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Introduction 

During the August 2011 riots in London, an elderly West Indian man was being 

interviewed on the streets in England by a journalist from the BBC. With smoke rising 

behind him, he was trying to give voice to the deep frustration and betrayal that youth in 

the world feel. “If you look at young people with a discerning eye and a careful hearing” 

he begins, “they have been telling us what has been happening to them, but we would not 

listen.”  Unable to read the man’s empathy, the reporter interjects, “So you condone these 

riots?”  “Of course not!” the man replies, describing the growing civil unrest in such 

diverse places as Syria and Liverpool, and saying that we are in the midst of an 

insurrection of youth.  The reporter, again confused by the sympathetic tone asks, “You 

have taken part in riots yourself, haven’t you?” to which the man replies, “Have you no 

respect for an old man? I have grandchildren!”   

Risk-behavior is ubiquitous in adolescence and yet it is poorly understood.  Even 

teachers, the very professionals charged with guiding and mentoring youth at this 

transitional time, are often hard-pressed to comprehend the behavior of young people.   

In this article, I will describe the results of a study I conducted with a group of 

urban middle school teachers.  This was a study of personalization.  I was looking at how 

a Small Learning Community (SLC) recently formed out of a large public middle school, 

could foster greater teacher connections with students.  In addition, I was testing a 
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hypothesis I had developed about the role of teacher empathy in fostering connectedness 

with students, particularly those students presenting significant behavior challenges.  It is 

this latter portion of my study on which I will focus.  This study was born out of an 

exciting theory I had developed about adolescent development, and which had became 

the core of the literature review of my doctoral thesis.   

While a large body of research consistently shows that personal relationships with 

one’s teachers facilitates healthy socio-emotional development and positive academic 

outcomes, the reasons why such connections are important has never been adequately 

explained.  I was motivated to solve this riddle, because I believe that to develop 

effective models for fostering personalization, we educators must understand why these 

connections are so critical; To what do they owe their potency in the healthy maturation 

of children into adults?   

Through my work as a teacher and administrator, coupled with my research in the 

fields of anthropology, folklore, and psychology, and other disciplines, I have come to 

believe that much of the disruptive and destructive behavior of young people is a 

consequence of society’s failure to meet an evolved psychological mechanism in early 

adolescents that anticipates guidance and initiation specifically from adults.  Teachers 

who recognize, intuit, or otherwise understand this early adolescent need for connections 

with adults, may be more willing to serve as mentors for their students, and nurture the 

personal relationships which such mentoring entails. The results of my study strongly 

support this thesis.  Before reviewing the method and findings of my study, I will first 

provide an overview of my theory of adolescent risk behavior as it so critically informed 

my research. 
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A New Theory of Adolescent Risk Behavior    

Young people are hard-wired to challenge themselves in myriad dangerous ways.  

Sometimes these risks take the more familiar forms, such as daredevil feats on bikes and 

skateboards, abusive overuse of alcohol and drugs, unsafe sexual practices.  However, 

risks also take the form of challenges to figures of authority, vandalism of property, and 

the aggressive bullying of friends and peers.  While boys are the more obvious risk-

takers, girls are no strangers to such activities.   

In a comprehensive study entitled The Culture of Adolescents Risk-Taking (1997), 

in which dozens of youth were interviewed over an extended period, psychologist 

Cynthia Lightfoot argues that youth take risks in large part to create experiences of daring 

and heroism that can be retold in one’s social group.  The risk behaviors create narrative 

material that becomes a critical element of identity formation.  These adolescents “weave 

life experiences into coherent stories, or narratives, in ways that reconstruct images of 

themselves…Risks are actively sought for their capacity to…transform oneself and one’s 

relationship with others.”  (p. 2-3 emphasis added). Through risk, one is seeking to build 

a story of oneself as fearless, heroic, even if the behaviors are antisocial. 

In 1949, mythologist Joseph Campbell wrote his seminal work, The Hero With a 

Thousand Faces.  In assembling myths from many diverse cultures, Campbell discovered 

what he called the ‘monomyth,’ which was an archetypal story that humans were telling 

repeatedly throughout time and location.  In this hero myth, there is always a protagonist 

who separates from his or her social group, embarks on a journey in which she must 

confront and overcome great ordeals.  These ordeals transform the hero, who returns to 

her community bearing the gifts of her transformation.  As Campbell writes, “the hero 
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has…to return then to us, transfigured, and teach the lesson he has learned of life 

renewed” (p. 20).  

