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7 The human lifespan

7.1 Overview
Key knowledge
• Overview of the human lifespan
• Perceptions of youth and adulthood as stages of the lifespan
• Definitions and characteristics of development, including physical, social, emotional and intellectual
• Developmental transitions from youth to adulthood

Key skills
• Collect and analyse information to draw conclusions on perceptions of youth and adulthood
• Describe the developmental changes that characterise the transition from youth to adulthood

VCE Health and Human Development Study Design © VCAA; reproduced by permission.

FIGURE 7.1 Development often becomes more obvious as people get older.
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KEY TERMS
Abstract thought a complex thought process where ideas are the focus rather than tangible objects
Bilingual being able to speak two languages fluently
Concrete thought a simple thought process that centres on objects and the physical environment
Development the series of orderly, predictable changes that occur from fertilisation until death. Development can

be physical, social, emotional or intellectual.
Developmental milestone a significant skill or event occurring in a person’s life (e.g. learning to walk, getting a

job or having children)
Ejaculation the process whereby semen is ejected from a male’s penis
Emotional development relates to experiencing the full range of emotions, and increasing complexity relating to

the expression of emotions, the development of a self-concept and resilience
Epiphyseal plates a cartilage section at each end of long bones that allows the bone to lengthen, resulting in

growth
Fertilisation when a sperm penetrates an ovum and the genetic materials fuse together to make a single cell

called a zygote
Fine motor skills the manipulation and coordination of small muscle groups such as those in the hands
Generation gap the difference in attitudes and opinions experienced by people of different generations
Gross motor skills the manipulation and coordination of large muscle groups such as those in the arms and legs
Intellectual development the increase in complexity of processes in the brain such as thought, knowledge and

memory
Menarche the first occurrence of menstruation in females
Menstruation the discharge of blood and other tissue from the uterus that marks the beginning of the menstrual

cycle
Narcissistic having an over-inflated sense of self-importance
Period see menstruation
Physical development changes to the body and its systems. These can be changes in size (i.e. growth),

complexity (e.g. the increase in complexity of the nervous system) and motor skills (e.g. learning to walk).
Puberty biological changes that occur during youth and prepare the individual for sexual reproduction
Secondary sex characteristics traits arising from changes in both males and females at puberty. They are

neither directly related to reproduction nor present at birth.
Semen a substance containing sperm and fluids that is released from the penis during ejaculation
Social development the increasing complexity of behaviour patterns used in relationships with other people

(VCAA)
Sperm a component of semen. Sperm are the male sex cells required for reproduction.
Spermarche relating to the first ejaculation in males
Youth People aged 12 to 18 years; however, it should be acknowledged that classifications for the stage of youth

can differ across agencies (VCAA)
Zygote a full cell resulting from the fusion of a sperm and an ovum

7.2 Overview of the human lifespan

KEY CONCEPT Understanding the stages of the human lifespan

An understanding of the human lifespan and the various stages within it allows analysis and discussion of
health and wellbeing and development that occurs for people at different times throughout their lives.

The human lifespan can be broken into different stages (figure 7.2), although different cultures and
societies have different ways of defining the stages. One thing that all groups agree on is that the human
lifespan starts at fertilisation and ends at death. In Australian society, as in most Western societies, there are
a number of stages that humans pass through as they age.
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FIGURE 7.2 Stages of the human lifespan
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7.2.1 Prenatal stage FIGURE 7.3 The prenatal stage begins when
one sperm penetrates the egg.The prenatal stage begins when a sperm penetrates an

egg (figure 7.3) in a process known as fertilisation to
form one complete cell, called a zygote. The prenatal
stage continues until birth and is characterised by the
development of the body’s organs and structures, and
substantial growth. The unborn baby goes from being a
single cell (smaller than a quarter of a millimetre across)
to consisting of more than 200 billion cells at birth and
weighing around 3.5 kilograms on average. This process
takes about 38 weeks to complete. In terms of rate of
growth, the prenatal stage is by far the fastest growth
period of all the human lifespan stages. It is also one of
the most vulnerable stages of the lifespan in terms of making
it all the way through the prenatal stage and the process of birth.
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7.2.2 Infancy
As with most lifespan stages, there is debate about when infancy finishes. Everyone accepts that it starts at
birth, but when does the infant become a child? Historically, infancy was considered to continue until the
onset of speech. However, because infants can vary greatly in the time at which they start speaking, many
organisations and professionals in this field have adopted the view that this stage ends with the second
birthday (approximately). Therefore, we will also use the second birthday as signifying the end of the
infancy period.

Infancy is a period of rapid growth with many changes. A newborn baby is obviously very different from
a two-year-old. By the time an infant turns two, they have developed their motor skills and can walk, use
simple words, identify people who are familiar to them, play social games — and throw tantrums when they
do not get what they want.

Many of the developmental milestones that the infant achieves will have some sort of bearing on how
they develop in later years. This concept will be explored in more detail in topic 9.

7.2.3 Childhood
Like infancy, the start and end of the childhood stage is difficult to define. Most people say that it ends at
the onset of puberty. As the age of the onset of puberty varies greatly, we will use the twelfth birthday
to signify the end of childhood, which also coincides with the completion of primary school for many
children. The development that occurs in childhood is substantial, so it is worthwhile considering this
lifespan stage as being divided into early childhood and late childhood.

Early childhood
FIGURE 7.4 Learning to use
cutlery and eat at the table is a
milestone for most children in
Australia.

Early childhood starts at the end of infancy and continues until the sixth
birthday. This stage is characterised by slow and steady growth, and the
accomplishment of many new skills. The child learns social skills that
will allow them to interact with other people. During this stage they
will make friends, be able to eat with adults at the table and become
toilet trained. Characteristics within early childhood will be explored in
more detail in topic 9.

Late childhood
Late childhood starts at the sixth birthday and ends at the twelfth
birthday. Like early childhood, late childhood is characterised by slow
and steady growth. There are many physical, social, emotional and
intellectual changes that occur as the child moves through this stage,
many of which are influenced by primary schooling. These include
refining reading and writing skills, developing long-term memory,
understanding gender stereotypes and refining motor skills.

7.2.4 Youth
The youth stage of the lifespan has steadily lengthened over the past
100 years. This has occurred because puberty is starting earlier, and
young people are taking longer to gain independence and reach maturity in other aspects of their lives. As
a result, the youth stage of the lifespan is perhaps the hardest to define. We will assume that youth starts
at 12 years of age and continues until 18, although this may vary depending on the research used. The
secondary school years are a marker of this lifespan stage for many youth in Australia. The youth stage is
characterised by rapid growth, increased independence and sexual maturity.
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FIGURE 7.5 Friends play an influential role in
development during youth.

This stage of the lifespan is concerned with
moving from childhood to adulthood. Youth
must undergo vast physical changes in order
to achieve sexual maturity, and therefore the
ability to reproduce. Youth will also undergo
significant social, emotional and intellectual
changes as they become accustomed to greater
independence, more complex relationships
and the development of life goals. The end of
youth is characterised by reaching a level of
maturity across physical, social, emotional and
intellectual aspects of development.

The term ‘adolescence’ has generally
come to mean the period between the onset
of puberty and the cessation of growth (i.e.
physical maturity). As society has changed
over the years, the physical changes are seen as being only one aspect of the transition between childhood
and adulthood. Young people now spend more time reaching maturity in other areas such as tertiary
study, finding a career, living with their parents and gaining financial independence. As a result, the term
‘youth’ is now more commonly used to describe the stage between childhood and adulthood because it
encompasses all the changes experienced during this transition, not simply the physical changes.

CASE STUDY
Early sleep marks the end of adolescence
‘Lazy’ teenagers undergo change in sleep patterns at age 20
We all know that teenagers hate to get up in the morning. But are they really just lazy, or is there a biological
cause?
A European survey of the sleeping habits of 25 000 people now provides powerful evidence that biology is

indeed to blame. Whereas children sleep later and later as they get older, we undergo an abrupt shift at age 20,
after which we start sleeping earlier again.
The change is so sudden that researchers suggest it should be used to officially mark the end of adolescence.
We all go through phases of puberty and adolescence before we reach adulthood. Both periods begin when

the reproductive system starts maturing.
Scientists agree that puberty ends when bone growth stops — at around 16 years in girls and 17.5 years in

boys. But the end of adolescence — a concept that is part social, part psychological and part physiological —
has always been less well defined.

Owls and larks
Our sleep and wake phases are regulated by an internal body clock. Each cycle runs at about 24 hours, but the
exact timing varies from individual to individual. People with particularly early cycles, called ‘larks’, tend to go to
bed early and wake up early, whereas those with a late cycle (‘owls’) tend to be more active at night and sleep
later in the morning.
To investigate how this ‘chronotype’ varies throughout life, Till Roenneberg from the University of Munich,

Germany, and his colleagues asked 25 000 people, aged between 8 and 90, a series of questions about what
time they go to sleep and wake up.
From this, the researchers calculated the average ‘mid-point’ of each person’s sleep — in other words,

the time half way between when they go to sleep and when they wake up — on days when they had no work
obligations.
When they plotted the mid-points against each person’s age, the researchers found that children tend to sleep

later and later as they get older until the age of about 20. At that age, there is an abrupt shift in sleeping habits,
and the sleep mid-point starts getting earlier and earlier again.
Roenneberg says he can’t prove that the shift is caused by behavioural or environmental factors. ‘Do teenagers

sleep late because they go to the disco, or do they go to the disco because they sleep late?’ he asks.
But he believes that the abrupt timing of the shift suggests a biological cause. ‘This is the first time that we

have been able to trace the end of adolescence,’ he says.
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He points out that the timing of the shift also reflects the general trend of females to develop earlier than males.
The women in the study that slept latest were 19.5 years of age, whereas the men’s sleep got later and later until
20.9 years.

