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INTRODUCTION







“L’adolescent ne laisse un bon souvenir qu’aux adultes ayant mauvaise mémoire.”


– François Truffaut





The famous French film director, screenwriter and producer said that only people with bad memory remembered their adolescence as being carefree.


I have worked for more than twenty-five years with teenagers. Being a teacher to students aged between fifteen and twenty-two, I have been able to observe and analyse their behaviour in detail. After such a long period of time, I feel extremely close to them. What used to amaze, astonish or even shock me at first does not anymore. I find their sometimes weird and rash reactions not only foreseeable and understandable but in some cases moving. Adolescents have won me over so to speak, so much so that I want to become their advocate in helping them being understood by their parents. I have written this book, on the one hand, to help parents in the management of their relationship with their teenagers, giving them a road map to follow, and on the other hand, to share with them a few fictional representations of youth in literature. The final objective being to give adults a few very simple guidelines that will show them how to become efficient parents. The main idea is for mothers and fathers to embrace this wonderful moment in life which is very often badly understood or handled and equally apprehended by the teenagers themselves. Ultimately it is about creating a lifelong relationship with maturing children based on love, respect, understanding and collaborative construction.

















PART I




DEALING WITH THE TEENAGE YEARS




















1


WHAT IS ADOLESCENCE?





UNDERSTANDING TEENAGERS


How to handle a teenager is an ongoing problem. The world changes, behaviours evolve, but the passage from childhood to adulthood is a perennial issue. Our children all go through a stage in their life which is critical and every parent is, one day or another, confronted to the problem of managing this troublesome period called adolescence. The etymology of the word comes from the Latin adolescere: growing and alere: to nurture, to make something grow. Adolescence corresponds to the period of life between puberty and adulthood. It is a journey that will bring the individual a greater autonomy having gone through a process of growing, learning and maturing. It is interesting to know that according to the UNICEF 2016 statistics, the teenage population was estimated at 1.8 billion, the largest adolescent population that the world has ever known.


In English, the term teenagers includes ages from thirteen to nineteen. But nowadays it seems that the period of adolescence is much longer and more flexible. Studies have shown that young people reach puberty much earlier and, as socioeconomic reasons push them to live at home over a longer period of time, the coexistence between parents and teens can last quite a few years.


Let’s go back in time to fully understand the situation that teenagers face today. Their status has greatly changed over the years. In Europe, children of fourteen and even younger often left their homes to work for other families or to start an apprenticeship. In the 19th century the situation changed because of industrialisation and more and more teenagers stayed at home and worked to help the household financially up to the age of their wedding. Then in the 20th century, three main changes occurred; child protection laws, compulsory schooling and longer school years. These three elements meant that children were going to spend much more time in the home. Consequently, young people found themselves in a situation in which they became financially dependent on their parents. This was also enhanced by the fact that families became less numerous and that dwellings were getting bigger. Economic reasons linked to increasing unemployment are added factors which pushed teenagers and adults to live under the same roof. Up to this day, many young adults just can’t afford to pay their own lodgings. The whole family dynamics is thus altered and parents have to find ways to adapt to this unsettling situation.


Dealing with adolescence is difficult but it is also a wonderful opportunity to do things right and to ensure a good and healthy relationship between two generations. This challenge can be either constructive or very damaging for everyone concerned, seriously jeopardising the future adult to adult relationship. Instead of just reacting or overreacting to teenagers’ behaviour one has to adopt a philosophical approach to bring harmony back in the family. One needs practical tools to achieve this but it is mainly about taking on a drastically new attitude. 


I have a way of solving problems which came quite instinctively to me when my children started to become teenagers. My method was consolidated and made stronger thanks to my professional and personal experience as well as my constant documentation on the subject. Over the years, my approach was repeatedly reinforced by multiple contacts with colleagues, friends, students and parents.


