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BY DAVID ELKIND 

The disappearance of activities once important to the 
mature development of youth has coincided with 

increases in deviant behavior in adolescence. 

c 

lS 
an 

ppearing markers 
d iant behavior 

It has long been recognized that the 
transition from childhood to adoles
cence and adulthood is made easier by 
culturally prescribed "rites of passage." 
Such rites can be formal rituals such as 
confirmation or bar/bat mitzvah or in
formal ones such as parental permission 
to date, use the car at night and so on. 
Rites of passage are but one example of 
what I have called "markers," activities 
that symbolize a young person's prog
ress toward maturity. Markers occur at 
all age levels and help young people to 
know their psychological place - where 
they are, where they were and where 
they are going. 

The disappearance of markers 
Like so many other things in life, we 
often fail to appreciate the value of 
markers until they are gone. We often 
take good health for granted until we no 
longer ha'·~ it. Good teaching is another 
example. When I visit a well-run 
classroom where the children are en
thusiastic and busy at their work, mov-
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ing easily from one activity to another, 
it all seems very natural and easy. 
Children, after all, go to school to 
learn, and in the classroom they are 
just doir.g what comes naturally. I get 
another picture when I visit a poorly 
run classroom in which the children are 
either loud and disorganized or cowed 
into quiet submission. At that point I 
appreciate how much hard work, ex
perience and talent go into managing a 
well-run classroom. But the importance 
of good teaching only becomes visible 
in its absence. 

The same is true for markers. When 
there were plenty of markers to guide 
children along their struggle to maturi
ty, the trip was not easy but at least it 
was manageable. Today, many of those 
markers have disappeared, and we are 
beginning to appreciate their signifi
cance for healthy development. Without 
sufficient markers many children and 
adolescents are losing their way and 
showing the sypmtoms of short-term 
stress and long-term personality distur
bance, which are the product of being 
psychologically "unplaced" in our 
society. 

The disappearance of developmental 
markers for children and adolescents 
began in the 1960s and has progressed 
to the point that many activities once 
reserved for older children and adoles
cents are now pursued by younger chil
dren. Even young children are now 
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dressed in adult fashions, and there are 
make-up kits for young girls and co
lognes for young boys. Preschool chil
dren are now being introduced to com
petitive sports activities such as ice 
skating and tennis, once reserved for 
older children and adolescents. 

Schools are pushing a formal curri
culum for young children as well. In 
many of today's kindergartens, children 
do workbook exercises, are given home
work assignments and are graded in the 
same manner as children at older age 
levels. Rotation from room to room for 
instruction in different subject matters, 
once common only in high school and 
junior high, is now prevalent at the 
elementary school level. 

The disappearance of traditional 
markers of development has coincided 
with an increase in stress reactions for 
children at all age levels and with in
creases in deviant behavior in adoles
cence. Teen-age pregnancy, substance 
abuse, eating disorders and crime have 
all been on the increase over the last 
decade and a half. Although they are 
no longer increasing, most of these 
behaviors have remained at distressingly 
high levels for the teen-age population 
as a whole. 

In this paper I want to briefly review 
some of the causes for the disappear
ance of markers as well as some of the 
dynamics by which this disappearance 
is translated into deviant behavior. I 



will conclude with some suggestions as 
to how health and human service agen
cies, law enforcement groups, parents 
and schools can work together to re
establish meaningful markers for chil
dren and youth. 

Images of childhood and adol:escence 
The disappearance of markers of devel
opment in childhood and adolescence is 
indicative of a new image of childhood 
and adolescence that emerged in the 
19605 and has become the norm in the 
1980s. The image of childhood and 
adolescence is, at any time in history, 
more a product of social, economic and 
political forces than of the established 
psychological theory and research re
garding child growth and development. 
Indeed, the existing research and theory 
dre often distorted to conform to the 
culturally determined prevailing image 
of the child. 

Around the turn of the century, for 
example, the religious emphasis of 
society supported the. notion of the 
"sinful" child whose will had to be 
broken if he or she was to be saved 
from perdition. As our society became 
more secular and more suburban, a 
new psychology of the child took hold. 
Purportedly based on Freudian psychol
ogy, the new image of the child rein
forced both the suburbanization of soci
ety and the importance of women's role 
as housewife and mother. This new im
age was that of the "sensual" child 
whose infantile sexual drives had to be 
expressed if the child was not to be
come neurotic. And such expression 
took place best in the process of play, 
ideally in the child's own backyard. 

