Our Adolescent Years:
Developing a Spirit of Enquiry

When we are young, we rarely question how things are. Our childhood days focus on
getting to know the world around us. Family members slowly introduce us to how
things are, something that continues when we start nursery and then school. At the
same time, playing with other children gives us the chance to express ourselves and to
enjoy the company of our peers. This process of discovery and learning is lifelong.

Teenage years

Adolescence marks a stage in life when start to become more consciously aware of the
world around us. We begin to see ourselves and others in a different light with ideas
about who we are - and who we’d like to become - taking on more importance.
Gradually, we understand that people, relationships and life in general are complex. We
see that none of us is ‘all good’ or ‘all bad’. At the same time, navigating our personal,
social and family worlds while also considering our future becomes a little more
complicated. We start to recognise the value of reflecting more deeply so that we can
manage relationships better and make more informed choices. Past experiences can
also be in the mix, affecting us in the present for better or worse. These types of ideas
are just some examples of how, in adolescence, we begin to use our mind to explore all
aspects of everyday life in a more considered and mindful way.

A spirit of enquiry
Central to our growing awareness of ourselves and others is the capacity to reflect on
life. This often takes the form of questions which may move in and out of focus. Some
examples are listed below. You can probably add to this List.
= Where do | fit in? What do | see as my place in the world, now and in the future?
= How do others see me? In what ways am | the same as or different from others?
= What parts of my identity might | want to shape or choose for myself? How do |
do this? Who or what might help?
= What kinds of relationships and friendships would | like in my life? How can |
find other young people who share my beliefs, interests, attitudes, and values?
=  What can | hope to accomplish in life and how do | go about achieving my
aspirations? What life values guide the choice of which goals to aim for?
= What gives life purpose and meaning? What makes relationships mutually
fulfilling and meaningful?
= Am | the kind of person | would like to be? What might help me to feel more
positive about who | am or who | am becoming?

We also turn our attention to other aspects of life and society. We may begin to ponder
more general questions about the world around us such as those listed below.
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=  Who decides what is recorded in history books and what is left out?

= Who chooses what is published online, in newspapers or reported on television?

= When looking at online news or articles, can | trust the source to be presenting
an objective, fact-based account?

=  What role does the local / national government have in my life?

=  What does it mean to be a social or political activist? What can | do to make a
difference, even in a small way?

Learning about feelings
In adolescence, we usually start to pay more attention to our feelings. Some of them
can change abruptly or be quite intense. We may have times when we experience a loss
of hope or feel anxious and low in mood. Or we could feel a little overwhelmed by all
that is expected of us. Perhaps an old friend has found a new social group and we’re
feeling left out. All of this, and more, will be part of adolescent life. While we're
adjusting to the ups and downs of teenage years, we might be asking ourselves:

= |s it normal to feel this way? (The answer is usually yes!)

= How do | manage my feelings so they don’t overwhelm me?

=  Why do | feel the way | do?

= How is my self-esteem related to how | feel?

= How can | change my self-talk so that | treat myself with more understanding

and compassion?

Learning to understand feelings through asking questions
When we are having difficult feelings or just after, when we are more settled inside, we
can ask ourselves questions such as:
=  When was the first time | felt this way? What was happening in my life at that
time?
= |s this similar to what was happening when | just had these feelings?
= Is it possible to work out what might be causing these emotions?
=  Were my feelings in proportion to what was going on?
= How can | change my self-talk so that | am more able to manage experiences
that can trigger difficult feelings?

Do our questions define us?
We all have ideas about what it means to ask questions. Some of us may feel it is better
to stay quiet and not ‘rock the boat’ by posing questions which might seem to challenge
how things are. Others may take the opposite view and feel it is not only necessary but
essential that we question most things around us. Asking questions about aspects of life
is healthy and normal. We may wonder how we’ll be seen if we ask questions such as
the following:

=  What gives us a sense of belonging?

= What can cause us to feel a sense of ‘unbelonging’?

= In what ways might we be prejudiced without even fully realising it?

= How are people discriminated against in less obvious ways?

= How do we know what our identity is?

= |s it normal to question our identity?