My natural empathy and analytical frame of mind seem to encourage people to confide in me when they are faced with problems of all sorts, including those related to education. Each time a case is presented to me, I realise that it is the same misunderstanding that triggers off a bad relationship and strong tensions between the parents and the children. Although some situations seem deadlocked, there is always a key at hand.


My approach is extremely simple and goes against educational systems based on authority or stiff hierarchy. There are two preliminary conditions: firstly, a full understanding of what an adolescent is going through, not only physically but psychologically, and secondly the unequivocal will on the parents’ side to adopt an adequate personal behaviour. The final objective being to reconcile parents and teenagers and to restore the good relationship that existed between them previously.


One has to realise that the teenagers are in a middle of a bridge which is connecting childhood to adulthood. In order for the youths to manage to cross it peacefully and to prevent them from either getting lost in the middle of it or jumping off, the adult will have to accompany them step by step to the other side thus allowing them to continue life harmoniously. As we shall see the adolescent will need a loving guide, and that guide is you. But it’s the nature of the guidance that will have to be appropriate because there are many traps best-intentioned parent may well fall into.


David le Breton, anthropologist and professor of sociology at the university of Strasbourg uses a similar image in his book In Suffering. Adolescence and Entrance into Life (2007):




Even if the human condition always remains unachieved and therefore in a kind of ‘adolescens’, the passage to the other side represents a farewell to childhood, and the fact that now one is the author of one’s own existence. During the period between these two worlds which is, as it were, a prelude to manhood or womanhood, the youth is simultaneously in search of his autonomy but without wanting to cut himself from the guardianship of his surrounding, he thus experiments for the best or for the worst his status of subject, the frontier between the within and the without, plays with social bans and tests his place within a world in which he doesn’t really recognise himself.





I am going to show how to accompany teenagers, step by step, and consequently modify the tense relationship that often prevails between the two generations at such a time. This implies from the part of the adult both humility and a capacity of careful listening, two qualities that are sometimes missing.


The very first thing one has to acknowledge is that, in a conflictual relationship between a parent and a teenager, there are two entities and not only one. It is the alchemy between the two behaviours which poses a problem because not only does the parent find it difficult or even impossible to put up with the youth’s conduct but the adolescent is at a stage in which he or she can’t stand the ways of the parent either and of society itself to some degree. To be clear, the behaviour of the adult must always be “in tune” as Françoise Dolto, the famous French paediatrician and psychoanalyst would say, to enable the youths to navigate safely their way out of this difficult period. This requires self-control on the part of the adults but also readiness to question the appropriateness of their responses on a regular basis. The attitude of the adult will be paramount because it will either pacify or aggravate matters. Ultimately, as I shall demonstrate, it is a struggle of power and control that is going on and for the parents to win it, they first have to lose it. We shall see how the most effective parents are those who thoughtfully surrender control. The aim being that any idea of overruling is finally abandoned, leading to a win–win situation.


An analysis of the problems of adolescence has to be considered in the context of its interaction with the external world, that is the parents, teachers, but also the social and professional environment. Therefore not only shall I show the specificity of adolescence but also, and foremost, I shall underline the proper reactions and attitude adults, teachers and professional trainers have to have when dealing with youths. If we, as adults, have properly overcome our own adolescence and if we have reached some degree of wisdom, we should be able to manage this task successfully.


Very few parents who feel lost and disarmed facing their boisterous teens have the will or the financial means to ask for the help of a mediator, who could easily help them with adequate counselling. Therefore, the great majority of parents find themselves in the tricky situation of being at the same time the mediator and one of the actors in the conflict. This double role is very difficult to play. Consequently, the resolution of the problem is practically impossible. Self-reflexion should be the very start of this new way to go about living with a teenager. The only way to manage this complex task is to have a very objective view of the behaviour of the two parties, the youth’s and the adult’s. Teenagers and parents have to learn from one another in a constructive way.


