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    Introduction


    by Dr. Sara Forman


    You’re not a little kid anymore. When you look in the mirror, you probably see a new person, someone who’s taller, bigger, with a face that’s starting to look more like an adult’s than a child’s. And the changes you’re experiencing on the inside may be even more intense than the ones you see in the mirror. Your emotions are changing, your attitudes are changing, and even the way you think is changing. Your friends are probably more important to you than they used to be, and you no longer expect your parents to make all your decisions for you. You may be asking more questions and posing more challenges to the adults in your life. You might experiment with new identities—new ways of dressing, hairstyles, ways of talking—as you try to determine just who you really are. Your body is maturing sexually, giving you a whole new set of confusing and exciting feelings. Sorting out what is right and wrong for you may seem overwhelming.


    Growth and development during adolescence is a multifaceted process involving every aspect of your being. It all happens so fast that it can be confusing and distressing. But this stage of your life is entirely normal. Every adult in your life made it through adolescence—and you will too.


    But what exactly is adolescence? According to the American Heritage Dictionary, adolescence is “the period of physical and psychological development from the onset of puberty to adulthood.” What does this really mean?


    In essence, adolescence is the time in our lives when the needs of childhood give way to the responsibilities of adulthood. According to psychologist Erik Erikson, these years are a time of separation and individuation. In other words, you are separating from your parents, becoming an individual in your own right. These are the years when you begin to make decisions on your own. You are becoming more self-reliant and less dependent on family members.


    When medical professionals look at what’s happening physically—what they refer to as the biological model—they define the teen years as a period of hormonal transformation toward sexual maturity, as well as a time of peak growth, second only to the growth during the months of infancy. This physical transformation from childhood to adulthood takes place under the influence of society’s norms and social pressures; at the same time your body is changing, the people around you are expecting new things from you. This is what makes adolescence such a unique and challenging time.


    Being a teenager in North America today is exciting yet stressful. For those who work with teens, whether by parenting them, educating them, or providing services to them, adolescence can be challenging as well. Youth are struggling with many messages from society and the media about how they should behave and who they should be. “Am I normal?” and “How do I fit in?” are often questions with which teens wrestle. They are facing decisions about their health such as how to take care of their bodies, whether to use drugs and alcohol, or whether to have sex.


    This series of books on adolescents’ health issues provides teens, their parents, their teachers, and all those who work with them accurate information and the tools to keep them safe and healthy. The topics include information about:


    
      •   normal growth


      •   social pressures


      •   emotional issues


      •   specific diseases to which adolescents are prone


      •   stressors facing youth today


      •   sexuality

    


    The series is a dynamic set of books, which can be shared by youth and the adults who care for them. By providing this information to educate in these areas, these books will help build a foundation for readers so they can begin to work on improving the health and well-being of youth today.
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    STRESSED TO THE MAX:

    Teens Under Pressure


    DIRK (age 12): I can’t believe they’re really gonna do it. I mean, like, I never thought they’d use the “D” word. When Mom and Dad told me and Ryan to come into the living room, I knew something was up. I could tell by the tone of Dad’s voice when he said we had to have a family meeting. I hate family meetings. They’re always about something serious or stupid. I thought we were in trouble, like maybe we were gonna get the lecture about leaving the PS2 hooked up to the TV again or that we were gonna get the talk on “appropriate Internet use,” but I never in a million years expected this. I can’t believe it. Mom and Dad want a divorce! A DIVORCE! What am I supposed to do with that? Yeah, they fight a lot. I wish they wouldn’t. But split up? How come? What did I do wrong? What are me and Ryan supposed to do? Where are we gonna live? Are we gonna have to change schools? What about my friends? What about the soccer team? How can I stay on the team if I have to live in two places? Ryan started to cry; he’s just a little kid. I didn’t. I’m just really mad!
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    MISSY (age 14): I can’t believe I made the squad!!! Me! A cheerleader! I thought those girls hated me. I felt like such a klutz when I tried out. I even messed up the back hand-spring, and I forgot part of one cheer. I was so nervous I thought I was going to puke. I was sure I got cut. But I made it! I really made it! I can’t wait till the first game. The new uniforms look so good! When I wear mine to school, I just know Joey will notice me. He HAS to. I’ll just die if he doesn’t. But what if he doesn’t? What if I don’t fit in? The other cheerleaders are so cool. What if they don’t accept me?