We aren’t defined by our questions and should feel free to ask them. Questions help us
to foster our curiosity, play with ideas and think more deeply. Social movements start
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with individuals or groups having the courage to ask questions. Can you name the
movements which came out of the questions below?

Should everyone have the same rights, regardless of their gender or sexual
orientation or other aspects of their identity?

Should workers be given a fairer deal? (e.g. Should they be offered paid holiday
time? Should profits made be shared more equably with workers? Should
everyone be offered the same wage regardless of their gender (or the gender
they identify with?)

Should our race or heritage determine our place in society?

Should we all be treated equally by the police and the criminal justice system?

Learning to ask questions can help us to discover more about ourselves, each other, and
the world around us. It can even lead to finding something we are passionate about and
may want to study at college or university. There are always parts of society that need
thinking about - our questions can contribute to bringing about important changes. We
can all benefit if we approach life with a spirit of enquiry!

A Space for emotional learning

Psychology and biology combine to make us human. The brain is not just the
site of neural pathways and biochemistry but where we picture the mind
residing. Our mind is a complex entity which can think thoughts, make
meanings, analyse feelings and engage in self-reflection. Some of these mental
and emotional processes take place outside of conscious awareness.

Everyone experiences contradictory feelings, sometimes all at once. For
instance, we can feel envy of a sibling’s achievements but proud of them too.
Or, when looking ahead to what's next in life, we may feel both hope and
anxiety in equal measure. We grow as individuals when we can own all of our
feelings and understand that doing so makes our experiences more authentic.

Our mental health and wellbeing are adversely affected when we try to push
away or deny feelings that make us uncomfortable and are confusing, painful or
shaming in some way. Such feelings are common to us all and being in touch
with them helps us to learn from our experiences rather than getting caught up
in repeating relationship patterns that aren’t working for us. If we are not in
touch with our deeper feelings, especially those which we would prefer to
disown, we can have a sense of unreality.

We are affected by all of our experiences, dating right back to the start of life.
Memories are formed from these experiences which can become core beliefs
about who we are or what we are capable of. Examples include our beliefs
about what we think we deserve and how much we are worth, whether we are
loveable and ‘wanted’ or the opposite, whether we believe we are able to
succeed or bound to fail, whether we are weak and need protection or strong
and capable, whether we fit in or not and so on.

Although our life experiences cannot be altered, we can change the meanings
we make about them and how we feel about them. For instance, if we've been
emotionally ill-treated by a parent, we can change the meaning we give this.
Instead of seeing our self as deserving their anger or cold heartedness, we can
see that our parent is someone who was also ill-treated as a child and doesn’t
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know how to break this pattern of behaving. If we are prepared to look closely
and compassionately, we can learn from our experiences and break away from
fixed ways of behaving that have been passed down the generations. Hurt and
trauma can be found in most, if not all, family histories which we now have the
tools to understand - such intergenerational pain can be healed.

Personal and emotional growth doesn’t happen on its own. We can commit to
using our curiosity and spirit of enquiry to better understand our past and our
present. As well, we can learn to challenge limiting or damaging core beliefs
and negative self-talk so that we can build new and more compassionate
patterns of relating to our self and others.

We all have negative core beliefs and damaging or limiting self-talk. We can start to
recognise these and replace them with more balanced views. Some examples of this are
given below. You may want to add your own to the two lists.

The world is full of conflict, poverty and pain.

Life is a struggle.

Once trust is broken, there is no going back.

Mistakes and errors of judgement are shaming.
Self-destructive patterns are impossible to get out of.

We're a failure and a loser if we can’t succeed.

The world is a place to explore and understand. There is beauty and joy to be
found if we learn to see it.

Life is an adventure to be embraced. It may not always go as we wish or expect
it to, but we take the opportunity to learn from the ups and downs.

Trust is something that builds over time. When trust breaks down, it doesn’t
have to mark the end of a relationship. We can use our capacity for thinking to
reflect on whether the relationship deserves the time commitment needed to
repair the damage.

Life encompasses learning and unlearning, making mistakes and trying again.
Through this process, we grow and develop.

Although we may be successful in some areas of life, our true worth isn't
determined by outward achievements. Our willingness to make sense of our
experiences so that we can learn from them and our commitment to living with
integrity are core ideals which make life more enriching and meaningful.
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