What I would like to point out is the interdependence of parents’ and teens’ reactions. Because both influence one another constantly, the parents need to take care of themselves to make sure they can deal with their children. If they want teenagers to respect them, they have to respect them too. If parents expect self-control from their children they have to demonstrate it. Let’s keep in mind at all times that children are a precious gift we have been given. As time goes on, their maturity is bound to catch up with ours and we shall be able to meet on common grounds as adults. This is the best proof that things have been done well by parents during the twenty or so years in which they have prepared their children for life.


PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATIONS


But when does adolescence really begin? The period seems to be more flexible than many people may think. Puberty varies from one person to another and starts earlier for a girl than a boy. Before puberty we also distinguish one or two years which are called pubescence. There is an unequal repartition of the age of puberty according to geographical regions, climate and genome, that is the complete set of genetic material present in a cell. In the Mediterranean and tropical regions, it occurs between nine and eleven years of age, whereas in the Northern regions it is more around fourteen to seventeen and in the Temperate Zones, puberty starts between eleven and thirteen.


Recent studies have been carried out on a relatively new phenomenon called early onset of puberty. This is triggered by external factors and apparently affects more girls than boys. Very interesting conclusions were made public at the Rencontres Santé Publique France, a conference organised in Paris in 2017. Indeed, the results of a study that was made between 2011 and 2013 showed that in France 1173 new cases of early puberty for girls and ten times less for boys were found. The cause of this phenomenon seems to be the endocrine disruptors, toxic chemicals that can interfere with the hormonal system. The long-term contact with dangerous substances alter the body of children thus changing their behaviour accordingly, with mood swings and various other problems within the family and school.


Puberty marks the beginning of adolescence but must not be mistaken with the mere fact of growing. This period which shatters childhood landmarks is much more unsettling. Dealing with this disruption is going to prove extremely challenging for the youth who has to deal with intense physical changes. A huge hormonal kick-in is going to start a chain reaction and induce new urges. Physical changes which are ultimately positive will be accompanied by perturbing elements going from slight skin affections to overweight. Teenagers are going to question themselves of how to fit in their new body. Although parents are obviously aware that changes are occurring in their children, many don’t realise how profound they are, principally because their new intimacy will be visible from the outside before the teenager has had time to integrate the metamorphoses mentally. Coping with this new identity will have both emotional and cognitive impacts and adults have to consider the phenomenon as a whole.


In order to have a better idea of what one is dealing with, let’s see what science actually tells us about this period of physical development. It is the endocrine system which sets off puberty. One has to distinguish two different stages: the maturing of adrenal glands, and later on the maturing of sexual glands. But physical and hormonal changes begin well before these two stages. Around the age of eight years old when the adrenal glands produce higher rate levels of hormones, the hypothalamus, a region of the brain which directs part of the nervous system and regulates hormonal cycles, signals the pituitary glands to release gonadotropins in the bloodstream. These hormones come about one year before the bodily changes begin. We then have oestrogen production and androgen production by the ovaries (girls) and testes (boys).


If we refer to the maturity scale established by the British paediatrician James M. Tanner in 1962, we can distinguish on the one hand the primary sexual characteristics which are directly linked to the reproductive system and organs and the secondary ones which include all the changes which are not directly related to the reproductive function, for example, facial hair, broader shoulders and mutation in the voice for boys and breast development and widening pelvic bones for girls. Puberty is the point at which sexual organs mature. As puberty goes on, these hormonal changes can also induce distress, hostility or even, in some cases, mild to deep depression.


Psychological impacts are going to be numerous. Whether it is the first period experienced by young girls (menarche) or the first nocturnal emission for the young boys, there are going to be, for both genders, many physical adaptations that will impact them psychologically. Most teenagers will find these transformations worrying. Although all of them will not resent these, many will fear not being in the norm and will feel they are not in control of the changes happening to their body. The anxiety that these changes induce will not only have to be acknowledged but fully understood by the parents. Empathy, as we shall see, will be of crucial importance here. Parents will have to restrain from all inadequate judgment which could have extremely bad effects on the teenager’s self-concept. Later on, we shall differentiate the two notions of self-concept and self-esteem which are of utmost importance at this stage.