Disease clues
‘An objective marker like this could be very helpful in a range of disease conditions,’ says Russell Foster, a
chronobiologist at Imperial College, London. Mental disorders such as schizophrenia and bipolar diseases are
often accompanied by delayed sleep phases, he points out.
He suggests it could be worth investigating whether changes in the timing of this shift could be used to spot

the development of such disorders early on.

FIGURE 7.6 Sleep is important to most adolescents.

Source: Schneider, A 2004, ‘Early sleep marks the end of adolescence’, Nature, 30 December,
https://www.nature.com/news/2004/041229/full/041229-5.html.

Case study review
1. What aspect of sleeping patterns may signify

the end of adolescence (youth) according to
the study?

2. Discuss why starting school at 8 am could be
a ‘mistake’ for adolescents.

3. (a) Create a survey that could be used to find
out about the sleeping patterns of youths
and young adults. Some questions to consider
are:
• What time do you go to bed?
• What time do you wake in the morning?
• Do you sleep during the day as well? If so,
for how many hours?

• Do you get sleepy during the day?
• How do your sleeping patterns change on
the weekend compared to Monday to
Friday? What about your holiday sleeping
patterns?

(b) Hand the surveys out to people you know in the youth stage (your class could be a good place to
start) and to those in their 20s and 30s.

(c) Collate and present the results (graphs and tables are useful for this). Be sure to include the total
number of hours of sleep for each person and the average for each age group.

(d) Did you find any patterns or trends in the results?
(e) Did they support the findings of the study in Europe?

7.2.5 Adulthood
Adulthood begins on the 18th birthday and continues until death. This stage is generally the longest of all
lifespan stages and is therefore broken down into three further groups; early, middle and late adulthood.
Like many lifespan stages, the three stages of adulthood are often debated in relation to when each starts
and finishes. Regardless of which start and end times are used, there are general development milestones
associated with each.

Early adulthood
Early adulthood begins on the 18th birthday and ends on the 40th birthday. Physically, this stage is
characterised by the body reaching its physical peak around 25–30, followed by a steady decline in
body systems thereafter. Some growth may continue at the beginning of early adulthood, but all stages
of adulthood are essentially periods of maintenance and repair as opposed to the periods of growth
experienced in the earlier lifespan stages.

People in this age group often become focused on building a career. Young adults may also choose a
life partner, get married and/or have children. These events lead to many physical, social, emotional and
intellectual changes.
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Middle adulthood
Middle adulthood begins at 40 and continues until the age of 65. The events that occur during this period
vary from culture to culture and from individual to individual. Some of the more common characteristics
of this lifespan stage include stability in work and relationships, the further development of identity,
including the maturation of values and beliefs, financial security, physical signs of ageing and, for women,
menopause. During this stage, children may gain independence and leave home, giving the parent a new
sense of freedom. Sometimes this can also create a sense of loss or loneliness, often referred to as ‘empty
nest syndrome’. Many individuals in the middle adulthood stage will experience the joy of becoming
grandparents for the first time, although this can occur in late adulthood as well.

Late adulthood

FIGURE 7.7 Late adulthood is often characterised by
increased leisure time.

Late adulthood, the final stage of the lifespan,
occurs from the age of 65 until death. This
period is characterised by a change in lifestyle
arising from retirement and financial security
(for most). It can include greater participation
in voluntary work and in leisure activities, such
as golf. Many older people may also have to
endure the grief associated with the death of
friends or a spouse. Their living arrangements
may also change, presenting challenges and
opportunities for their health and wellbeing and
development.

As health and wellbeing begins to decline
significantly, older people tend to reflect on
their lives and achievements. This may provide
a sense of satisfaction or regret, depending on
how they assess the choices they have made in their lives.

Digital document Lifespan worksheet (doc-22659)

Weblink Lifespan

7.2 ACTIVITIES
1. Design a concept map that summarises three aspects for each lifespan stage that you think help define the

stage. Images from newspapers, magazines and/or the internet can be used for this activity.
2. Access the Lifespan weblink and worksheet in the Resources tab, then complete the worksheet.

7.2 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. (a) When does the human lifespan start?

(b) When does it finish?
2. Draw and complete the following table:

Lifespan stage When the stage
begins

When the stage ends Examples of milestones
associated with the stage
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3. (a) i. Which lifespan stage is the longest?
ii. Would this be the same for everyone? Explain.

(b) Why are the starting and end points of some lifespan stages difficult to classify?
4. Outline the difference between youth and puberty.
5. Discuss reasons that it can be difficult to pinpoint the end of youth.
6. (a) Why has the period of youth been getting longer over the past 100 years?

(b) How many of these reasons relate to the physical changes that occur during youth? What aspects
of life do they relate to?

7. What developmental milestones are used to signify independence?

7.2 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. (a) How might the experiences of youth in Australia differ from the experiences of youth in a country

like Ethiopia in Africa?
(b) Are there any experiences you think are common to youth across the world?

2. (a) Brainstorm factors that may affect the age at which a person reaches their physical peak.
(b) How could someone maintain their peak physical condition?

3. Work individually or with a partner to identify key words you associate with each lifespan stage.
(a) What sort of words did you come up with for each stage?
(b) Were the words used for each lifespan stage positive or negative?
(c) Where do you think these ideas come from?
(d) Would they be the same if someone from another culture competed this activity? Why?

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 1 Concept 1

The human lifespan Summary screens and practice questions

7.3 Perceptions of youth and adulthood as stages of
the lifespan

KEY CONCEPT Understanding perceptions of youth and adulthood

Perceptions are beliefs or opinions based on how things seem. The perceptions of youth and adulthood
therefore relate to the different ways that people view those in each of these lifespan stages. Perceptions
can be influenced by personal experiences, including what people see and hear. Some people have positive
perceptions; some people have negative perceptions; and many people have a mix of both.

In the past, the difference in opinions between people of different ages was known as a generation gap.
The different attitudes between those in different lifespan stages can contribute to a lack of understanding
and even conflict between those of different ages.

In order for all people to develop optimally, healthy relationships between generations is essential.
Offering support, guidance and encouragement to those in other lifespan stages is an important
consideration for people of all ages.

The perceptions that an individual has about people in different lifespan stages is often the result of a
range of factors, as shown in figure 7.8.

In this subtopic, a range of perceptions of youth and adults will be considered.
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FIGURE 7.8 A combination of factors influence people’s perceptions of others.
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FIGURE 7.9 Building relationships with people in different lifespan stages can promote understanding and
positive perceptions.
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7.3.1 Perceptions of youth
Limited research has been carried out in Australia relating to the perceptions of youth. The most recent data
are from 2003. Perceptions about youth vary but, according to the Kids Are Like That! study from 2003, fit
into one of four categories:
• positive image— youth are positive, ambitious, hardworking and happy
• negative image— youth are frightening, lazy or selfish
• positive social context — youth have many opportunities and are fortunate to live at this time and in

this society
• negative social context — youth are devalued, victimised or neglected.
In the report, participants’ perceptions of young people were more likely to be negative than positive

(figure 7.10).
FIGURE 7.10 How respondents perceived youth in Australia
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Source: Bolzan, N 2003, Kids are Like That! Community Attitudes to Young
People, National Youth Affairs Research Scheme, 2003, https://docs.
education.gov.au/documents/kids-are-community-attitudes-young-people.

Negative perceptions of youth in
the community have existed since the
beginning of recorded history. For example:
• Hesiod (eighth century BC) wrote,

‘I see no hope for the future of
our people if they are dependent
on frivolous youth of today, for
certainly all youth are reckless
beyond words. When I was young,
we were taught to be discreet and
respectful of elders, but the present
youth are exceedingly disrespectful
and impatient of restraint.’

• Socrates (fifth century BC) wrote,
‘The children now love luxury.
They have bad manners, contempt
for authority; they show disrespect
for elders and love to chatter in place of exercise.’

• Plato (fifth century BC) wrote, ‘Our youth have an insatiable desire for wealth; they have bad manners
and atrocious customs regarding dressing and their hair and what garments or shoes they wear.’

• Seneca (first century AD) wrote, ‘Our young men have grown slothful. There is not a single
honourable occupation for which they will toil night and day. They sing and dance and grow
effeminate and curl their hair and learn womanish tricks of speech; they are as languid as women and
deck themselves out with unbecoming ornaments. Without strength, without energy, they add nothing
during life to the gifts with which they were born — then they complain of their lot.’

• Peter the Hermit (eleventh century) wrote, ‘The young people of today think of nothing but
themselves. They have no respect for their parents or old age. They are impatient of all restraint. They
talk as if they alone know everything and what passes
for wisdom in us foolishness in them. As for the girls,
they are foolish and immodest and unwomanly in
speech, behaviour, and dress.’

FIGURE 7.11 Youth are often perceived as
being narcissistic.

