The Amazing Awkwardness of Adolescence

I. Physiology

a. Sleeping

i. need hours in the morning to fully wake up

ii. take it easy with them when they first arrive at put-in

iii. they may not seem enthusiastic, but if they got up at 5 to get there, it speaks boatloads

b. Eating

i. may need to eat more often, and just plain more

ii. have snacks on shore, in boat with you and at take out. 

iii. A snack after a swim helps give energy to warm back up as well as calms and bonds the group

c. Growing

i. kids of both sexes may be getting used to an extra couple of inches they sprouted last week

ii. don’t rush in and out of boat

iii. give lots of practice and tips to pick up paddle strokes and doing high sides because coordination may take more time

d. Hormoning

i. Sexual maturation

a. Menstruation

i. young women may not have regular cycles or may get their period for the first time on-river

ii. they may not be prepared for menstruation with their own supplies of pads or tampons, or they may run out

iii. they very often have not brought a means of disposal with them

iv. many have not used tampons before and/or may not be able to use them under time constraints

v. the med kit contains period supplies & baggies for carrying out

vi. many Project GO guides carry a “girl kit” 

vii. treat as First Aid best practices recommend treating any bodily substance

viii. do not impose cultural or spiritual meaning that may make young woman feel more awkward. Being matter of fact and respectfully sympathetic is safest bet. Celebrating “moon time” or discoursing on “evolutionary advantage to bleeding when moonlight allows you to spot predators” can both seem invasive.

b. Secondary sexual characteristics

i. Hair in new places (or lack of hair for young men) may be an issue in changing clothes and in choice of clothes for the river

ii. Weight loss or gain also an issue, especially in fitting PFDs

iii. Try to have extra non-revealing river-appropriate clothing available, as it’s not unusual for a youth to show up in jeans, and it may be because they are too self-conscious for shorts, or in board shorts/bikini to show off new breasts and/or abs, which is not going to keep them warm enough in the Gorge

II. Psychology

a. Risk taking

i. Want to try new things

ii. Scared to try new things

iii. Want to know how things work and judge risk for self or with peers

iv. When there are two routes, offer the options and let them decide

b. Boundaries

i. Want boundaries

ii. Want to test boundaries

iii. Want to know why the boundary

iv. Channel need to test by letting them test their own boundaries through challenges (if you all paddle together, can we reach that willow tree downriver in less than ten strokes?) and debrief (wow, why were you so strong then?)

v. Don’t give way on important boundaries (stay in the boat unless I say it’s ok to swim, no noise in the quiet zone) and explain why.

c. Packs

i. Will follow leader

ii. Will get pressured into things

iii. Will get pressured out of things

iv. Identify leader on shore and get on your side early

v. If a youth doesn’t want to do something but is going to because of pressure, you play the heavy and don’t “let” them (Hey, could you stay in the boat during swimmers’ rapid, I need a bow paddler/help re-rigging something, etc)

vi. Make it a rule that everyone drinks when the water goes round, or puts on one additional piece of clothing before the Gorge, etc. so that the youth who needs it, gets it without having to expose “difference”

vii. Gender roles

a. Often immense pressure to be “girly” or “manly” at this stage

b. Be aware and challenge when appropriate (young men help set up lunch while young women splash boats; girls bow-paddle and pull in swimmers, boys get out extra fleece for paddlers who are cold).

c. Don’t allow sexual or gender put downs and explain why

d. Self consciousness

i. May not want to talk to you about a problem until they have figured you out

ii. Keep humor non-sarcastic/ironic
iii. Try asking a peer to check in

iv. Try sending an adult chaperone to address it (especially with young women getting their period unexpectedly)

v. The adult chaperones may need nudging to resume their role as chaperone because they’re having so much fun as a paddler 

vi. Behavior at either extreme (loud clowning or complete quiet) may be an attempt to deal with insecurity in an unfamiliar environment.

vii. A low-key, one-on-one conversation to check in is a good idea

viii. In non-emergency situations, don’t touch without permission and explanation (Your PFD strap is a bit loose. Can I put my hand on your shoulder and tug it tighter? –or- Please ask your friend to…)
ix. Communicate to the head guide if a guest needs time for an issue 

