Working with Adolescents in Therapy
The Diagnostic Assessment of Adolescents.

A. Adolescence viewed in a historical context.

-G. Stanley Hall- 1904.  Period of recapitulation of an individual’s earlier history; Darwinian approach saw it as a time of transition, from primitive man to social man.  Storm and drang.

-Peter Blos- A second individuation period characterized by upheaval.  

Four attributes :  a) a heightened vulnerability of the personality’s organization because of the urgency for changes in psychic structure to meet challenges posed by the upsurge of drives; b)  structural changes that come with disengagement from internalized infantile objects; c) a “hatching” process during which infantile object ties are loosened and a shedding of family dependencies takes place; d) the emergence of psychpathology when failures of individuation occur.


-Erikson- Fidelity: identity vs. role confusion (adolescence, 13–19 years)- a time 
for establishing and an ego identity, or a persistent sameness within oneself and a 
persistent sharing of essential character with others.  A normative crisis and a 
psychosocial moratorium for experimentation. 

As they make the transition from childhood to adulthood, adolescents ponder the roles they will play in the adult world. Initially, they are apt to experience some role confusion—mixed ideas and feelings about the specific ways in which they will fit into society—and may experiment with a variety of behaviors and activities (e.g. tinkering with cars, baby-sitting for neighbors, affiliating with certain political or religious groups). Eventually, Erikson proposed, most adolescents achieve a sense of identity regarding who they are and where their lives are headed.

Erikson is credited with coining the term "Identity Crisis”   What is unique about the stage of Identity is that it is a special sort of synthesis of earlier stages and a special sort of anticipation of later ones. Youth has a certain unique quality in a person's life; it is a bridge between childhood and adulthood. Youth is a time of radical change—the great body changes accompanying puberty, the ability of the mind to search one's own intentions and the intentions of others, the suddenly sharpened awareness of the roles society has offered for later life.

Adolescents "are confronted by the need to re-establish [boundaries] for themselves and to do this in the face of an often potentially hostile world." This is often challenging since commitments are being asked for before particular identity roles have formed. At this point, one is in a state of 'identity confusion', but society normally makes allowances for youth to "find themselves," and this state is called 'the moratorium':

The problem of adolescence is one of role confusion—a reluctance to commit which may haunt a person into his mature years. Given the right conditions—and Erikson believes these are essentially having enough space and time, a psychosocial moratorium, when a person can freely experiment and explore—what may emerge is a firm sense of identity, an emotional and deep awareness of who he or she is. 

-Daniel Offer’s study of normal adolescence: 

In 1963 Offer realized that very little was known about the development of normal (i.e. non-patient) adolescents. He received eight years of federal grants to study the psychological development of normal adolescents. In the first phase of the study seventy three boys were selected from two suburban Chicago area high school and followed for eight years. The major finding for the high school phase was that stability and not turmoil, was the overriding characteristic of normal adolescents. This finding contradicted the then current notion of normal development. At that time it was believed that all adolescents go through major turmoil as they move through the high school years. The four years of the post high school phase of the school substantiated this finding. Two books resulted from the adolescent phase of the study. In 1996-7 94% of the original sample were re-interviewed. They were now 48. The original finding held. All were well adjusted late middle-aged individuals. The major finding was the discovery that well-adjusted adults do not remember their adolescence accurately. The data showed that there is essentially no correlation between what the subjects as adults thought and felt about their adolescence and what they actually thought and felt when they were adolescents. This phase of the study was covered in the book "Regular Guys".

B. Stages of adolescent development and associated issues.


Early (12-15):  Anna Freud- an interruption of peaceful growth; onset of 
puberty 



and physical maturation.  Period of greatest physical variability.  


Starts for girls around the age of 10 1/2; boys at 12 1/2.


Blos: Feelings of loneliness, isolation, and depressed moods come along 
with cathectic 


shifts, which threatens the early adolescent’s sense of self-control.  
 

Piaget: Growth in cognitive capacities- onset of Piaget’s formal operational thinking- more systematic, logical thinking, hypothesizing, ability to grasp abstract concepts.  Ponder philosophical ideas, meaning of life and death, passage of time. 