How this image served social and 
economic forces is easy to demonstrate. 
In both England and America during 
World War II, large numbers of women 
worked in defense factories. A system 
of day-care centers was set up at public 
expense to care for the children of 
working mothers. After the war, a prob
lem arose. Returning servicemen needed 
jobs, and day-care centers were costing 
communities a considerable amount of 

money. At this point social science 
came to the rescue by introducing the 
concept of "maternal deprivation." 
Mothers were warned that if they did 
not care for their children for at least 
the first three years of the child's life, 
dire consequences would ensue. 

The concept of "maternal depriva
tion" was not based on any new data 
about child growth and development. 
After all, little scientific research had 
been done during the war. Rather, old 
data was reinterpreted to fit the times. 
Women left the work force and day-care 
centers were closed. Clearly the con
cept of the sensual child supported the 
move to the suburbs, which in turn sup
ported the home building industry, the 
automobile industry and the road con
struction industry. Fortunately for chil
dren, if not for women, the concept of 
the sensual child supported nlany mark
ers of childhood and a nurturant envi
ronment. Some images of children, even 
though rooted in social forces, can still 
be beneficial to children and youth. 

The competent child 
All of this changed in the 1960s. The 
women's movement (in part a reaction 
to their relegation to the suburbs), the 
civil rights movement and the "war on 
poverty" created a new social and 
economic climate of reform. Not sur
prisingly, a new image of the child 
emerged out of this new social climate. 
A major thrust of the social reform 
movement was a demand to recognize 
the potential of women and minorities. 
Their potential, it was strongly argued, 
had been much underdeveloped and 
undervalued. It was time that this un
used potential was given a chance to be 
realized. 

It was not a big step to extend this 
concept to children. Children also had 
potential and abilities that were under
utilized and undervalued. Indeed, many 
social ills could be remedied if only we 
recognized the potential of young chil
dren. And, sure enough, voicef' from 
the scientific community soon supported 
a new notion of the child, the compe-
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tent child. In the early 1960s, Jerome 
Bruner proclaimed, "You can teach any 
child any subject matter at any age in 
an intellectually responsible way." 
Benjamin Bloom argued that children 
attained half of their intellectual ability 
by age 4, which:' is when educational in
tervention would be most effective. And 
James McV. Hunt contended that intel
ligence is malleable, not fixed, and 
can be modified by appropriate early 
experience. 

None of these arguments was based 
on any new data or theories about child 
development, but rather they were 
based upon reinterpretations of well
established existing data. Even social 
scientists can be caught up in the emo
tions of new social movements and read 
data in such a way as to support social 
change they regard as morally and ethi
cally right. Nor did those social scien
tists believe they were tampering with 
the middle-class image of the child. 
Their writings were directed toward 
disadvantaged children, not toward ad
vantaged youngsters. 

Nonetheless, the image of the "com
petent" child was quickly adopted by 
middle-class parents. Again, the accep
tance of this new concept was made 
less on the basis of new data and 
theories and more on the basis of, how
ever unconscious, self-interest. Middle
class family styles have changed dra
matically since the 1960s. Today, more 
than 50 percent of mothers with chil
dren under the age of 5 are in the work 
force. The liberation of women has 
meant out-of-home care for a large pro
portion of young children. The concept 
of the sensual child in need of "mater
nal" care was clearly out of step with 
this new lifestyle, while the notion of 
child competence fits very well. 

If young children's abilities were 
underappreciated and needed to be 
realized, this might best be done in an 
out-of-home educational setting that 
could provide the trained teachers and 
materials children need to attain their 
full capacity. The thousandfold growth 
of Montessori schools in this country, 
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schools that provide a rich, child
centered academic program (plus full
day care at an early age), is witness to 
the new image of child competence. 
The extension of curricula and teaching 
practices once reserved for older chil
dren into the kindergartens is still an
other example of how the new image of 
child competence is determining educa
tional as well as child-rearing practices. 