I often use the example of two identical drawings, one on a sheet of paper and the other on translucent paper laid on top. During adolescence, it is as though the paper was moved and that the lines of the drawings didn’t coincide anymore. Once the troublesome period is over, the two designs are aligned just as they were at the beginning. It is an adaptation that takes some significant time, it can occur more or less rapidly, but is never automatic. The youth has to face and moreover integrate this new body which is showing signs of puberty and sexual inclinations. Adjustments will have to be made both in changes in appearance and in bodily urges. At the same time, the teen has to become autonomous and start living and thinking for his or her own sake. This change entails a repositioning of all his entourage, and obviously, parents are in the first position.


Physical transformations can therefore cause doubts, fears and psychological readjustments as well as a general feeling of imbalance. Physiological and morphological changes also have a direct effect on self-image. This will all lead to the final integration of adult personality which, chronologically, follows the periods of conflict and adjustments. As I will show later on, one will have to avoid any kind of criticism and will have to show understanding at all times.


Parents will have to remember that the young adults are, as Françoise Dolto put it, “fragile like moulting lobsters” that their flesh is exposed and vulnerable, and they are in search of their own identity. The lobster complex is an expression she invented in 1989 in her book Paroles pour adolescents ou Le complexe du homard. It represents the adolescent crisis as a whole. ‘The child will rid himself of his or her carapace, suddenly too tight to find another one. In the meantime, he or she is vulnerable, aggressive or introvert.’ However, ‘what will appear,’ she continues, ‘is the product of what was sown by the adults when he or she was a child.’ Insisting on the influence of the parents’ behaviour, Dolto concludes:




The parents should therefore expect the barriers to explode, these barriers being flexible enough to let go at the right moment. On the contrary, if the parents were too rigid in the education of their young child, when becoming a teenager, the individual will be prisoner of his or her carapace and disarmed when faced with depression or anxiety.





Thus teenagers will use this period to experiment with their body. Sometimes in shocking ways. But as Dolto points out, they should be recognised the right to learn how to own their physical image by experimenting with their appearance. As we shall see later on, any kind of undue or awkward remark concerning their physical appearance could have devastating consequences. 


Today young people are in quest of the perfect body which makes things even more problematic. Not only are they exposed right and left to pictures of flawless bodies and faces in social media but also to instant messaging services such as Snapchat and other apps which allow them to Photoshop their own appearance to send out a perfect image of themselves. The amount of cosmetic surgery performed on teenagers has exploded in the past few years, interventions that were formerly confined to adults, are now carried out on young bodies and faces at an extravagantly early age. Unrealistic goals feed the anxiety that is already naturally present at adolescence, making things even harder to deal with. Exponential dissatisfaction with their own appearance is more and more frequent, fuelled by reality shows putting forward young people who have practically all experienced some kind of physical alteration from heavy cosmetic surgery or contouring to lighter dermatological procedures.


The somatic changes that are linked to puberty are numerous. This period is a high risk one. Just as a baby has to discover a corporeal and sensorial universe through different stages of his development, the adolescent will have to accept his or her new physical frame. This physical development goes hand in hand with psycho-affective changes. Not only will the puberty process impose on the adolescent an effort of appropriation of a new body but will also impose a new social status. This explains why numerous parents complain about the egoism and egotism of their youths, forgetting that this centralisation is not only normal but necessary. Teenagers have to be self-centred because they are trying to unravel information about themselves and are simultaneously attempting to set their own values. 