Given the ubiquitous nature of adolescent risk behavior, together with the presence 

of global cross-cultural mythic hero stories, the work of Lightfoot and Campbell suggest 

that problematic or risk-oriented behavior of youth may be an expression of a universal 

human psychological predilection.  Yet if this is so, it begs the question:  To what 

evolutionary advantage might we have acquired such a psychological predisposition?  

One important, yet mathematically challenging reality of our contemporary lives, is 

that we are living in sedentary, agricultural civilization, but that we evolved in a much 

different environment.  I call this ‘mathematically challenging,’ because the significance 

of our 2 million years of nomadic tribal living is hard to conceptualize, or to frame in a 

comprehensible way because the numbers are simply so large.  The truth is that we 

modern humans evolved within the Pleistocene environment where we lived as nomadic 

tribes-people for 99% of our social history.  By way of analogy, if our ancestors began 

hunting and gathering in tribal groups one year ago –developing all the physical and 

psychological mechanisms specifically adapted to such a lifestyle over the course of the 

last year– then modern civilization, including the building of the pyramids, the 

emergence of cities and states, the development of modern science, all happened this 

morning, just eight hours ago.   

Evolutionary psychologist emphasize that to best understand modern-humans, we 

must ask:  In the Paleolithic (stone age) environment, what mental obstacles did we face, 

what cognitive problems did we encounter, and to what range of environmental 

challenges did we adapt mental and emotional responses by means of evolution? One 
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component of our adaptive ancestry was the prevalence of ritualized behavior.  

According to Sosis and Alcorta (2003), “rituals…enable expression and reaffirmation of 

shared beliefs, norms, and values, and are thus essential for maintaining communal 

stability and group harmony…[Rituals] elicit arousal, directing attention, enhancing 

memory, and improving association” (Sosis & Alcorta, 2003, p. 264).  The evolved ritual 

behavior most likely responsible for the widespread prevalence of adolescent risk 

behavior among contemporary youth, and having its origins as an adaptive religious 

practice during our species’ long history as hunters and gathers, is the adolescent rite of 

passage.  Indeed, Campbell himself states, “the standard path of the mythological 

adventure of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage:  

separation-initiation-return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth” 

(p. 30).  

 Both the monomyth of Campbell, and the “culture” of risk behavior identified by 

Lightfoot bear clear resemblance to the three principal components of the adolescent rite 

of passage, separation-initiation-return, which are found universally in traditional 

cultures worldwide (Vizedom, 1976).  Common to all modern-day traditional societies, 

and likely practiced by human beings during their long social evolution as hunters and 

gatherers, rites of passage are rituals that mark the change in status for the initiate from 

child to adult. Such rites of passage uniformly involve demanding physical challenges 

such as exhaustion, fasting, and pain (Van Gennep, 1908).  

Rites of passage are particularly noteworthy in that they require a strong and 

authentic relationship between the young of a society, and their elders.  In this 

relationship, the male and female elders spend considerable time with the boy and girl 
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initiates respectively.  There is a strong bonding between youth and adult, which is 

necessary in order for the elders to guide the youth through the rigors and challenges of 

the ritual transition to adulthood.  

If rites of passage historically represented a time of intense collaboration and 

association between youth and adults, what about our contemporary forms of social 

organization might represent an unnatural disruption of this evolutionarily-based social 

bonding, and that might explain some of the current crises affecting American youth?  

Over the past 200 years, early adolescents have become increasingly isolated from adults 

in our society.  This estrangement began with industrialization in which fathers left home 

to work in factories, followed by compulsory schooling in which children were removed 

from consistent parental interaction, exacerbated by the establishment of impersonal 

stand-alone junior high schools, and followed at last by increasing numbers of families in 

which both parents are working away from the home full-time.  That is, over the last 200 

years, our youth have been increasing deprived of meaningful opportunities to form close 

relationships with adults (Gullotta,1983).  The structure of schools is, unfortunately, 

strongly implicated in the increasing alienation of youth.  As Deborah Meier (2000) 

pointed out, “By the time my son graduated from his high school of 3,000 students, he 

did not know a single teacher well enough to ask for a personal letter of reference.” (p. 

35). 