In more recent times, perceptions of youth have
continued to be influenced by stereotypes, including the
following:
• Youth are lazy and narcissistic. They do whatever

they want, whenever they want.
• They are slackers and are unable or unwilling to

gain ongoing, meaningful employment.
• They are uneducated and incapable of making

informed, rational decisions.
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• They lack the maturity of past generations.
• They feel entitled to a decent life and want the world to provide it for them.
• They are more concerned with how many ‘likes’ they receive on social media than how they can

positively contribute to society.
According to the Kids Are Like That! study, youth often believed that these negative perceptions were:

based on the fact that they looked different, often because of the kind of clothing they wore, and judgments
made on the basis of superficial evidence rather than on knowledge or understanding. They also blamed false
and sensational accounts of young people in the media. (p. vii)

A number of studies of Australian media have shown that the majority of print media articles about youth
are related to crime. The smaller proportion of positive articles often relate to high achievers and therefore
do not portray the diversity that exists among youth in Australia. Programs such as Young, Lazy and Driving
Us Crazy and Summer Heights High often reinforce the perception of youth as narcissistic, lazy and rude.

As well as the negative perceptions, youth are sometimes portrayed in a positive manner. For some
people, youth are seen as vibrant, hard-working, happy individuals. Those who have positive personal
experiences with young people, such as grandparents, teachers, sports coaches and neighbours, are more
likely to hold these views.

Another positive perception of youth is the romanticised belief that these years are the best of a person’s
life. This perception is based on the belief that youth have no real worries or stressors and are free to pursue
their dreams. This perception could be the result of two different scenarios. One is from a position of
envy, where adults see the broad range of exciting opportunities available to youth in relation to education,
relationships, socialising and freedom. The other can be from a position of regret — when adults wish they
could go back and build a better life for themselves with the benefit of hindsight.

The following case study, which is about British youth but also applies to Australian youth, explores how
media perceptions of youth are often not accurate.

CASE STUDY
Today’s 13-year-olds are not as bad as we’re led to believe
In 1982 I was toying with the idea of a career in teaching. That year a controversial film, Made in Britain,
starring Tim Roth was released and I almost didn’t become a teacher. The film’s central character, Trevor, was
a dysfunctional, violent, foul-mouthed youth — everything society hates and fears. My natural fear was how
would I, as a young teacher, cope with a classroom full of such kids? Of course the film is fictional. It portrayed
the 1980s accurately — but did it portray Britain’s youth accurately?
With the way some of the media represents young people, you may be forgiven for thinking that Roth’s

character is alive and well and infesting our streets and schools. Different newspapers have their favourite terms
for teenagers: the Daily Mail likes ‘yobs’ while the Daily Express goes with ‘feral kids’.

Changing preoccupations of year 9s
But a new longitudinal study of 13- to 14-year-olds has painted a very different picture of the youth of today.
They are drinking and smoking less and bullying is on the decrease — despite the inexorable rise of social media
making bullying much easier than it was 30 years ago.
The media has briefly picked up on some of these elements, such as the decline in drinking and smoking and

bullying. But they have also focused on how the youth of today communicate less with each other one-to-one
and prefer computer games to actual contact with their peers. This cherry-picks the data to fit a stereotype of the
lone child, shut off from society playing violent games — a potential outcast from society.
In my time as a teacher I saw the best and worst of year 9, the pupils at the focus of this longitudinal study. It

was common 30 years ago to explain the behaviour of year 9 children as a consequence of puberty. Young girls
were often more mature in their development and outlook than young boys.
Certainly there was the push against authority, the testing of boundaries and a feeling of invincibility that often

led to risky behaviour — from drinking alcohol to trying drugs. In the inner-city schools where I worked, year
9 was often the ‘dangerous year’ where kids could easily go off the rails. We looked for the tell-tale signs of a
hedonistic lifestyle, the aroma of strange cigarettes, the dark circles under the eyes or a pallor not usually seen in
fresh-faced youth. It was easier to do this with the boys than the girls who covered up any blemish with make-up
and any odd odour with perfume.
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Not a ‘dsyfunctional’ youth
But what of the youth of today? The report is encouraging to say the least. It found that 64 per cent of young
people reported no risky behaviours and 68 per cent of their parents reported no indications of risky behaviour,
such as contact with the police. Despite what the media says, the majority of young people are neither
dysfunctional, violent nor affiliated with gangs.
Of course, there will always be some children who behave immorally, criminally or antisocially, but the

indications are that the youth of today are less likely to be involved in risky, criminal behaviour. More than three
quarters — 76 per cent — of those questioned had reported no instances of criminal behaviour and only 3 per
cent of children reported that they were actively engaged with a street gang.
Attitudes towards schooling have also changed significantly over the past 30 years. When I started teaching

in the mid-1980s, it was a struggle to keep children in education past the school-leaving age of 16. A Levels and
post-16 education concentrated mainly on the minority who were going on to university. Vocational qualifications
were around, but never really valued.
Ten years ago, when the first longitudinal study was undertaken, 79 per cent of children expected to stay

on in post-16 education. This has now risen to just under 90 per cent. Admittedly, the school-leaving age has
increased, but the proportion looking to enter university has increased significantly in the past ten years from 34
per cent to 41 per cent.

Parents happier
Parents were also asked for their views in this study. Their support is a vital aspect of education and supportive
parents who work with and trust the school make a big difference when it comes to positive educational
achievement. A staggering 90 per cent of the parents surveyed felt that their child’s school was either good or
very good (as compared to 78 per cent of schools similarly judged by schools regulator Ofsted in 2013).
A huge 93 per cent were fairly or very satisfied with their child’s progress in school. Contrast this picture with

the stream of negative rhetoric that comes from politicians of underperformance in our schools that needs to be
tackled with some bright new initiative from the Department of Education.

Focus on the positive
So what can we learn from this new study? Well, it’s easy to find negatives in our education system. The press
delight in feeding people’s fears — the stereotypes they create of badly behaved, criminal gangs of delinquent
children, roaming the streets, drunk and drugged-up looking for a fight sells more newspapers.
But as any good teacher will tell you, a focus on the negative, always highlighting the bad behaviour, will

not stop that behaviour. A focus on the positive that recognises good behaviour is a far better way to manage
children and the classroom. This doesn’t mean that there should be no consequences for the bad behaviour, but
tackling the bad often requires a deeper understanding of why children behave the way that they do.

Source: Williams, J 2014, ‘Today’s 13-year-olds are not as bad as we’re led to believe’, The Conversation, 24 November,
https://theconversation.com/todays-13-year-olds-are-not-as-bad-as-were-led-to-believe-34380.

Case study review
1. Identify the two terms commonly used to describe youth in the media. Are they positive or negative?
2. Discuss how attitudes to education have changed according to the article.
3. Does the author believe the perceptions of youth in the media are fair? Discuss.

Although there are a range of perceptions of youth, strong negative perceptions are more common
than positive perceptions in Australian society. This is despite the fact that young people generally view
themselves in a positive manner. Different factors influence people’s attitudes, but those who have close
contact with young people are more likely to report positive perceptions. Adults with little or no personal
contact with young people are generally more likely to be influenced by the media, the opinions of others
and general discussions about the problematic nature of youth.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 1 Concept 2

Perceptions of youth Summary screens and practice questions

Pdf_Folio:12

12 Key Concepts in VCE Health & Human Development Units 1 & 2 Sixth Edition

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



“c07TheHumanLifespan_print” — 2019/4/27 — 5:46 — page 13 — #13

7.3.2 Perceptions of adults
Adulthood is the longest stage of the lifespan for most people, and the perceptions that people have of
adults vary according to which stage of adulthood is concerned. For early adults, especially those in their
late teens and early twenties, perceptions are often similar to that of youth. As early adults reach their
thirties, they are often seen by other adults as being at their peak physically, being responsible citizens
and contributing to society by being productively employed. Youth may see adults of this age as being
judgemental and lacking understanding. Again, variations of these perceptions occur as a result of a range
of factors including personal experiences.

As adults reach their forties and fifties, they are often seen by young people as being out of touch. It is
often the perceptions of youth by adults of this age that contribute to this negative perception.

As individuals enter the late stage of adulthood, they are often perceived as being wise and experienced.
In this sense, older adults are seen as a source of information and expertise and are therefore able to assist in
guiding younger people through the challenges they face in their lives.

Negative perceptions of older adults are common among youth and younger adults. Like youth, the
negative perceptions of older adults are influenced heavily by the media and what other people say. In
a 2013 Australian Human Rights Commission report, Australians were shown to have largely negative
perceptions of older adults, including:
• fifty-nine per cent of Australians feel that older people are more likely to be lonely or isolated
• fifty-two per cent feel that older people are more likely to be victims of crime
• fifty-one per cent feel older people are more likely to be forgetful
• forty-three per cent feel older people don’t like being told what to do by someone younger.

Other common negative perceptions of older
adults include:
• they are resistant to change and have trouble

learning complex tasks
• they are bad drivers
• they complain a lot
• they are a burden on the health system.

FIGURE 7.12 Older adults are often perceived
as forgetful and vulnerable.

It is important to remember that perceptions vary
from positive to negative and rarely occur in isolation.
For example, a young person may believe that
older adults are bad drivers, but also believe
their life experiences make them a valuable source
of advice.