SELF-CONCEPT AND SELF-ESTEEM


At this stage, it is important to differentiate two notions: self-concept and self-esteem. Psychologists Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow had a major influence in popularising the idea of self-concept. According to Rogers, everyone strives to reach an “ideal-self”. One’s self-concept is a collection of beliefs about oneself. It is the answer to the question “Who am I?” The notion of self-concept is also called self-structure, self-perspective, self-identity or self-construction. Whereas self-concept is a cognitive or descriptive component of one’s self (I’m pretty), self-esteem is evaluative and opinionated (I feel good about being pretty). One’s self-concept is made up of self-schemas, and their past, present and future selves. By future selves, one has to understand possible selves, that is what they might become, what they would like to become or what they are afraid of becoming.


The establishment of self-concept takes place very early in life. What the parents imply or say about their young child will have direct repercussions on the way they feel about themselves.


Adolescents experience significant changes in general physical self-concept, at the onset of puberty. They are weakened by the significant physical changes in conjunction with the psychological adaptations they have to make during this period. Therefore, self-concept is at its lowest in adolescents because they are struggling in understanding such a new flow of information. So many things are happening to them concomitantly. Every time they look at their body they have to make adjustments. ‘What should I look like? Is this normal? What other changes are going to happen? Am I attractive? Do I want to be attractive?’ 


Paradoxically, a teenager who is experiencing self-doubt often adopts a defensive behaviour and pretends to be in control. This attitude does not however bear close examination, it is obvious that any excessively cool behaviour often dissimulates profound doubts and insecurities.


To build self-concept in their children, parents have to provide both stated and unstated messages that show their unconditional love and support. Formulating or implying notions like ‘I value you’ and acting to prove it, is the best way to achieve this. As importantly, parents have to provide both stated and unstated messages that give the following message: ‘You can think for yourself, you have control, you can own your decisions and I trust you.’ Unfortunately, too many parents keep on putting their finger on what the teenager does wrong and presenting themselves as perfect models to be imitated. On the contrary, parents have to help teens become aware of their strengths and build from there.


Unstated or covert messages are powerful. When parents imply that their teen is able to do something, they actually manage to handle it. Day after day, this builds up their self-concept. Similarly, as I will point out later in the analysis, if a teacher makes the students understand that they can achieve a task they will probably perform very well, if a teacher implies that the students are no good in such or such a domain, their performance will be poor.


Once the adolescents have a strong self-concept, they will be able to make decisions, own them and accept their consequences. This is how they will learn how to be responsible. By telling adolescents what to do, you deprive them of the capability of being responsible. The youths have to make their own choices even if they are wrong, the outcome will soon show them the way to go. The proof that an adult is psychologically healthy is the fact that he or she has finally moved away from roles created by others’ expectations and instead looks within himself or herself for validation. We then get the full circle.


BRAIN TRANSFORMATION


Granville Stanley Hall, who was the founder of the movement of child behaviour observation at the beginning of the 20th century, was already aware of the strange structure of the adolescent brain. He implied that imagination was a characteristic of the adolescent period, showing that any crazy or original idea could only come from a young brain. He also showed that such euphoric creativity was very often coupled with high-risk behaviour, changes of mood, impulsivity and obvious lack of discerning.


In psychology, impulsivity or impulsiveness is a tendency to act on a whim, displaying behaviour characterised by little or no forethought as well as no reflection or consideration of the consequences. It is a major component to mental disorders such as ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), bipolar disorder and others. Abnormal patterns of impulsivity have also been noted in instances of acquired brain injury and neurodegenerative diseases.


Here, we are talking about temporary adolescent impulsiveness which can be seen two ways. On the one hand parents can criticise their teen’s rash decisions when the result is undesirable or dangerous, on the other, if their impulsive actions have positive outcomes, they tend to see their teenagers as bold, quick, spontaneous or courageous. 


