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Aside from infancy, adolescence is the most significant moment of growth and change in 
the human lifespan. Like infants, adolescents require special attention from adults. Unlike 
infants, the attention our youth require is specific to the formation of their identify. 
Culture has long met the momentous energy of adolescents with transitional rites of 
passage.  The vestiges of these remain in the form of modern ‘coming of age’ ceremonies 
found in the major religions (eg. the bar mitzvah in Judaism or confirmation in 
Catholicism).  
 
During adolescence, youth will seek to build an identity that marks them as 
‘transitioned.’ This happens everywhere, even if the elders have taken no action to meet 
this deeply-felt biological need. As part of the transition out of childhood, youth will 
instinctively create a narrative of themselves containing elements heroism, leadership, 
and purpose.  The narrative is built through the stories they share with their peers, and 
which emerge from their actions and choices. Risk behaviors for example, are often acts 
of daring intended to demonstrate courage to one’s peers.  Risk behavior crosses all 
socio-economic lines, and is more common when youth do not experience connections to 
mentors and caring adults outside the family.   
 
The challenges and ordeals that can help to foster a healthy identity in young people are 
often beyond what our schools currently provide.  The probing questions youth are 
asking, the deep feelings they have, the intense sense of purpose they experience, must 
become a daily part of curricular planning and delivery. Wild nature –with its ability to 
create feelings of wholeness and connection, and to foster reverence and awe- is an ideal 
setting for adults to meet this youthful ardor, to cultivate and direct young people's sense 
of purpose, and to mentor the emerging their identity in healthy ways.   
  
 