CASE STUDY
Age discrimination: older Australian workers viewed as slow to learn
Despite an increasingly mature workforce, Australian companies aren’t addressing the challenges or countering
the stereotypes faced by older workers.
The trope of the older worker thrust back into the hurly-burly of working life made for great comedy in the 2015

film The Intern. But, in reality, this scenario isn’t always such a laughing matter.
Older workers face unique hardships. Hampered by unfair stereotypes about their abilities, their role in society

and their responsibilities, they are regularly overlooked for interviews, jobs, promotions and recognition.
The Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2016 report Willing to Work found 27 per cent of people over the

age of 50 reported experiencing age discrimination at work, a third of the most recent episodes occurring when
applying for a job. One-third of those gave up looking for work.
Age discrimination was particularly acute among older women, who were more likely to be viewed as having

outdated skills, being slow to learn, or as being likely to do an unsatisfactory job. Seniors with disabilities face an
even steeper uphill battle for jobs and recognition.
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The bias against age can be overt; four in 10 companies surveyed by the Australian Human Rights
Commission said they avoided employing anyone over the age of 55. In some cases, older individuals applying
for jobs are leaving their age off their CVs and editing their work history to make their age less obvious.
But age discrimination can also be more subtle: inadvertent exclusion from work-related social activities and

circles, repeatedly being passed over for promotion or training opportunities in favour of younger workers, or
being parodied by younger workers, says Prof Peter Gahan, director of the University of Melbourne’s Centre for
Workplace Leadership.
‘Certain ways of expressing things, or throwaway lines, are ageist, and they have the effect of excluding people

from the social context of work and we need to be conscious of those things,’ Gahan says.
Yet the reality is our population is ageing; one-quarter of Australians are over the age of 55, with that predicted

to increase to one-third in the next decade.
As a result, industry is taking a second look at older workers, and not a moment too soon, according to Dr

Ruth Williams, research fellow at the Centre for Workplace Leadership.
‘We hear all about the challenges and the doom and gloom, and the tsunami of [older] people but the mindset

needs to be completely flipped,’ Williams says.
‘They are a huge untapped resource and they’re an untapped market as well for businesses.’
Older workers bring a lifetime of experience, networks and tacit knowledge that can’t simply be written down

and left for their successors. They also have a lot to offer customers. Williams points to companies such as
hardware retailer Bunnings, which is recognising the value of employees’ past experience.
‘You’re actually talking to an ex-plumber or an ex-electrician who could know exactly — or better — what you

might need to do your home renovation,’ Williams says.
Another reason to employ older workers is to better reflect the demographics of your customer base, she says.

The banking, retail and hospitality sectors particularly stand to benefit from taking on older workers for face-to-
face roles, as the customers most likely to use these services (rather than going online) are themselves older
individuals.
How can companies overcome the barriers that are making it harder for older workers to find and keep

rewarding jobs?
One important step is to counter the perception among younger workers that the older generation are

competition for increasingly scarce employment and advancement opportunities.
‘It tends to intensify these negative attitudes, and particularly attitudes that suggest that perhaps by staying in

the workforce longer, older people might be taking opportunities from younger people in society,’ Gahan says.
But when this mindset is challenged, research has shown it has a positive impact on the attitudes of younger

workers towards their older colleagues.
Younger workers also stand to benefit significantly from the experience, wisdom and insights of older

colleagues, whose own professional focus might shift as they reach peak points in career development.
‘They turn their attention to things [which] they perceive as legacy issues; how can they help others in the

workplace, how might they be a mentor and help develop younger people in the workplace,’ Gahan says.
There are lessons to be learned from efforts used to counter sex discrimination in the workplace. Williams says

using quotas could be one way to at least kickstart better recruitment of older workers, as could having older
staff involved in recruitment and hiring.
Williams argues we still have a long way to go to address the many challenges facing older Australians who

want to stay in the workforce, and efforts to counter ageism in the workplace are still very much in their infancy.
‘There’s a growing demand but at the moment it is kind of like lip service really; there’s not a great deal being

done at this point in time,’ she says. ‘However, there’s more of a groundswell for things to happen, so we’re at a
tipping point.’

Source: Nogrady, B 2017, ‘Age discrimination: older Australian workers viewed as slow to learn’, The Guardian, 20 April,
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2017/apr/20/age-discrimination-older-australian-workers-viewed-as-slow-
to-learn.

Case study review
1. How common is age discrimination in the workplace according to the article?
2. Outline the perceptions of older people discussed in the article. Classify each as either positive or negative.
3. How can younger workers benefit from having older workers around?
4. Are there any perceptions in the article you agree with? Discuss.

Pdf_Folio:14

14 Key Concepts in VCE Health & Human Development Units 1 & 2 Sixth Edition

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



“c07TheHumanLifespan_print” — 2019/4/27 — 5:46 — page 15 — #15

Digital documents Youth in the media worksheet (doc-22660)

Perceptions of youth worksheet (doc-22661)

Weblinks Youth in the media

Perceptions of youth

7.3 ACTIVITIES
1. Access the Youth in the media weblink and worksheet in the Resouces tab, then complete the worksheet.
2. Access the Perceptions of youth weblink and worksheet in the Resources tab, then complete the

worksheet
3. Conduct a research task that analyses the portrayal of youth in the media. You can review a range of media,

including television, newspapers and online news agencies. For each piece relating to youth, record the
nature of the story and whether it portrays youth in a positive or negative manner. Collate the results and
present in a written report.

4. Create and conduct a survey that explores perspectives of youth and older adults in the community.
Compile the results and present them to the class.

5. Conduct a vox populi (interviews with members of the public) around the school to gain perspectives of
youth and adults in the school community. Ensure a range of age groups are interviewed. Record the
interviews and present to the class.

7.3 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Briefly explain what is meant by:

(a) perceptions
(b) generation gap.

2. Outline factors that contribute to the perceptions that people have of other lifespan stages.
3. Using examples, briefly describe:

(a) negative perceptions of youth
(b) positive perceptions of youth
(c) negative perceptions of adults
(d) positive perceptions of adults.

7.3 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw wrote: ‘Youth is wonderful. What a pity to waste it on children.’ What

do you think this quote is saying about youth?
2. Outline one similarity and one difference in relation to perceptions of adults and youth.
3. Discuss ways that society could assist in changing negative perceptions about youth and adults into

positive perceptions.
4. ‘Most perceptions of youth and adults cause harm to the people in those lifespan stages.’ Write a response

to this statement.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 1 Concept 3

Perceptions of adulthood Summary screens and practice questions

Pdf_Folio:15

TOPIC 7 The human lifespan 15

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



“c07TheHumanLifespan_print” — 2019/4/27 — 5:46 — page 16 — #16

7.4 Developmental transitions from youth to
adulthood — physical

KEY CONCEPT Understanding the characteristics of physical development and the physical development
that occurs during the transition to adulthood

FIGURE 7.13 The four areas of
development

SocialIntellectual

Physical

Emotional

In a lifespan context, development encompasses the changes that
people experience from fertilisation until death. Development is
often characterised by milestones that are predictable and occur in a
sequential order. Going through puberty, learning to walk or learning
the skills required to interact with others are examples of milestones
associated with development.

In this course, we will examine four areas or types of development
(figure 7.13). All four areas are interrelated and therefore affect
each other. In the coming sections, we will explore each area of
development and the common changes that occur in relation to each
as individuals transition from youth to adulthood.

7.4.1 Physical development
Physical development refers to the changes that occur to the body and its systems. It includes external
changes that you can see, such as changes in height, and internal changes you cannot see, such as the
increasing size of the heart. Physical development includes growth as well as motor skill development.
Various aspects associated with physical development are summarised in figure 7.14.

FIGURE 7.14 Aspects of physical development

Growth

e.g. people get

bigger until the

end of puberty

Changes to body systems

e.g. the increase in complexity

of the brain, changes to sex

organ function during

puberty, and the decline of

body systems

Fine motor skills

e.g. writing, cutting

with scissors, tying

shoelaces

Gross motor skills

e.g. running, throwing

a ball, riding a bike

Motor skill

development

Physical

development

Growth
From early in the uterus, the embryo begins to develop the cells that will become the vital organs and
systems required to sustain life in the outside world (figure 7.15). The changes in size that take place in
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these organs and systems are important parts of physical development. Examples of systems in the body
include the circulatory system and the immune system.

FIGURE 7.15 Physical development of the body, from a cell to the whole body

Muscular

system
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system

Nervous
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system

Reproductive
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Organ
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FIGURE 7.16 Humans experience their
fastest rate of growth during the prenatal
stage of the lifespan.

Growth refers to organs and systems getting bigger in
size. It is an important aspect of physical development.
Much growth occurs during puberty, which is why youth
is considered a rapid growth period, along with the
prenatal and infancy stages. Childhood is characterised
by slow and steady growth, while the three adulthood
stages are predominantly periods of maintenance. Even
though growth stops at the end of puberty, individuals
keep on developing physically for the rest of their lives.
The decline in body systems that people experience in
later lifespan stages is also part of physical development.

Changes to body systems
As well as increasing in size and mass, tissues and
systems also change in structure and function. Examples
of changes to body systems include:
• the replacement of baby teeth with permanent teeth during childhood
• the hardening of bones until early adulthood (in addition to the growth of bones)
• the change in the way sex organs function during youth
• the development of the immune system that occurs throughout life.
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FIGURE 7.17 By the age of
70, many signs of ageing are
evident.

These changes are part of the processes that assist individuals
in reaching their physical peak. This physical peak usually occurs
in the early twenties to early thirties. After this point, most of the
systems — such as the muscular system, the circulatory system and
the skeletal system — generally decline at a rate of about 0.5 to 2 per
cent per year. This decline is a normal part of physical development.
Most of the decline takes place over a long period of time. In fact,
people might not realise they have changed until they look back at old
photographs of themselves. Changes associated with physical decline
for most people include:
• the stiffening of the heart as muscle tissue is replaced by

connective tissue
• the thickening of the walls of arteries
• the decrease in aerobic capacity (by up to 70 per cent at age 65)
• the gradual loss of bone density that occurs after this point
• the decrease in muscular strength
• the decrease in elasticity of the skin, contributing to wrinkles
• the decline in sensory organs, contributing to a decrease in sight and hearing.