The new image of the competent 
child, introduced to benefit disadvan
taged children, was taken over by 
middle-class parents because it was in 
keeping with contemporary family 
styles. Nor was this image limited to 
young chldren, and it soon spread to all 
age levels. Again, this new image 
serves as a rationale for contemporary 
family styles. It is very difficult, for ex
ample, for parents to monitor the televi
sion fare watched by children and ado
lescents. Many parents simply give in 
and allow their children to watch what 
they please. The rationale of the com
petent child would maintain that chil
dren are competent to interpret and 
understand what they see, resist com
mercial pitches, and not be affected by 
the sex and violence so freely portrayed 
on the small screen. 

As for adolescents, I have talked to 
parents who believe that girls as young 
as 13 should make decisions about 
whether or not to be sexually active. 
Other parents, acting under the same 
wrong conception, make beer and wine 
available at parties for adolescents, in
fluenced by the young people's argu
ment that "without booze there's no 
party." And the new image of child 
competence helps explain the surprise 
of some parents at finding their homes 
trashed after leaving teen-agers alone in 
the house for the weekend. In short, 
the new image of child competence has 
been instrumental in eliminating mark
ers and in parents and educators assum
ing that children and adolescents are 
miniature adults. 

Markers and deviant behavior 
A full discussion of the dynamics of 

markers and stress reactions in children 
and adolescents is involved and complex 
and would require more space than is 
available here. I want, therefore, to 
focus on adolescents and how the 
absence of markers can contribute to 
deviant behavior. Even more specifical
ly, I want to focus on only one aspect 
of deviant behavior, decision making 
and risk taking. 

One thing markers did was to delay 
important decision making until most 
young people were sufficiently emo
tionally, socially and intellectually 
mature to make self-preserving rather 
than self-destructive decisions. In the 
past, most young people did not make 
decisions about becoming sexually ac
tive, experimenting with drugs or 
engaging in anti-social behavior until 
middle to late adolescence - roughly 
ages 16 to 18. 

That made good developmental sense. 
Elaborating on the work of Jean Piaget, 
the famed Swiss psychologist, I have 
suggested that in early adolescence 
young people construct two realities that 
govern their conduct to a significant 
degree. One of these constructed reali
ties is the imaginary audience. Once 
the young adolescent can begin to think 
about thinking - a process children are 
not able to engage in - they make the 
error of assuming everyone else is 
thinking about what they are thinking 
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about, namely themselves. And because 
they are preoccupied with the dramatic 
changes occurring in their bodies, their 
feelings and their minds, they automati
cally assume everyone else is as con
cerned with them as they are. Young 
adolescents believe they are under the 
constant surveillance of an audience. 
Only in later adolescence, after a num
ber of experiences have shown them 
that others are really not preoccupied 
with their appearance and behavior, do 
young people modify the audience to 
make it better conform with reality. 

A coronary to the imaginary audience 
is what I have called the personal fable, 
a story we tell ourselves about our
selves that is not true. If, the young 
adolescent thinks, others are so con
cerned with my appearance and behav
ior, I must be something special and 
unique. The young adolescent believes 
other people will grow old, but not me; 
other people will fail to realize their 
life's ambitions, but not me. Like the 
imaginary audience that is modified by 
experience, so too is the fable. As 
young people begin to develop intimate 
friendships, they discover they are not 
alone in their belief that they are 
special. 

The significance of the audience and 
the fable for the present discussion is 
that they play an important role in 
adolescent decision making. In early 
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adolescence, the influence of the au
dience and of the fable is at its peak. 
The concern young adolescents have 
with wearing the same clothing as their 
peers stems from this great concern 
with audience reaction. In the same 
way, the belief in their own power or 
efficacy will cause some young people 
to start lifting weights or dieting. They 
believe that by engaging in these acti
vities they can dramatically alter their 
body's configurations. 

