become aware of how cold I am. Suzy unpacks the flasks and I make tea. Two girls and a boy cross the road to join us. They refuse the offer of tea and pull out bottles of cider from under their jackets. The small, blonde girls sits next to me. “Are you sure you don’t want a hot drink?” “No but I’ll borrow your gloves!” I lend them to her for a while. Greater love... On the top of a mini skirt and a thin jumper she is wearing only a silky bomber jacket cropped off at the waist. 

The boy says he is grounded but has broken curfew. He took his clothes to school and changed out of uniform at a friend’s then came straight out. I ask, “Will your mother worry?” He shrugs. I wonder what will happen when he goes home. He runs across the road to the chip shop and comes back with a bag of potato wedges which he hands round. “Is this your tea?” someone asks. “That’s all right,” he insists.

Some others join us carrying plastic bags full of cans of beer. I ask the blonde girl where they get it. She shrugs, “There’s always someone who’ll get it for you.” She volunteers that she doesn’t drink much, “Not enough to get drunk. Not so I’m falling down or being sick. Just enough to have a laugh.” 

So that’s what it’s about: having a laugh. Later Alan comments that the alcohol also keeps you warm. I wonder if, rather, it helps you forget how cold you actually are! 

Yet more people join us. The shelter is full of bodies, moving about, sharing drinks. Someone asks Alan who I am and he says I can tell them myself. I get no further than saying I am interested in how young people in this area live their lives and am interrupted by laughter, a chorus of,  “There’s nothing to do!” I ask if they ever go to the youth club and they tell me it is too far. It is only about half a mile away; I wonder if they mean it is too far from where they think the action is.

Some have accepted hot drinks. I notice that please and thank you seems to come naturally. Two girls pass a cup between them just to warm their hands.

There is talk of where they might go next. Then like a flock of birds taking flight they swoop across the road and are gone. Now I can look out I see it is raining heavily. A girl in a red dress and black tights emerges from a pub and runs across the road to return a plastic cup. On the way back she stands in the rain waving and calling loudly to other youngsters.

We call it a day. I drive home via the seafront. There are still young people about, mostly on the move, going somewhere. One boy isn’t even wearing a sweater, just jeans and a shirt. The rain has turned to sleet. The car heater is on full.

Journal entry: April, 1997

Warmer than last time but still the wind off the sea cuts through all layers. 

Driving into town I pass many pairs of youths walking away from the centre. A party somewhere?

Suzy is ill and unable to come. Alan and I take the same route as last time and walk along the promenade. A few families hurry past. Two adult males are sitting on a bench drinking can of lager. No young people.

We take a detour through a pretty public garden bright with wallflowers. Why do young people never congregate here? There are seats, under cover and out of the wind. Also out of public view. Is this the reason? They would not be able to see and be seen?

Passing through a public carpark - almost empty - we find a broken skateboard. Alan says there has been trouble: someone has deliberately driven over skateboards and set fire to a ramp the skateboarders built. It has been made very clear that they are not welcome to use the car parking space, even when it is empty of cars.

Back to the seafront. There is the noise of discordant singing. Five youths, each clutching a can of lager, are coming towards us. Not walking exactly - how else to describe their progress except to say that they are ‘strutting their stuff’? I am reminded of nature programmes showing male birds displaying.

As we reach them they greet Alan cheerily but continue on their way. Two more boys hurry after them. One I have interviewed in school. He looks at me sideways and I smile. We do not speak. 

There is no-one else about. We stop in a shelter and make tea then retrace our steps. From under the jetty comes the sound of female voices. We stop overhead. A girl’s face appears round the edge of the jetty; she smiles then rejoins her companions. They do not emerge. 

A group of young people had gathered outside the Hullabaloo. It includes some of the boys who passed us earlier. We cross the road and greet them. Their friendly response makes it possible for us to linger. Alan puts the bag containing the flasks onto a wall. A boy asks if he could have some tea and I make it. Others show interest and I am kept busy. When someone asks for sugar he is told by his peers to say please. We joke about the fact that I am the tea lady. Someone who prefers coffee is told, “Ask the nice lady!”

Others join the group which is not static but mills around. There is much sharing: hot drinks, swigs from cans of lager, cigarettes, banter and good-natured jostling. Some of the boys are mellow from drink; a couple more are loud but there is no aggravation. 

A girl comes into the group and appears to be pointedly ignored. Somewhat deflated she hovers around the edge. The group begins to break up and I collect the cups. Alan rescues the teabags that have been dropped. 

Just a few boys are left. One - about six feet tall, with a round rosy face - passes me his cup and, to my total surprise, puts his arm round my shoulders in a friendly hug and says, “Thank-you, Mrs Nice Lady!”. I beam at him. I had run through in my head how it might be to do this kind of work; how I would cope if offered abuse. It had never occurred to me that I might be offered a hug! I feel bemused by the experience. How much of a risk was it for him to do this? Was it my age - more than old enough to be his mother - that made it possible? He did not appear to be one of the drinkers. Would that have made a difference either way?

It is getting cold. The Hullabaloo has closed. We call it a day.

May, 1998

At the annual town meeting the main concerns are the need for a ban on underage drinking and the call for a crackdown on gangs of young people. The police are criticised for not responding to complaints about intimidating groups of youths hanging about on street corners.
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