
Editorial 

Adolescent experiences in gaining academic and social 
competence 

The educational experiences of adolescents are featured in this special issue. 
How effectively an adolescent negotiates the challenges of schooling and thus 
opens the way to competence in meeting adult challenges is a focus of consid- 
erable research. The authors in this issue address various aspects of this 
topic. Some of this work is directed to the learning strategies, academic stress, 
and coping with school demands. Some of the work is directed to the social 
support available in schools and the benefits of social interventions in school 
settings to enhance cooperation and coping. Questions about how the 
adolescents themselves or the social supports available to them account for 
progress are a dynamic theme under discussion in this issue. 

The conceptual nature of adolescence as a person in transition from child 
to adult has been redefined over the last 50 years. Once an unpleasant and 
unsympathetic creature precariously balanced on the brink of disastrous 
error, the adolescent is being viewed more positively and offered more 
constructive aid. The adolescent wracked by the internal conflicts of Sturm 
und Drang and of identity crisis (Erikson, 1959) remains a familiar if 
simplistic rendering of a process of self-discovery. Yet the role of stress in 
adolescent development is a continuing concern in work with adolescents 
and is canvassed in this issue (e.g., academic and social stress, anticipatory 
reactions that interfere with learning, everyday and chronic stress, and 
ambiguous stress). What used to be seen as an identity crisis is now recon- 
ceptualised as psychological stress: "A particular relationship between the 
person and environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or 
exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being" 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). Following the historically late surge of 
empirical research on adolescence (Adelson, 1980), the expectation that all 
adolescents experienced difficulty during this developmental phase gave way 
to concepts of alternative developmental paths (Compas, Hinden, & Gerhardt, 
1995). 

Despite oft-repeated pleas to "de-dramatize" adolescence ..., 
frequent reminders that adolescence is not a period of 
"normative disturbance", and accumulating evidence that the 
majority of teenagers weather the challenges of the period 
without developing significant social, emotional, or behavioral 
difficulties ..., the study of problem behavior continued to 
dominate the literature on adolescent development during the 
1980s and 1990s. (Steinberg & Morris, 2001, p. 85) 

Some studies in this issue are concerned with adolescent problem 
behaviour and how to avoid such problems (Lerner & Galambos, 1998), but 
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