    ANGELINE (age 13): Mr. Rodriguez hates me. I just know it. Every time I ask a question in class he disses me. He makes that funny clucking noise with his tongue and says the answer is obvious. Not to me it’s not. And then he says in that sarcastic little voice of his, “Can anyone help Miss Cortez with her question?” I feel so humiliated. I’m the stupidest one in the class, I’ll admit it, but he doesn’t have to put me down. I mean, like, i’m really trying. I spent more than eight hours on that last diagram—eight whole hours—and just because I can’t draw he gives me a D+! I really worked hard on that. It’s not fair. I just know i’m going to fail tomorrow’s test. I studied. I really did, and I know the stuff, but I’m so nervous around him that I can’t remember anything. I may as well quit trying. I’m stupid. I’ll never be anything else.Why bother? Every time I think about taking this test tomorrow I feel sick.


    LAUREN (age 15): Oh m’gosh! I’m in trouble. I promised Adrian I’d go to his prom with him, but my lacrosse team made district finals. And, of course, the finals have to be on the same day as Central’s prom. They’re so stupid; why do schools plan stuff this way? I can’t tell Coach I can’t play—she’ll kick me off the team, and I just can’t tell Adrian I can’t go—he’ll hate me forever. What am I going to do? Maybe we can go late to the prom. Maybe we can skip the dinner thing. But I still won’t have time to get my hair done. Oh, man. I guess I have to cancel my appointment. I don’t know what to do.


    JESSIE (age 16): Anybody know where I can get some fast cash? Zach’s youth group is going snowboarding this weekend and I really want to go, but I’m broke. I’m always broke. Between gas for the car, car insurance, clothes, and doing stuff with friends, I never have any money. Working minimum wage doesn’t help, even twenty-five hours a week. With school I don’t have time for more hours, but I need the money. I’m not one of those rich girls whose daddies hand them everything. Nope, not me. Since the old man split, it’s just me and my mom. She works hard, but she can’t afford to give me money, so it’s up to me. What I do, I have to pay for. That’s just the way it is. I tried selling some of my CDs to the kid I baby-sit for. No deal. Maybe I’ll just have to work some longer hours this week. But I’m so tired already. Guess i’ll just have to suck it up.


    MATT (age 17): I still haven’t heard. Not a single word from anybody. You’d think these colleges would be more prompt in how they handle applications. I mean, it’s been two months. I gave them everything they wanted: transcripts, completed applications, referral letters, essays, solid SAT scores, and solid AP test scores—I even did the visitation thing and completed some interviews. Every admissions rep I met with said I was a promising candidate and that they looked forward to receiving my application, but I haven’t heard. Not from one. Zip, zero, nada. What if I don’t get into any of my top-choice schools? What if I don’t get into any colleges at all?
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    DARNELLE (age 16): My heart races every time I think about it. I was so scared, man. I’m not afraid to admit it. When my car hit that black ice and catapulted over the embankment, I thought I was a goner, for sure. I mean, my SUV flew over twenty feet. I was airborne! When I saw the boulders on one side and the trees on the other, I thought I was dead. But, miracle of miracles, the truck landed right side up, blew out all four tires on impact, and settled in the grassy dip between the rocks and trees. Not a scratch on me. Wow! What a ride. And I wasn’t even speeding. I wonder if this means I’ll lose my license.


    Seven teenagers. Seven sets of circumstances. One thing in common. Can you guess what it is?


    These fictional blog entries (a blog is an on-line diary open to anyone to read) could have been taken from any of several Internet teen diary Web sites. The circumstances, joys, pressures, and challenges expressed in these entries are typical of those many adolescents face each day. And though the circumstances differ, each includes an element faced by every teenager in North America: stress.


