In support of This We Believe characteristics:
Educators who value working with this age group and are
prepared todo so

- Curriculum that is relevant, challenging, integrative, and
exploratory

- Organizational structures that support meaningful
relationships and learning

Early adolescence is a distinct period of human growth

and development situated between childhood and
adolescence. During this remarkable stage of the life cycle,
young adolescents (10- to 15-year-olds) experience rapid
and significant developmental change. Recognizing and
understanding the unique developmental characteristics
(traits associated with human growth) of early adolescence
and their relationship to the educational program (i.e,
curriculum, instruction, and assessment) and to the structure
of the middle school (e.g, flexible block scheduling, advisory
programs, and team teaching) are central tenets of middle
grades education.

Early adolescence gained acceptance as a distinct
developmental period during the 20th century. G. Stanley Hall
(1904), American psychologist and father of the child study
movement, identified preadolescence as a unique growth
stage. Hall's study of adolescence captured the interest of
scholars and the public (Arnett, 2001). Decades later, the work
of other notable psychologists and theorists (Flavell, 1963;
Havighurst, 1968; Piaget, 1952, 1960) advanced the credibility
of early adolescence and other developmental stages.
Researchers and academics (Kagan & Coles, 1972; Tanner,
1973; Thornburg, 1983) further heightened awareness of early
adolescence through dissemination of research articles and
books. Donald Eichhorn (1966), considered a founding father
of the middle school movement, called upon educators to
consider young adolescents’ developmental characteristics
when planning curriculum, instruction, and assessment and
when structuring the environment of the middle school.
Professional organizations (Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, 1975; National Association of
Secondary School Principals, 1989; National Middle School
Association, 1982, 1995, 2003) articulated position statements
and recommendations about educational programs and

Joan Lipsitz (1984), a distinguished middle grades researcher,
also asserted that schools for young adolescents “must be
responsive to their developmental needs” (p. 6).

practices to address young adolescents’ developmental needs.

Research Summary

YOUNG ADOLESCENTS' DEVELOPMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS

Before examining the developmental characteristics of young
adolescents, two cautions are important to note. First, while
the developmental characteristics of young adolescents
include physical, intellectual, emotional/psychological,
moral/ethical, and social domains, these characteristics are
interrelated and overlap. Depending on who is writing about
young adolescents, the categories can vary and be somewhat
arbitrary (Scales, 2003). Second, although educators,
academics, and researchers often use these categories to
portray youth ages 10 to 15, they need to be mindful of
generalities and oversimplification (Kellough & Kellough,
2008). Cognizant of these cautions, a summary of each of the
developmental characteristics follows.

Physical Developmental Characteristics

Physical development encompasses bodily changes including
growth, improved gross and fine motor skills, and biological
maturity. During early adolescence, the body undergoes more
development than at any other time, except the first two years
of life. Young adolescents'growth is accelerated and uneven
(California State Department of Education, 1987; Kellough

& Kellough, 2008; Manning, 2002; Scales, 1991, 2003; Wiles,
Bondi, & Wiles, 2006), with growth spurts occurring about two
years earlier in girls than boys (Tanner, 1973). Developmental
growth includes significant increases in height, weight, and
internal organ size as well as changes in skeletal and muscular
systems (Kellough & Kellough). Since bones are growing
faster than muscles, young adolescents may experience
coordination issues. Actual growing pains result when
muscles and tendons do not adequately protect bones
(Kellough & Kellough; Wiles, Bondi, & Wiles). Fluctuations in
basal metabolism cause these youth to experience periods of
restlessness and lassitude (Kellough & Kellough). Additionally,
young adolescents tend to “have ravenous appetites and
peculiar tastes” (Kellough & Kellough, p. 22) and have a
propensity for improper nutrition. They are often physically
vulnerable due to poor physical fitness, poor health habits,
(Scales, 2003) and high-risk behaviors including the use of
alcohol or illicit drugs (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2005)
and experimentation with sexual activity.
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