It is not the outcome of such behaviour that should monitor our acceptance of it. Impulsivity is a facet of the teenage period and whether good or bad it has to be accepted as such. Therefore, what would differentiate an adolescent from an adult is a certain instability but also a richness of personality. The person’s profusion would be like a promise of a creative and richly imaginative adult-to-be. We shall see, later in the analysis, that this spontaneity linked to adolescence has to be encouraged and praised but must also be under observance and control. Great creators, artists or geniuses seem to withhold the richness and unbridled energy of adolescence which make them wonderfully imaginative and creative.


Stanley Hall also claimed that the adolescent brain was ‘a soil in which a good or bad seed could take root very deep and very fast.’ This statement takes on a whole new meaning today with all the youths who let themselves be indoctrinated to commit crimes at an incredibly early age. It is also shocking to know that 40% of adolescents in the world do not benefit from higher education precisely at the age when any educational or social influence has the best chances to be solidly imprinted.


This permeability of the young brain also means that the influence of the entourage is going to be decisive. That is why parents have to be extremely positive during this period of time, in order to optimise the chances of their child’s harmonious development.


Some scientific notions have to be clarified. Recent research on the human brain has put into light fundamental insights for the comprehension of what happens to the teenager’s brain. A full understanding of these new discoveries obliges us, as parents, to adjust our opinion, attitude and behaviour. It is impossible to have the right reactions if we do not understand the scientific facts which explain why young people behave the way they do.


The brain undergoes a process of restructuring and development that can explain the aberrations of teenage behaviour and their gradual transition to maturity. Since the works of Swiss epistemologist and psychologist Jean Piaget on cognitive development conducted in the early 20th century, it was thought that brain development and its functions were more or less completed around the age of twelve. Indeed, it is true that by then the brain has reached its final size. But with the incredible progress of medical imagery, it is now clear that the maturation of the brain is incomplete until the age of twenty and even twenty-five!


As Dr Frances E. Jensen explains in detail in The Teenage Brain (2015), the frontal lobes, just behind the forehead, are the most important zone of the human brain. That is where all the actions are assessed, situations are thought out and decisions are taken. However, the most important element to consider is that this cerebral zone is the last one which actually develops. It is as though all the wirings were not finished. Adolescents lose 15% of grey matter while the white matter increases (the grey matter contains cell bodies and the white matter has the role of connecting the different parts of the grey matter to each other). A process of neural pruning alters the number of connections or synapses between them. According to the works of Dr Jay Giedd, an American child and adolescent psychiatrist, the cabling of its white substance – the sheath of the neurones – which insures the conduction of nervous influx does not get to maturity before the age of twenty years on average. 


However, as soon as puberty starts, that is around twelve years of age, and sometimes even a little earlier, the hormonal function is already working at full blast. The hormones that are liberated in the blood circulation affect the neurones belonging to the part of the brain which is related to emotions. This has a direct effect on the behaviour, making the individual want to affirm himself and be taken seriously. There is therefore an incredible discrepancy between urges that push young people to take risks and act without real consideration of danger and maturing of the brain which would enable them to evaluate these same risks. It is not surprising that the two first causes of death in the adolescent population are suicide and road accidents. Adolescents find themselves in the very uncomfortable situation of experiencing bewildering contradictory feelings regarding emancipation. As for the parents, they have the uncomfortable task of dealing with a rash teenager who wants to be considered as a mature adult.


INITIATION RITES


This alchemy between the risks that the young people expose themselves to in the challenges they set themselves and the desire of validation of a sought maturity, is illustrated in initiation rites that can be found in many cultures around the world. The very fact that so many ethnic groups prepare their youngsters for adulthood is the very proof that the passage from one stage to another is not automatic, that it needs to be recognised, legitimised and channelled. The very meaning of the term initiation indicates that the teenagers have to pass a threshold, having to prove something to be accepted in a given social group. 


In our complex, multicultural, but nevertheless rigid society, there is a severe risk for teenagers to drift and become marginal. This is caused by their lack of belonging as well as the absence of significant positive encounters and influences in their surroundings. Many wander in a no-man’s land, having lost any sense of group. Yet, the process of separation and aggregation is the very essence of adolescence. It’s about leaving a number of set structures to evolve and reach another set of values and in the process being awarded recognition based on new criteria of acceptation.