    Stress


    We’ve all experienced it. We can probably describe what it feels like. But, just what is stress? The American Heritage Dictionary defines stress as “an applied force or system of forces that tends to strain or deform a body.” In other words, stress could be described as the pressure or demands placed upon us and how we respond to those pressures.


    Think of a rubber band. If you hold a rubber band with two hands and pull its ends in opposite directions, you’re applying force to the rubber band. You have put the rubber band under stress. The term “stress” here describes both what you are doing with your hands and how the rubber band is affected. The farther and harder you pull, the more stretched-out the rubber band becomes. The more you stretch it, the thinner it gets: The pressure you apply deforms (changes) the shape of the rubber band. If you pull hard enough and far enough, the rubber band will snap.


    Or think about play dough. When you roll play dough between your hands, the harder and faster you roll, the more it changes shape. If you move your hands back and forth in a horizontal motion, you form the play dough into a tube or cylinder. If you move your hands in a circular motion, your hand motion shapes the dough into a ball. If you push your hands together keeping the play dough between your palms, the dough squishes flat. The force of your hands presses the play dough into different shapes depending on the strength and type of the force applied, yet in all cases, “stressing the dough” describes both the pressure of your hands on the dough and the impact the pressure has.


    
      
        STRESS DEFINED


        Stress describes both the pressures or demands placed upon us and how we respond to those pressures.
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        Stress can cause physical symptoms. A headache is one of the most common.

      

    


    
      
        SAMPLES OF “BAD” STRESSORS


        
          •   family problems


          •   sickness


          •   conflict


          •   peer pressure


          •   loneliness


          •   too much homework


          •   financial problems

        

      

    


    When we talk about stress in everyday life, like that described in the teen blogs that opened this chapter, we’re really talking about two things: the forces of life (circumstances, events, etc.) that tend to strain us emotionally, mentally, and physically—and how we respond to those forces. Stressors in our lives, whether good or bad, affect us in different ways, just as different pressures on play dough produce different results. All could be said to be “stress.” Consider our blogging teens.


    
      
        SAMPLES OF “GOOD” STRESSORS


        
          •   team tryouts


          •   job offers


          •   sports competitions


          •   pre-performance jitters


          •   auditions or recitals


          •   preparing for exams

        

      

    


    Dirk’s parents’ divorce announcement made him angry. It made his brother sad.


    Becoming a cheerleader gave Missy hope that Joey would notice her, but made her nervous, too.


    Mr. Rodriguez’s treatment of Angeline made her feel sick and discouraged.


    Lauren’s busyness forced her into a difficult choice.


    Jessie’s financial pressures left her exhausted.


    Matt’s unanswered college applications made him worry about his future.


    Darnelle’s auto accident scared him so much that his heart still pounded in his chest.


    Like hands on play dough, the pressure of each circumstance left its mark on each teen: anger, sadness, nervousness, discouragement, nausea, excitement, hope, confusion, exhaustion, fear, worry, and an adrenaline rush. These teens were stressed!


    When we think of stress, we often think negatively: family problems, conflicts with a boyfriend or girlfriend, unfair work expectations, too much homework, an overbearing coach, or an unfair teacher. But stress doesn’t have to come from negative events. In fact, stress can occur in pleasant, positive circumstances like getting a job, being asked to a dance, or making the varsity squad. Again, stress describes a force applied, whether good or bad, and the response. Both kinds leave their marks.


    Think of the stress a high school baseball player feels when his team is down by one run, it’s the bottom of the ninth, bases are loaded, and it’s his turn to bat. The situation is actually a positive, hopeful scenario: one RBI will tie the game, two will cinch the win—all he has to do is hit the ball. The batter faces enormous stress that if handled well, will allow him to play his best. Is the situation causing the batter’s stress bad? No. Is the player affected? Sure: his palms are no doubt sweaty; his heart is beating hard in his chest; his mind is alert and focused. The “good” stress of being under pressure to play well is impacting his body, much in the same way as the “bad” stress of a near car accident caused Darnelle’s heart to race. Both were adrenaline responses, which we will learn about in chapter 3.
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