Motor skill development
Motor skills refer to the control of the muscles in the body. Imagine a newborn baby. It has very
underdeveloped motor skills (e.g. uncoordinated limbs). As the infant gets older, motor skills will develop
and movements will gradually become more controlled and deliberate.

Motor skills can be classified as either fine or gross:
• gross motor skills refer to movements that involve large muscle groups such as walking, throwing,

skipping and kicking
• fine motor skills involve control over the smaller muscle groups such as those used for writing, tying

shoelaces, cutting with scissors and manipulating the mouth to speak.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concepts 1 & 2

Development Summary screens and practice questions
Physical development Summary screens and practice questions

7.4.2 Physical changes as youth transition to adulthood
Youth is a time of rapid development and the transition to adulthood is characterised by being sexually
mature; being seen as an adult in the eyes of the law; finishing compulsory education; being legally
allowed to drink alcohol, drive, vote and join the army; and making many other decisions independently.
We will explore the development that occurs as youth transition to adulthood in each of the four areas of
development, beginning with physical development.

The transition from youth to adulthood is characterised by a number of physical changes, including:
• growth plates (also known as epiphyseal plates) in bones fuse
• sexual maturity
• changes in body composition and structure.

Growth
The transition to adulthood is marked by significant growth. During youth, on average, a girl will gain 16
centimetres in height and 16 kilograms in weight, while boys will gain an extra 20 centimetres in height and
20 kilograms in weight. By the end of youth or during early adulthood, the epiphyseal plates in long bones
fuse and no more growth is possible.
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Changes to body systems
One of the most noticeable changes that occur to body systems as youth transition to adulthood are the
changes to the reproductive system, which includes the sex organs and the way they function. These
changes can be classified into two categories: primary and secondary sex characteristics.

Primary sex characteristics are those parts of the body that are directly involved in reproduction. During
puberty, changes occur to the organs of reproduction commonly referred to as the ‘genitals’. Although
present at birth, these organs only start to develop during puberty. By early adulthood, these organs are
usually fully developed and functioning (see the case study on sperm production and the menstrual cycle).
Secondary sex characteristics arise from changes that occur to both males and females but are not directly
related to reproduction and are not present at birth. By the start of adulthood, these characteristics are
usually fully developed. Examples of primary and secondary sex characteristics that develop during the
transition to adulthood for males and females are shown in figure 7.18.

Although bones have fused by now, it will be a number of years until they reach their maximum density
or strength. Youth is an important time for building bone density and ensuring that bones are as strong as
possible for adulthood.

FIGURE 7.18 Changes to body composition and the primary and secondary sex characteristics that develop for
males and females as they transition from youth to adulthood.

Before

puberty

During

puberty

Adulthood

Before

puberty
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Adulthood

Hips widen

Breasts develop

Increased fat to muscle ratio

Body hair develops including

underarm and pubic hair

Skin becomes oily

Body hair develops including pubic,

underarm, chest and arm hair

Increased muscle mass

Increased stature

Shoulders broaden

Voice lowers

Facial hair appears

Skin becomes oily

The ovaries, uterus, vagina,

labia and clitoris enlarge in size

First menstruation

First ovulation

Testes grow and start

producing sperm

First ejaculation

Penis enlarges

Key:

Primary sex characteristics

Secondary sex characteristics

As well as changes in height, the transition to adulthood is marked by changes in body composition.
In males, increases in muscle mass and the broadening of the shoulders in relation to the waist result in a
more triangular body shape. For females, the hips widen and the fat to muscle ratio increases. Most fat is
deposited in the mid-section, including the thighs and hips, resulting in the hourglass figure seen in many
adult females. The changes that occur in relation to body composition during the transition from childhood
to youth and from youth to adulthood can be seen in figure 7.18.

Structures in the brain continue to increase in complexity throughout youth and into adulthood. New
skills and experiences provide opportunities for different structures of the brain to change in complexity,Pdf_Folio:19
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and this impacts on brain function. The results of these changes relate to intellectual development and will
be explored in more detail later.

Motor skill development
As the body matures during youth, the individual will gain more control over it. By the end of puberty,
the arms and legs are proportionate to the rest of the body and coordination generally improves. The
extra strength and endurance gained during puberty increase the ability to carry out many motor skills in
adulthood, although due to differences in muscle mass, males generally experience a greater gain in skills
requiring strength.

EXAM TIP
The changes that occur in relation to the four areas of development are usually common to most people, however
there is variation in terms of when the changes occur and how long they take to complete. As a result, try to avoid
making definite statements such as ‘by the age of 18, youth have reached sexual maturity’. Although this is often the
case, it is not always true and may not be awarded full marks. Instead, make statements that show consideration has
been given to the variations that exist between individuals, such as ‘by 18, youth will generally have reached sexual
maturity’.

CASE STUDY
Sperm production and menstrual cycle
The male reproductive system consists of internal and external organs that are responsible for semen production
and ejaculation. The internal reproductive organs are the testicles (or testes), epididymis, vas deferens, prostate
and urethra; and the external reproductive organs are penis and scrotum (figure 7.19). During puberty, these
organs grow and sperm is produced. The onset of sperm production is often marked by spermarche (or first
ejaculation). This often occurs as a nocturnal emission (also referred to as a ‘wet dream’) or direct stimulation
(most commonly as a result of masturbation). Sperm are the male sex cells that are required for reproduction.
Once sperm are produced, males are capable of reproduction. If not ejaculated, sperm will eventually die and are
absorbed back into the body so a build-up does not occur.

FIGURE 7.19 The male reproductive system begins to function during puberty.

4. Seminal vesicles — produce a glucose-rich
    fluid that mixes with sperm to provide a
    source of energy to help the sperm move.
    This seminal fluid makes up most of the
    volume of a man’s semen.

5. Prostate gland — a walnut-sized gland
    producing a liquid that mixes with the
    seminal fluid and sperm to help provide
    energy and  keep the sperm alive

2. Epididymis — 6 metres of small
     tubes that are coiled behind each
     testicle. Immature sperm are
     released from the testicle into the
     tubes and spend the next two
     weeks travelling the length of the
     epididymis as they mature.

3. Vas deferens — a tube about
30 cm long that connects the

   epididymis to the ejaculatory
   duct in the prostate gland.
    Sperm can be stored here
    ready for ejaculation.

6. Penis — the external organ used for sexual
 intercourse

 Urethra — a tube in the penis that transports
 semen out of the man’s body during ejaculation

1. Testes/testicles — create up to 1500 sperm each second.
    The sperm mature here for about 50 days before being
     released into the epididymis.

    Scrotum — a pouch-like sac that houses the testicles and
    assists in controlling the temperature of the testes. Testes
    work best when slightly cooler than body temperature.
    Muscles in the scrotum draw the testes closer to the body
    when extra warmth is required and move them further away
    for cooling.
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The menstrual cycle refers to the process required to develop an ovum (or egg) and signals the ability to
reproduce in females (figure 7.20). The first menstrual cycle begins with a process called menarche which relates
to the first menstruation (or period) a female experiences. Most girls will experience erratic menstrual cycles for
the first couple of years after menarche before the cycle settles and becomes more regular and predictable. Once
this occurs, the menstrual cycle will usually last from 24 to 30 days.

FIGURE 7.20 The menstrual cycle generally signifies the ability of females to reproduce.

5. Vagina — menstrual blood and tissue will be

    shed through the vagina. This process takes

    around 3–6 days. 3. Uterus — as the ovum is maturing, the wall of the

    uterus (the endometrium) thickens with blood and

    nutrients to provide a place for an egg to develop

    should it be fertilised by a sperm.

4. Cervix — the endometrium will shed through

    the cervix if the ovum is not fertilised, leading

    to menstruation.

2. Fallopian tubes — after menarche, the ovaries

     will mature and release (usually) one ovum

    into the fallopian tubes each menstrual cycle

    until menopause, when the menstrual cycle stops.

1. Ovaries — ova (or eggs) are

    present in the ovaries from birth.

    They do not mature until puberty

    and so do not contribute to

    reproduction until then.

Case study review
1. Explain what is meant by:

(a) spermarche
(b) menstruation
(c) menarche
(d) menstrual cycle.

2. Draw a flow chart summarising the production of sperm.
3. Research the menstrual cycle and prepare a timeline showing when different events occur.

Digital document Puberty worksheet (doc-22662)

Weblink Puberty

7.4 ACTIVITIES
1. Access the Puberty weblink and worksheet in the Resources tab, then complete the worksheet.
2. Using figure 7.18 as a guide, draw a Venn diagram summarising the similarities and differences that male

and female youth experience as they transition to adulthood.
3. Draw a line graph showing the rate of growth across the lifespan. Place the lifespan stages on the horizontal

axis and the rate of growth (no growth, slow, medium and fast) on the vertical axis.
4. Prepare an educational guide or poster for year 10 students outlining the physical changes that occur as

youth transition to adulthood.
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7.4 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Explain what is meant by ‘development’.
2. Using examples, explain what is meant by ‘physical development’.
3. (a) What does ‘increase in complexity’ mean?

(b) List one example of a body part that increases in complexity.
4. Using examples, explain:

(a) primary sex characteristics
(b) secondary sex characteristics.

7.4 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Create a table using the following headings to summarise the key aspects of the physical development of

youth.