Contemplate possibility and therefore what may missing from a person 



and situation and not just what is in front of them.  See parents 
realistically- process of de-idealization.  Turn to themselves where they 



once turned to their parents. Self-preoccupation.  Issues around sameness 



and difference.  


-Middle (15-18):  wherein early adolescence is dominated by the need to 
adjust to vast physiological changes, middle adolescence is dominated by the need 



to feel squarely rooted in peer, school, and social cultures.  Distinct shift 



from home to contemporary world.  Best friendships remain significant, 



but give way to the ascending importance of group alliances.  Live in the 



present- little interest in the world of adults or of children: what and who 



they are, who else is like them, and who else wants to be with them.  



Constantly seek out stimulation and tension discharge- often constantly 



moving.  


Blos:  Defensives of asceticism- self denial of pleasurable activities, and 
intellectualization  


Apolonian vs. Dionysian struggles, ie. the power of the superego.


Know how they look and who is attracted to them.  De-cathect 



parents- full attention is outside the home.  Mixture of a group of friends.  



Seek out adults are not their parents often who are very different from 
parents.  


Both admire and distain with great intensity.  The importance of crushes, 



often with a fantasied source, leading to a girlfriend or boyfriend.  

-Late adolescence (17-22):  brings the need to encompass all that has previously transpired in adolescence.  Live in the presence with an eye towards the future; see adulthood on the horizon.  Narcissistic shift of first two periods is on the wane.  Less preoccupied with themselves, less day-dreamy, more calm and focused on reality constraints, and personal limitations and aspirations.  Relationships are often less intense.

C. Culturally attuned assessment of adolescents.


The post-millennial generation is going by a few names currently--"Posts," 
"Homelanders,", "Generation Z", now “Generation C”, among them.


Acknowledging that generational classifications can only be made in 
extremely broad strokes, Scott Hess (Vice President of Insights for 
TRU, a 
global youth research firm, and is considered one of the foremost 
authorities on American youth. In this role, Scott works across TRU's 
syndicated and custom research divisions to discover, distill, and 
communicate compelling, actionable insights for clients -- the world's 
leading youth brands and companies),  nonetheless says he's gathered 
some insights into this next generation. 


-in many ways they’re intrinsically egalitarian, attuned to fairness not in an 
activist manner, but in a kind of post-liberal, "the world is already as it 
should be" kind of way. They’re startled by racism and sexism and 
homophobia first, offended second. Across many spectra, these kids are 
growing up in a zero-tolerance climate when it comes to discrimination 
and mistreatment.; a kind of progress, although it might also make them 
take a lot of social progress for granted.


-They are more global and open in mindset than any previous generation, 
having grown up with a media operating system--YouTube, Facebook, 
Xbox Live, Google, Twitter--that is itself inherently global and inclusive 
in nature. One used to grow up bound by (his or her) street and 
community, religion, and region. The Post generation will feel far less 
constrained by geography and, as a result, ideology than any previous 
generation.


-And where we’ve talked about Millennials as "maturiteens," I think we’ll 
perhaps refer to Post as having grown up...exposed to mature language and 
concepts and culture at an earlier age than ever before, given the ubiquity 
of their access to free and unmediated high-bandwidth content.


-For Millennials, this exposure happened a bit later, and seemingly came 
with a surprising and very positive level of composure, as we saw most of 
the so-called "vice indices"--smoking, drug use, teen pregnancy, and the 
like--actually decline during their march to adulthood. For Posts, who 
likely will lose their innocence even earlier, the results remain to be seen.


-One way they’ll differ is in their relationship to their Gen-X parents in 
particular and to authority in general. Whereas Boomers have been 
notorious for "self-esteem parenting," Gen-Xers seem to be returning to 
the more authoritative parenting style of their own Silent Generation 
parents. They know the world is dangerous, and they’re not about to let 
their kids move as freely as Boomer parents have.


-Where Boomers have been all about respecting their children’s 
boundaries (and) privacy, GenX parents seemingly have no qualms about 
invading their kids' digital realms (smartphones, social network), setting 
rigid expectations for behavior, bedtimes, "screen time," and the like. And 
they’re more likely to require their overscheduled progeny to "follow 
through" on commitments--sports, arts, etc.--that Boomers might have let 
their Millennial spawn back out if it "didn’t feel right for him/her."