The famous ethnologist Arnold van Gennep published The Rites of Passage in 1909. In this book he analyses all kinds of transitions from one stage to another: birth, adolescence, marriage and death. He also describes other cultural rituals referring to key moments in life. To summarise, rites of passage are divided into three stages: first there is separation, that is isolation of the novices from society, then a period of difficult and challenging trials and finally a period of rebirth and adhesion to another group. What is relevant for our analysis is that the period of mutation is never denigrated or criticised. Not only is it anticipated but also highly celebrated.


Religious rituals such as communions or confirmations have lost their original meaning and are often reduced to a family gathering around a meal after the church celebration. Changes are imposed on children who do not always understand the underlying meaning of such festivities.


The transition from childhood to adulthood is celebrated by the Quinceaneras in South America and among Latino immigrants in other countries. The term comes from two Spanish words: quince (fifteen) and anõs (years). It is a celebration of girls’ transition from childhood to womanhood. It has cultural roots in Mesoamerica. Historically in the years prior to the fifteenth birthday, girls were taught cooking, weaving and about childbearing by elder women in their communities. In some South American countries such as Argentina, Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador and Uruguay, we can also find the fifteen year candle ceremony which follows the ball. The girl hands a candle to each of the fifteen people that she considers having been the most influential in her life. She often makes a speech to each one of them and expresses her gratitude for helping her during the first part of her life. In French Guinea and in the Caribbeans, the celebration is quite similar and is called Fête des Quinze Ans.


The deeper significance of this ceremony is that the girl is capable of independence in that she can make her own decisions, and it symbolises her transition into womanhood. It also reaffirms her beliefs in her personal faith. In the United States the Sweet Sixteen has the same significance. The regions of Northern Europe have developed some nonreligious ceremonies like the Jungendweihe in Germany which occurs when the child is thirteen years of age.


The Amish youth period called the Rumspringa or “Running around” is a period in which youngsters of sixteen are offered the opportunity of living a few days without any surveillance, far from their families. This period of time is marked by an increase of social activities. They are encouraged to make the most of what they like, be it modern clothing, alcohol or up-to-date technology. The aim is to enable the young Amish to have the opportunity of seeing or discovering the world beyond their culture or education. This means that if the Amish children come back, it will be their own choice. They are then baptised and totally engaged into the community. Rumspringa is a formative time for youths at the end of which they have to choose if they want to join the church or not and enter a more formalised world and peer interaction. For some, it is an angst-filled period of existential choice for others it is a time to find a marriage partner. Extreme behaviours would involve sinful exploration of the world, other much tamer ones, would involve joining social games or dating. Although all Amish parents don’t encourage their youth to leave home and experience the world, they are not supposed to condemn it either. In all cases, the adolescents are given an opportunity for making their own choices and decisions and their life will change accordingly.


In the Inuit community, there is an interesting ritual in Baffin Island. The boys aged between eleven and twelve leave the villages and accompany their fathers in the wilderness to test their hunting skills and their climatic adaptation to very low Arctic temperatures. According to their tradition, a shaman is asked to come and open communication access between men and animals. Today this tradition has been adapted and extended to young girls, with the transmission of tasks judged as more feminine, passed on from generation to generation.


In Vanuatu, a little island in the middle of the South Pacific, young boys jump from a wooden scaffolding-like tower of ninety-two meters with a liana attached to their ankle. It is called Gol or “land diving”. The danger of this challenge makes the young men very proud when they dare go through with it. They are then automatically accepted in the group of male adults.