Physical development Examples relevant to youth

Growth

Changes to body systems

Motor skills

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 3

Physical changes as youth transition to adulthood Summary screens and practice questions

7.5 Developmental transitions from youth to
adulthood — social

KEY CONCEPT Understanding the characteristics of social development and the social development that
occurs during the transition to adulthood

While the physical aspect of development is often the most easily recognisable, there are significant social
changes that also occur as individuals transition from youth to adulthood.

7.5.1 Social development
People from different cultures are raised with different values and skills relating to how they are expected
to interact with others. A newborn child knows very little about how to interact with others; it must learn
the appropriate social skills and behaviours. Social development refers to the increasing complexity of
behaviour patterns used in relationships with other people (VCAA). Examples of social development are
summarised in figure 7.21.

Behaviours
Behaviours relate to how individuals act around others. Learning what behaviours are appropriate in a
range of situations is an important part of social development. Infants often have little understanding of
appropriate behaviours, but generally learn socially acceptable ways to act such as saying please and thank
you, becoming toilet trained and learning to use cutlery to eat.
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FIGURE 7.21 Aspects of social development

Social roles and expectations
Humans spend a lot of their time in different groups and will often have distinct roles within those groups.
Examples include the role of employee, friend, son/daughter, coach and teammate. Each role will generally
have a set of behaviours, skills and expectations associated with it. Gender roles are another example of
social roles and relate to behaviours that are culturally acceptable for males and females. Although many of
these roles and expectations have broken down over the past decades, some cultures still have distinct roles
for males and females. These roles are learned from a very young age and shape many aspects of the wider
society. Examples of traditional social roles related to gender include:
• males working and females staying at home to look after the children
• men mowing lawns and women cooking
• girls playing with dolls while boys play with trucks
• men and women dressing differently (e.g. women wearing skirts and men wearing trousers).

FIGURE 7.22 Learning behaviours, such
as using a toilet, are important aspects of
social development in Australia.

Communication skills
Being able to communicate effectively with different
groups of people is an important aspect of social
development and continues to be built upon over the
years. For example, talking to an elderly grandparent
requires different skills from talking to a brother, sister
or school friend. Communication occurs in a range of
formats including verbal, written, body language and
sign language. Communicating effectively in all required
formats is important in ensuring that an individual is
effectively understood.

Relationship skills
Relationship skills include knowing how to behave
in a relationship and what is expected. This will
be continually refined over time. It often requires
establishing mutual respect and taking the time to listen
to each other’s point of view.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 4

Social development Summary screens and practice questions
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7.5.2 Social changes as youth transition to adulthood
Even though considerable physical changes occur as youth transition to adulthood, the social changes can
be just as intense.

Behaviours
The peer group is extremely influential as youth transition to adulthood. Many of the social experiences
that youth encounter are due to their peer group and this continues into adulthood. The peer group may
influence their choice of clothing, style of music, the types of activities they participate in and the formation
of their identity. As individuals strive for their own independence, they may spend a majority of their free
time with their peers, possibly experimenting with different behaviours within the peer group. Some of
these behaviours may be considered ‘risky’, such as smoking cigarettes and experimenting with alcohol.

Culture and family play a significant role in social development as individuals transition to adulthood.
Culture and family may influence the social circle and relationships that people have, the career they choose
to pursue, where they choose to live and how they spend their spare time.

Youth generally move from being essentially dependent on parents, to being largely independent as
adults. They learn how to act among different groups, and change the way they behave according to the
situation.

Social roles and expectations
Greater independence and a wider range of social experiences contribute to the development of more
complex social roles. For example:
• many youth will gain paid employment for the first time as they transition to adulthood which develops

the role of employee
• intimate relationships experienced during this stage may develop the role of boyfriend or girlfriend
• having greater responsibility for their own actions may promote an increase in the complexity of social

roles already played, such as son, daughter and student.

Communication skills
The types of interactions that occur change as youth are given greater freedom and treated more like adults.
As a result, their communication skills are further developed. Individuals often communicate in a number
of different ways and the use of the internet, mobile phones and social media can significantly influence
how youth communicate with friends and learn about the world. The nature of relationships changes
during this time as many peer groups include members of the opposite sex. This can further develop
communication skills and provide individuals with opportunities to experience new types of relationship.
As youth transition to adulthood, they often experience a range of more intimate relationships.

FIGURE 7.23 Socialising helps youth learn vital
social roles.

Relationship skills
In gaining greater independence, youth often
learn that they are responsible for their own
actions, decisions and consequences. As a
result, young people often question more things,
and this can contribute to conflict with their
parents or other caregivers. Up until this point,
parents have often made most of the decisions
for their child. During youth, relationships with
parents are often reorganised in such a way that
both the child and parent have a say in decision
making. As a result of increasing independence,
youth may disagree with parents more often,
which can lead to escalating conflict. However,
most people enter adulthood with a deeper understanding of their parents and vice versa.
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Many individuals will experience their first intimate relationship with another person as they transition to
adulthood, and some will experience their first sexual relationship. New skills, such as conflict resolution
and compromise, are learned and/or developed as a result of these relationships. Towards the end of the
youth stage and into adulthood, the individual will usually have developed a clearer sexual identity and may
be looking for a serious relationship.

7.5 ACTIVITIES
1. In small groups, find or write lyrics to a song that depicts an aspect of social development during youth.

7.5 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Using examples that may occur as youth transition to adulthood, explain social development.
2. What is meant by ‘social roles and expectations’? Provide three examples.
3. Explain why conflict with parents often occurs as youth form their own values and beliefs, and gain

independence.
4. Make a list of the aspects of social development that can be influenced by the peer group.
5. Outline social changes that occur as youth transition to adulthood.

7.5 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. (a) Make a list of all the people or groups from which we learn social skills.

(b) Which of these do you think has had the greatest influence on your own social development?
Explain.

2. Make a list of social skills that are generally learned from the family.
3. Would learning to use a knife and fork be a part of social development in all cultures? Explain.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 5

Social changes as youth transition to adulthood Summary screens and practice questions

7.6 Developmental transitions from youth to
adulthood — emotional

KEY CONCEPT Understanding the characteristics of emotional development and the emotional development
that occurs during the transition to adulthood

7.6.1 Emotional development
Emotional development occurs as individuals experience the full range of emotions and learn ways to
appropriately express emotions. Resilience develops as individuals experience the range of emotions, and
is a key component of emotional development. Self-concept is also a part of emotional development and
relates to how an individual sees themselves. Although related to emotional health and wellbeing, emotional
development involves the skills that individuals develop over time as they experience different situations
and emotional states.

Some specific examples of emotional development are summarised in figure 7.24 and are explained in
more detail in the following text.
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FIGURE 7.24 Aspects of emotional development

Emotional development

Developing self-

concept — how a

person sees themselves

Experiencing the full

range of emotions

Learning appropriate

ways of expressing and

communicating emotions

Building resilience

Self-concept
Self-concept relates to how individuals see themselves, and develops over time as they experience various
aspects of life. Initially, infants may not see themselves as distinct from other people, but this changes as
they develop a sense of self. As the self-concept develops, the individual may have different views about
different aspects of themselves, such as their academic ability, social skills and physical capabilities. Self-
concept also influences the formation of an individual’s identity (see case study) and once an individual has
a sense of who they are as a person, their self-concept is strengthened.

CASE STUDY
Identity
Identity is the establishment of a unique personality and encompasses aspects of both social and emotional
development. It refers to how an individual defines him/herself, and is based on the values and beliefs of that
individual. There are various aspects of identity — including physical, sexual, political, religious and ethnic
identity — and the different aspects may develop at different times. Although an identity will generally be firmly
formed by the later stages of youth, aspects of it will be modified throughout life.
In early youth, identity is often based on parental expectations and occurs without exploring alternatives. As

youths develop, they may begin to question this identity and actively experiment with alternatives in an attempt to
find an identity that suits them. During this process, the individual may change hobbies quickly, explore various
possibilities for future careers, and sample different clothing and hair styles, musical genres and friendship
groups.
As abstract thought develops, many youths will explore their spirituality. Spirituality is an aspect of identity that

means different things to different people. Some of the more common associations include:
• searching for meaning in life
• finding one’s place in the world, where the greater good of the universe and those in it is important
• seeing oneself as a small part of a bigger universe
• acknowledging forces that are separate from the physical and mental functioning of living things.
Religion is an organised form of spirituality that is based on culturally and historically based guidelines (or

doctrine). As part of their search for spirituality, some people will explore religions — or turn away from the
religion in which they were raised.
Many factors contribute to identity formation. They include:
• culture/ethnicity
• parents
• siblings
• friends
• school
• society.
Once an identity has been committed to, people feel more comfortable about themselves. This can contribute

to increased self-esteem and also help to guide their moral decisions.

Case study review
1. What is meant by the term ‘identity’?
2. What factors could cause someone to change aspects of their identity later in life?
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3. Explain the difference between spirituality and religion.
4. (a) Write down 10 words that assist in defining you as an individual.

(b) i. Rank your answers for part (a) according to how well they define who you are, where ‘1’
is the answer that best defines you and ‘10’ is the answer that least defines you.

ii. For what reason/s did you choose the answer you ranked as ‘1’?
(c) Next to each answer for part (a), write down who you think influenced this aspect of yourself the

most.
i. Which influence featured the most times?
ii. Do you think this influence is the biggest determinant of identity? Explain.