-some data around how 12- to 15-year-olds answer (questions about their 
values) over the past 20 or so 
years, and that data suggests several shifts in 
attitude that warrant further scrutiny. Optimism, the centrality of 
religion, and devotion to in-style fashion are all in recession, so to speak; 
meanwhile the importance of both family and money are on the rise. It 
would seem this generation is, at least in its infancy, favoring the tangible 
over the intangible. That they are relentless digital fact-checkers is not in 
question, as their teachers and parents can readily attest. 


At the same time, hard demographic trends are impossible to ignore and 
will themselves almost certainly herald a greater number of multi-
generational households (which are more common among African-
American and Latinos, who make up a larger part of Posts than any 
previous generation) and a further acceptance of racial and ethnic diversity 
as operating reality.


The Post generation is the first for whom non-white members will begin to 
outnumber their white peers. This we know.



When technology enables behaviors and inspires values that simply 


couldn’t or didn’t exist before, you can say it plays a foundational role in 


defining this or any generation. 



Although one of the major reasons (this) generation "Post"  is that they 


arrive on the scene on the heels of more seismic technological and social 


change than perhaps any generation in recent memory, I’ll also admit that 


this arena--technology--is also the one that’s hardest to predict and most 


likely to yield wild cards. 



At this point we can feel pretty certain that Posts will live in a 



technological world that’s mobile, real time, and rife with rampant 



expectations for rapid progress. That said, I find it incredibly difficult to 


imagine what kind of discontinuous technical change is next over their 


horizon. And whatever that may be could very well change everything.

Diagnostic Interviews with Adolescents

A. Adolescents are different.  Issues of engagement and confidentiality with adolescents.  

B. The seven pertinent questions in assessing an adolescent:
-What is the best level of psychosocial development that the adolescent has achieved?
-What kind of relationships (object relations/attachment) has the adolescent established, especially with parents?

-Why now?

-Is the adolescent conflicted?  Is he able to experience/express/emotional pain?

-Does the adolescent have the capacity to view herself with some reasonable objectivity and a willingness to describe her views to the therapist?
-Are there constitutional, genetic, or other organic limitations that have impacted on development and may now also impact on the potential for psychological growth?

-Will the adolescent’s family permit and help the adolescent to change?
C. The evaluation process.

D. Including and working with parents.

                                                                                 .
Engaging adolescents into a therapeutic process.

A. The attitude and posture of the clinician.

B. Handling issues of confidentiality and problem behaviors.

C. Managing resistant and hard-to- engage youth.

D. Cognitive-behavioral therapy with teens.
Technical Issues in Assessing Adolescents

A. Establishing a therapeutic alliance as part of assessment, and atypical alliances. 

B. The negative, resistant adolescent, and dealing with malignant defenses.

C. The silent adolescent.

D. Suicide potential, drug and alcohol use, sexual involvement, and confidentiality:  discussing sensitive issues.
Differential Assessment and Conceptualizing the Treatment of Adolescents
A. Assessing diagnostic options; the role of theory.

B. Formulating a treatment plan/choice of treatment modality/approach.
C. CBT with Adolescents
D. The course of therapy in the treatment of adolescents.
-I believe that Anna Freud understood best the goals of the psychotherapeutic process with youth when she proposed that the sole purpose of therapy with children and adolescents was to help them to get back on track developmentally- not to be problem or worry free, or reconstruct their lives to date, but to just be able to manage the developmental tasks reasonably appropriately.


E.  The role of the therapist
-1974, J.R. Phelan wrote about the therapist’s trilemma in working with adolescents, noting that in working with adolescents the therapist must adopt three roles simultaneously- that of parent, of teacher and of analyst, being at once a model for identification, limit-setter, educator and resource of information, container and creator of a safe environment, facilitator of identity play, and always therapeutically engaged pushing for thoughtful choices and the exercise of free will.  This role becomes that much more complicated in the world of new media with its new demands, new opportunities, and its immediacy and incredible range.  

Other thoughts:
-Research into adolescent neuro-physiology

-Apollonian vs. Dionysian struggles, ie. the power of the superego

-Are kids getting “sicker”?