In the Apache tradition, young girls would take part in a ceremony of Sundown. This celebration was organised the summer following their first menstruation and lasted four days. The young girls were isolated from their families and had to achieve rituals to be able to be considered as women. In 1883 the US adopted the Code of Indian Offenses which banned many Native American ceremonies. For a long time, such celebrations were conducted in secret. Today, Native Americans have variations of the coming-of-age ritual, depending on the tribe they belong to. For the most part, girls and boys are separated from the tribe and spend several days alone fasting in order to focus on their goal which is to have a dream or a vision. Rituals are performed in circles that represent the never-ending cycle or growth. The number 4 is omnipresent because it represents the four stages: the baby, the child, the adolescent and the adult. The ribbon cutting is performed in some tribes. The teen is attached to the parent, usually the mother by a ribbon of about six feet, gently tied to their wrist. At some point, they have to cut the ribbon and the parent makes a speech. Here is a typical example of one from a Native American mother to her daughter.




I brought you into this world and our spirits will be forever joined.


However, up until this time, I have led you through life and you have listened to everything I said.




 





If you are ready, then today our relationship changes and I offer my guidance and ever-lasting love but know that you have started down your own path and may not always listen.




 





I do hope our relationship is one of trust, honesty and warmth.


You can cut away our old relationship today, but I will always be here for you. 





All these celebrations instil good values and morals and at the same time strengthen and consolidate cultural traditions. It is reassuring to see that all across the United States, there is renewed interest in anything to do with such ancestral traditions.


The Maasai tribe in Africa follow the same idea, their rite of passage is one of the most important East African festivals. It marks the coming-of-age of Maasai boys who are twelve to twenty-five years old. The planning of the ceremony takes two months. It is composed of three distinct periods: the separation stage, in which the boys leave their parents and live in a secluded tent, and have their faces painted. Traditionally they also had to show their courage by killing a lion. The second stage is when they are circumcised to become men, they then spend four to eight months dressed in black which symbolises their spiritual transition. Finally, the third stage is the incorporation or readmittance into the society of warriors. They then have the responsibility of protecting their village and are honoured and respected.


Closer to us, we have scouting, created by Robert Baden-Powell in 1907, a British retired general, who had always been interested in questions of education and the involvement of youth. He synthesised all the documentation he had read and the experience he had gone through to eventually come up with a youth movement with its intrinsic characteristics. His own teenage period was a great inspiration for him because he was told of the adventures of his grandfather the admiral William Henry Smith and another one of his ancestors, John Smyth, who had crossed the state of Virginia, which was still unexplored at that point. 


The young Robert practised sailing with his brothers and thus learnt about such notions as the importance of shared responsibilities on board, survival, helping others and other basic human values. Scouting was founded on a pedagogical principle which seeks to give responsibility to a youth to shape his character by ludic activities and by concrete action involving nature and the outdoors. The aim being to become a better person following traditional values. All this was very beneficial as adolescents were given an objective to follow which distanced them from dangerous marginality or isolation.


Scouting is represented today by more than forty million members in 217 countries and lands of all religions and nationalities. However, this movement is more and more endangered by the modern way of life. Nowadays, young people lose themselves in an online world made of solitude, with so-called friends or followers that are only virtual. They are up-to-date with technology but estranged from reality and nature. The internet has substituted the outdoors. Such inactivity and idleness has terrible consequences. Our growing children need to know that there are some fundamental values that have to be transmitted from generation to generation and they need the older generation to hand these down to them. Rituals and rites are being lost when they are needed the most.


Recently, the French Government, which felt powerless due to growing terrorism and street violence, has decided to motivate its teenagers, suggesting that they take part in some kind of compulsory civic engagement for a few weeks (known as service national universel), which is a way to give a sense to their life and a direction to people who are very often lost, and who would, given a chance, follow any kind of destructive ideology. The young people who live in the suburbs of big towns like Paris, Lyon or Marseille have neither moral guidance nor objectives. They have to struggle in a world that rejects them by mere prejudice. They are caught in a vicious circle of school failure and stigmatisation which leads to a downward spiral made of drugs, violence and radicalism.
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