5. Explain how the formation of identity assists in the development of self-concept.

Experiencing the full range of emotions
As individuals develop, they experience a greater range of emotions. The first emotions that can be
recognised by infants include joy, anger, sadness and fear. As children begin to develop a sense of self,
they experience more complex emotions, such as shyness, surprise, embarrassment, shame, guilt and pride.
Young children often experience basic emotions such as happiness and anger, and often only experience one
emotion at a time. As they develop emotionally, children realise that they can experience multiple emotions
at once. For example, feeling both happy and sad when school holidays come to an end. Older children also
begin to identify different emotions and learn appropriate ways of responding to them. This is a process that
continues through youth and into adulthood.

Learning appropriate ways of expressing emotions

FIGURE 7.25 Throwing tantrums is a characteristic that
most children overcome as they learn appropriate ways
of expressing and communicating emotions.

As individuals develop emotionally, they
become more equipped at expressing emotions
in an appropriate manner. Those who are more
emotionally developed are better able to control
the way in which they express their feelings.
This is why toddlers, rather than adults, are
more likely to throw temper tantrums when they
do not get their own way.

Desire, guilt and jealousy are common
emotions that people express in various ways.
Learning to accept the things they cannot
change and focusing energy on the things they
can change is a significant achievement in this
area, as it influences the manner in which people
express the emotions they experience. For
example, instead of crying at not being selected
for the soccer team, a person can direct this energy into training harder in order to have a better chance of
selection next time. It takes time to develop appropriate ways of responding to emotions.

Building resilience
Resilience relates to the ability to effectively deal with adverse or negative events that occur throughout life.
Such events include the death of a loved one, relationship breakdown, financial stress, conflict with family
and friends, job loss and job insecurity.

Individuals will use a variety of coping strategies to deal with challenging events and these will vary
depending on the type and extent of the situation/s they are exposed to.

Developing coping strategies assists in building resilience. Some coping strategies include:
• taking time out for relaxation. Leisure activities such as exercise, socialising and resting are important

as they assist in providing clarity, energy and focus when issues require attention.
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• meditation.Meditation works to calm the mind and assists with refocusing thoughts. It can also assist
in reducing stress, which allows energy to be applied to important issues.

• setting goals. Setting manageable goals allows an individual to achieve success and work towards
dealing with aspects of life that may sometimes seem overwhelming.

• talking to others. Other people are a great resource for putting issues in perspective and providing
alternative ways of viewing life events. Talking to others also allows individuals to express how they
are feeling.

• maintaining positive self-talk. Self-talk relates to the inner voice in a person’s mind that says things
they don’t necessarily say out loud. Self-talk can be positive or negative. Positive self-talk has been
shown to promote resilience.

Learning the skills necessary to become resilient is a key component of emotional development and
people who have good levels of resilience experience better emotional health and wellbeing.

What is the difference between emotional health and wellbeing and
emotional development?
Emotional health and wellbeing and emotional development are closely related concepts but there are specific
differences between them.
Emotional development includes experiencing the full range of emotions, the acquisition of knowledge and

skills that assist in expressing emotions effectively, the development of self-concept and building resilience. All
these characteristics develop over time and increase in complexity. As an individual develops emotionally, they
learn ways of expressing their emotions in a more mature manner. For example, an infant usually experiences
basic emotions and does not have the ability to express them as appropriately as an adult. As an individual
develops emotionally, they learn ways of expressing their emotions in a more mature manner. For example, if
an adult doesn’t get a promotion at work, although they may experience disappointment, they use the skills they
have learnt to use this as opportunity to improve future outcomes by modifying their behaviour — for example, by
working harder in the future.
Emotional health and wellbeing, on the other hand, relates to how an individual is using these skills and abilities

at a given point in time. Emotional health and wellbeing includes recognising and understanding emotions,
experiencing appropriate emotions in a given scenario, being able to effectively respond to and manage
emotions, and the level of resilience experienced.
Emotional health and wellbeing and emotional development are interrelated and therefore affect one another.

For example, an infant may not manage their emotions effectively and throw a tantrum (emotional health
and wellbeing) as they do not have the skills to express their emotions in a more appropriate way (emotional
development). As a result, this behaviour is considered normal for most infants. Adults generally do not throw
tantrums (emotional health and wellbeing) as they usually have the skills to express these emotions in a more
positive way (emotional development).
A range of factors such as stress, illness and various life events (such as relationship breakdown, changing

schools, experiencing conflict with loved ones or moving out of home) can influence the ability of an individual to
use their emotional skills and abilities in every scenario. Consider the following:
• A person may have experienced the full range of emotions (emotional development) but this doesn’t mean
they will always accurately recognise emotions in every situation (emotional health and wellbeing).

• A person who has acquired the skills to express emotions effectively (emotional development) may feel
overwhelmed in a particular scenario and may struggle to appropriately respond to the emotions they feel
(emotional health and wellbeing). For example, a heated argument with a work colleague may overcome
them and they may not respond to their emotions in their usual calm and mature manner.

Clarifying self-identity and self-worth (eles-1043)
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7.6.2 Emotional changes as youth transition to adulthood
As with social and physical development, the emotional changes that occur during youth are significant.
Because of all changes young people go through as they transition to adulthood, the way they view
themselves and how they deal with these feelings may also change.

Self-concept
As young people transition to adulthood and explore different values and beliefs, they may a have deeper
understanding of who they are as people. This influences their emotional development and sense of identity.
If they are satisfied with the person they have become, they may enter adulthood with a great sense of pride
and achievement not experienced previously. As self-concept develops, individuals often become more
comfortable with themselves. As a result, they generally become less concerned with what others think and
more concerned with who they are as a person.

FIGURE 7.26 As self-concept develops, youth often become more comfortable with
themselves.

Experiencing the full range of emotions
FIGURE 7.27 Some young people will
experience the emotions associated with
a relationship for the first time.

As the body matures so does the mind, and youth might
seek emotional independence. For example, they might
try to solve their own problems instead of consulting
their parents. This may lead to feelings of satisfaction
if they succeed or despair if they fail. Experiencing
these emotions can encourage the individual to take
more responsibility for their actions and provide ways
to accept emotions — both positive and negative — that
occur as a result of this responsibility (e.g. guilt, remorse,
happiness, fulfilment).

As the nature of relationships changes, young
people may also seek intimacy and affection within
those relationships. They might experience emotions
such as love and lust and learn ways to express them
appropriately (figure 7.27).
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Learning appropriate ways of expressing emotions
Towards the end of the youth stage, the individual will have been exposed to a range of emotions and
will generally be able to recognise them accurately when they arise. Most older youth will also have an
understanding of appropriate ways of expressing those emotions and be able to adequately express their
feelings in words, which helps to regulate their emotions. For example, when experiencing anger, youth
have a greater ability to deal with this emotion in a calm manner and discuss why they are feeling this way
with others.

Building resilience
As life experiences and knowledge develop, the transition to adulthood is often marked by greater
resilience. The coping strategies that are first developed early in life are built upon, contributing to the
greater level of resilience experienced by most adults compared with children. For example, a young person
may be able to use positive self-talk to help them overcome their disappointment at not getting the first
part-time job they have applied for. The level of resilience will usually continue to develop throughout
adulthood.

Digital document Emotions worksheet (doc-22663)

Weblink Emotions

7.6 ACTIVITIES
1. Access the Emotions weblink and worksheet in the Resources tab, then complete the worksheet.

7.6 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Using examples, explain emotional development.
2. Discuss three emotional changes that may occur as youth transition to adulthood.
3. Explain what is meant by ‘self-concept’.
4. Explain what is meant by ‘resilience’ and discuss ways that individuals can build their resilience.

7.6 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Brainstorm emotions that may be experienced for the first time as youth transition to adulthood.
2. Explain how developing emotionally can impact on relationships with others.
3. Discuss ways in which youth may express or respond to the following emotions compared to a child:

(a) happiness
(b) anger
(c) jealousy
(d) disappointment.

4. Discuss the difference between social development and emotional development.
5. Explain how social development and emotional development may have an impact on each other.
6. Create a table using the following headings to summarise the key aspects of the emotional development of

youth.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 7
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7.7 Developmental transitions from youth to
adulthood — intellectual

KEY CONCEPT Understanding the characteristics of intellectual development and the intellectual
development that occurs during the transition to adulthood

7.7.1 Intellectual development
Intellectual development refers to the increase in complexity of processes in the brain, such as thought,
knowledge and memory. Intellectual development occurs as a result of the changing processes that
occur within the brain and the increasing complexity of the brain. Although many aspects of intellectual
development occur in the younger years, intellectual development continues throughout the lifespan as
people learn skills associated with pursuing careers, raising children, becoming grandparents or taking
up hobbies. Aspects of intellectual development are summarised in figure 7.28 and are explained in more
detail below.

FIGURE 7.28 Aspects of intellectual development

Intellectual development

Knowledge and

memory
Language

Thought

patterns and

problem solving

Creativity and

imagination
Attention

Knowledge and memory
Knowledge relates to the range of information and concepts an individual is familiar with and understands.
Knowledge becomes more complex as people develop intellectually. The longer a person has been
developing intellectually, the more opportunities they have to gain knowledge.

Memory relates to the ability to retain and recall information. Memory abilities change throughout the
lifespan and can decline in the latter part of adulthood. Using the parts of the brain responsible for memory
can help to promote a good memory in late adulthood.