What has happened with the disap
pearance of adolescent markers is that 
many of the decisions young people 
once did not have to make until after 
the audience and fable had been moder
ated now have to be made when these 
realities are most influential. The con
sequences of this are significant. For 
example, a young adolescent girl who 
has to make a decision about becoming 
sexually active will likely be influenced 
to a greater extent by the audience and 
the fable than will an older adolescent 
girl making the same decision. If the 
young adolescent girl believes the au
dience will think she is childish if she 
does not become sexually active, this 
will influence her decision. So too will 
the fable-related belief that other girls 
will get pregnant or contract a venereal 
disease, not her. 

Accordingly, by eliminating markers 
of development, young adolescents are 
forced into making decisions when they 
are most subject to the influence of the 
imaginary audience and the fable. Such 
decisions are much more likely to be 
self-destructive than if they were made 
at a later age. The saw'.! is true for 
decisions having to do with anti-social 
actions, whether these be vandalism, 
theft or assault. Moreover, once the 
wrong decision is made in early adoles
cence, the die is often cast. Once a 
self-punishing decision is made, young 
people often get into a pattern of self
justification. And this pattern of self
justification often prevents them from 
benefiting from the kinds of experiences 
that, in the normal course of events, 
would help modify the audience and the 

fable. In effect, many delinquent youths 
remain under the sway of the audience 
and fable long after their non-delinquent 
peers. 

An example of how the audience 
might play a role in delinquent behavior 
may help to support the significance of 
these realities in adolescent behavior. 
One of the troublesome things about 
vandalLm is that it appears so sense
less. What possible gratification do 
~/oung people get from destroying or 
defacing property? If we recognize that 
most vandals are very angry young peo
ple, and if we take the imaginary au
dience into account, then vandalism 
begins to make some sense. The gratifi
cation of the vandal comes f-"m envi
sioning the reaction of the imaginary 
audience, from their imagined frustra
tion and anger upon discovering the 
vandalism. 

Obviously, much more than the au
dience and fable are at work when 
adolescents get involved in delinquent 
behavior. But the disappearance of 
markers, particularly the depiction in 
the media of adolescents as smarter, 
more sophisticated and skilled than 
adults, is an important contributor. And 
because parents often give credence to 
these images, their impact is reinforced 
by parental expectations. So while in
dividual personality, family and socio
economic factors play a role in deviant 
behavior, so too does the disappearance 
of markers in our society in general. 

Community action 
How can we restore some of the mark
ers whose disappearance is contributing 
to the increase in adolescent deviant 
behavior? The disappearance of markers 
is a social and cultural phenomenon, 
not just something that has happened at 
horne or at school. The most construc
tive approach would, therefore, involve 
coordinated actions both at horne and 
by the community. One type of joint ac
tion might involve establishing youth 
clubs that were once prominent in high 
schools and religious organizations. 
This means adults have to volunteer to 
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lead such groups. Despite the image of 
sophistication, young pc::ople realize that 
they can benefit from the wisdom and 
guidance of adults. 

Community service is another coop
erative venture that schools, families 
and community agencies can make a 
reality. In Atlanta, for example, young 
people must put in at least 75 hours of 
community service as a requirement for 
graduation. Agencies within the com
munity need to make provisions for 
young people to serve, and families 
have to be positive and supporting if 
such service is to be successful. Com
munity service can become a meaning
ful marker of the transition to adult 
status. 

Other things can be done if the com
munity is committed to re-establishing 
markers. In some communities young 
people are going to "proms" in junior 
high. Why not make the senior prom in 
high school the only prom? This would 
re-establish its value as a marker. Al
though they are hard to implement, 
dress codes and school uniforms would 
eliminate a lot of the competition that 
designer clothing has introduced and 
could be still another marker of child
hood status. While such codes might be 
difficult to introduce in high school or 
junior high, a simple uniform dress 
code would make excellent sense in ele
mentary schools. 

Obviously, the restoration of some of 
the markers of childhood and adoles
cence is not going to solve the problem 
at youth crime in America, nor any of 
the other problems of youth. Such 
problems will, unfortunately, always be 
with us. But we can cut down the pro
f': ,tions of these problems by helpin[ 
those young people who have a chance 
to lead healthy, productive and responsi
ble lives except for social circumstances 
that have put them at the wrong time 
and in the wrong place. With more 
markers, fewer young people would 
have to make decisions when they are 
most vulnerable to the influence of the 
imaginary audience and the personal 
fable. 0 