Many adolescents, in the absence of guidance from, or close relationships with 

adults –a trend of estrangement which has emerged suddenly and dramatically over the 

last 200 years- are attempting to act out their own initiation into adulthood, their own 

hero myth, their own rite of passage, however unconsciously.  To do this, they have 
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become elders for one another, although by all appearances, they are poorly qualified to 

serve as appropriate mentors for each other’s initiation.  They lack the maturity or 

experience to act as guiding elders for each other in the transition to adulthood. The risks 

they take as part of these self-initiations include destructive health behaviors, as well as 

illegal and even criminal behaviors that challenge authority structures.  Such risk 

behaviors occur most frequently when there are no adults to whom the adolescent feels a 

close connection.  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (McNeely, 

Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002), carried out among 12,000 teenagers, found that parent-

family connectedness and perceived school connectedness were protective against every 

health risk behavior except pregnancy.  

As I have argued, academic problems and engagement in risky behaviors are 

caused in part by a failure to meet a developmental need for guidance and initiation under 

the auspices of adults.  Teachers who either understand or intuit this need among 

adolescents, may be more willing to undertake the role of mentor and guide, expressed 

through greater personalization of their relationships with students.  

In the absence of modern rites of passage, early adolescents often seek initiation 

primarily through secretive risk behaviors which are devised and supervised by peers.  

Just as early adolescents have an evolutionarily-based and instinctually-expressed 

need for an initiatory passage devised and supervised by elders, so too do many adults 

intuit their own role as elder or mentor to adolescents.  In the context of schools, I believe 

the expression of this adult role often takes the form of a practiced patience, empathy, 

and a commitment among many teachers to forming personal connections with early 

adolescents.  I believe that an empathic disposition among, in particular, middle-grade 
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teachers, especially with respect to disruptive student behavior, would suggest that the 

role of mentor for such teachers takes precedence over that of judge or disciplinarian.  

The first response of such teachers to disruptive students would therefore be empathy, 

followed by discipline.  In my personal experience, discipline without empathy becomes 

antagonistic and is never relationship forming. 

My Study 

With these theories guiding me, I developed a specific set of 16 questions in a 

teacher survey that would allow me to create an empathy construct related to a perceived 

adolescent need for connection with adults, and to compare that to eight areas of reported 

personalization behaviors among teachers. The survey was administered to a total of 24 

teachers at an urban public school for 6th graders located in central Los Angeles.  The 

school had been created out of a large middle school two years previous to my study. 

Usable questionnaires were obtained from over 90% of the instructional staff at the 

school, which was in its second year of operation.  The results of the survey strongly 

supported my theory that teachers who are empathic toward perceived adolescent 

misbehavior, and who believe adolescents need connections with adults, are also much 

more likely to report having close personal bonds with their students, and to engage in 

personalization behaviors.  The correlation between “teacher degree of personal 

connection with students” and “teacher empathy towards adolescent need for connection 

with adults” had a correlation coefficient of .55 which was highly significant (p=.004).    

Conclusion 

In response to the findings in this study, I would argue that empathy-building 

should become a keystone of professional development efforts or other programs 
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designed to increase the capacity for greater personalization among teachers of early 

adolescents.  A positive correlation between teacher empathy and student achievement 

has been evident in the research for some time (McCallister & Irvine, 2000; Morgan, 

1984).  In addition, efforts to increase teacher empathy through specific training 

programs has also been demonstrated (Black & Phillips, 1982; Fraser & Vitro, 1975; 

Redman, 1977; Warner, 1984).  What is needed however, is a formal empathy training 

program that will frame adolescent behavior, in particular risk behavior, disruptive 

behavior, and unlawful behavior, in the context of an evolutionarily-based, and 

instinctually-expressed adolescent developmental need for connection with, mentorship 

from, and initiatory guidance under the auspices of adults.  It is my firm belief that when 

instructional frameworks for professional development become grounded in patterns of 

human interaction that have a long evolutionary basis, the capacity for teachers to adopt 

these ideas and theories is much greater.  We very naturally learn that which is already 

organic or intrinsic to us.  Close adult mentorship of youth at the age of transition to 

adulthood has probably been with us for over 99% of our history as a social animal.  It 

should not be that difficult to re-establish.  However, adults must first understand what it 

is that young people are seeking when they express themselves through risk behavior, or 

confrontations with our authority.  We must build a comprehensive model of adolescent 

need which engenders greater empathy in all adults, and in particular with those adults 

who work closely with youth.   
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