Language
Knowledge of language and the way it can be used develops continually over the human lifespan. When
a baby is born, they do not understand speech or language. Within months, they can distinguish between
sounds and begin to understand what is being said to them. In time, they will learn to speak themselves
and their use of words and sentences will continue to develop into adulthood. Some people are bilingual,
which can further develop the parts of the brain responsible for the production of speech and knowledge of
language.
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Thought patterns and problem solving FIGURE 7.29 Intellectual development is rapid during
the early years, but it continues throughout the lifespan.The way an individual thinks changes as they

develop, from concrete thought to abstract
thought. Abstract thought relates to the ability
to think about concepts and ideas rather than
just the physical objects you can see (concrete
thought). In the early stages of the lifespan,
individuals can think only in concrete ways.
As they develop intellectually, they can consider
concepts and situations not encountered before.
For example, children often learn to count by
memorising the numbers. As abstract thought
develops, they will begin to notice the patterns
that exist in the formation of numbers.

Problem solving relates to finding a way from
the current state to the desired goal when no
clear path exists. Problem solving is one of the most complex of all thinking processes. Examples include
trying to fit a number of commitments into a given timeframe, figuring out what has caused a computer to
crash or calculating how much weight a new (as yet unbuilt) bridge can hold. Trial and error is an important
part of problem solving. As experience and knowledge develops, problem solving abilities increase.

Creativity and imagination
Creativity and imagination relate to thinking in new ways. Both creativity and imagination can be
developed by exposure to many different experiences including books, music and other people. Imagination
is essential for optimal development during childhood. Children often engage in imaginative play, such as
pretending and making up stories. Imaginative play assists all four areas of development. As individuals
develop, imagination becomes more related to artistic pursuits, problem solving and forming life dreams
and desires.

Attention
Attention relates to focusing on one aspect of the environment while ignoring others. Attention is an
important aspect of intellectual development as it assists in learning new material. Young children can
focus their attention for shorter periods than older children. Attention can be developed by attaching an
intrinsic (or internal) reward, such as attaching satisfaction to completing a task. The more a person enjoys
the matter requiring attention, the longer they can focus their attention on it.

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 8

Intellectual development Summary screens and practice questions

7.7.2 Intellectual changes as youth transition to adulthood
During youth, physiological changes occur in the brain and in the way that the young person perceives
problems. These changes result in significant advances in intellectual development.

Knowledge and memory
During the transition to adulthood, youth often focus more on the future. This may guide the development
of knowledge — for example, students wanting to study science might develop an interest in learning about
scientific principles and choose science courses in their final years at school.
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More complex concepts are learned in the final years of school and in employment or tertiary education.
As a result, youth and early adults may develop an understanding of how they learn best (e.g. visual versus
aural learners) which can further promote the acquisition of knowledge.

As the brain continues to develop during youth and early adulthood, so does the capacity to remember
past events and concepts. Individuals in these stages may also implement strategies to assist in recalling
information such as the use of acrostics and association.

Language
As knowledge and memory develop, so can the ability to remember words and what they mean. As a result,
the transition to adulthood is often accompanied by an increase in skills relating to vocabulary, grammar
and the use of language. For example, the use of figurative speech such as metaphors, similes and puns may
develop as youth transition to adulthood.

Language is developed through many experiences, including through reading, communicating with others
and exposure to media such as newspapers, magazines, music, television and the internet. Young people
who have an interest in language and reading may develop a greater understanding of language than others.

Thought patterns and problem solving

FIGURE 7.30 Towards the end of youth, individuals
generally start to shift their attention to learning things
associated with their interests and possible career paths.

As they transition to adulthood, youth begin to
see ‘grey’ areas in problems when they would
have seen only ‘black and white’ in the past.
During this stage, the brain structures mature
and abstract thought develops, as opposed to the
concrete thought relied upon during childhood.
Information can be processed more efficiently,
and groups of concepts that were viewed
individually might now be linked together and
viewed as an interrelated whole.

The ability to create hypothetical solutions
and evaluate the best options develops. This
comes from previous experiences and from
applying old knowledge to new situations. In
contrast, most children can see only concrete
solutions. Reasoning skills continue to be
refined into adulthood with the challenges presented by employment or further study. Older youths can
often distinguish between fact and opinion and may challenge views put to them by others, including adults.
This critical thinking continues into adulthood and for the remainder of life.

Some research suggests that the frontal lobe (a part of the brain) is not fully developed until a young
person is in their twenties. The state of the brain during these years may influence thought patterns and
make youths and early adults favour immediate rewards and disregard long-term consequences. It is thought
that this aspect of brain development may account for why these groups are more likely to take risks than
children or older adults.

Creativity and imagination
The increase in knowledge and thought patterns can work to promote creativity and imagination as youth
transition to adulthood. Creativity and imagination can contribute to the development of new ideas and
innovations in their areas of interest such as career or hobbies.

Young people who have an interest in creative pursuits, such as music, painting or poetry, may develop
skills through practice that can facilitate further creativity and imagination. For example, a youth who
regularly practises and plays guitar may have more opportunities to express their imagination and
creativity as a result of being capable of using this instrument. Although the transition to adulthood can be
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accompanied by greater levels of creativity and imagination, some research suggests that these skills can
decrease if individuals do not promote their development.

Attention
Like creativity and imagination, attention can develop as youth transition to adulthood. If individuals
develop a deep interest in a career or hobby, they may be able to focus their attention on a related task for
hours at a time. Conversely, as youth transition to adulthood, they may lose interest in activities that they
see as pointless or meaningless. In this respect, attention can become more targeted and focused during
adulthood.

EXAM TIP
When discussing an impact on development, make sure you clearly state the type of development and use specific
examples linked to the chosen type of development. For example, if you are making links to intellectual development,
provide examples that link to either knowledge and memory, attention, language, thought patterns and problem
solving or creativity and imagination.

7.7 ACTIVITIES
1. Draw pictures and/or collect magazine photos and create a collage representing examples of the type of

development that might occur as youth transition to adulthood. Ensure that the four areas of development
are addressed.

2. a. Find lyrics to a song that focuses on an area of development.
b. Print the lyrics and share them in small groups.
c. Discuss what the lyrics are saying about development.

3. Create a concept map that identifies three changes for each area of development that occur as youth
transition to adulthood.

7.7 EXERCISE 1 TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. Using examples, explain what is meant by intellectual development.
2. Outline three aspects of intellectual development that may occur as youth transition to adulthood.
3. Using examples relevant to each, discuss the difference between concrete and abstract thought.
4. Classify the following as examples of physical, social, emotional or intellectual development:

(a) the changes to sex organs that occur during puberty
(b) learning to use a graphing calculator
(c) deciding to join a religious group
(d) pattern baldness that occurs in many males
(e) a musician writing a song for the first time
(f) finding a way to fix a banging door
(g) a person perceiving themselves as intelligent
(h) a person deciding that they value honesty more than not hurting someone else’s feelings
(i) developing the skills required to discuss issues with parents
(j) increase in the complexity of the skeletal system in a developing foetus
(k) using words to express emotions
(l) developing beliefs relating to ethical issues such as abortion

(m) changes in height that occur during childhood
(n) moving in with a partner
(o) learning skills associated with a career.

7.7 EXERCISE 2 APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
1. ‘When I was a boy of 14, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But

when I got to be 21, I was astonished at how much he had learnt in seven years.’ What do you think this
quote (by American author Mark Twain) is trying to say?
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2. (a) How many triangles are shown in figure 7.31?
(b) Compare your answers with those of other students.
(c) Do you think a child would be able to answer this problem? Why?
(d) Think of another example of a brain teaser/problem that children and youth might answer

differently.

FIGURE 7.31 Triangle problem

3. Create a table using the following headings to summarise the key aspects of the intellectual development
of youth.

Intellectual development Examples relevant to youth

Knowledge and memory

Language

Thought patterns and problem solving

Creativity and imagination

Attention

Unit 2 AOS 1 Topic 2 Concept 9
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7.8 Topic 7 review
7.8.1 Key skills

KEY CONCEPT Collect and analyse information to draw conclusions on perceptions of youth and adulthood

This key skill requires information to be collected relating to the perceptions of youth and adulthood as
stages of the lifespan. Information should be gathered from a range of sources including primary and
secondary sources.

Information from primary sources can be collected through surveys (either face-to-face or online) and
interviews. A range of people from different backgrounds and lifespan stages should be used as participants
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so a variety of perceptions are identified. Secondary sources include newspapers, magazines, books,
television and the internet. It is important to record where the information comes from, so a source can be
presented for each piece of information and can also be recorded in a bibliography.

Information relating to perceptions of youth and adulthood should be collated and presented in a variety
of ways including discussions, tables and graphs. When analysing information, look for trends, similarities
and differences between perceptions and the participants who hold them. This will allow relationships to be
established and conclusions to be drawn relating to the perceptions that people have.

In the following example, information from a survey relating to perceptions of youth is collated and
conclusions about the proportion of people with negative perceptions are drawn:

TABLE 7.1 Perceptions of youth

Female Male

Age
group

Negative
perceptions
(%)

Positive
perceptions
(%)

Mixed
perceptions/
Neutral (%)

Total
(%)

Negative
perceptions
(%)

Positive
perceptions
(%)

Mixed
perception/
Neutral
(%) Total (%)

18–40 22 65 13 100 18 68 14 100

41–60 42 30 28 100 38 42 20 100

61–80 68 21 11 100 56 36 8 100

81+ 57 32 11 100 44 46 10 100

In this survey, females were more likely to have negative
perceptions of youth than males in all age groups.1 For example, in
the 18–40 age group, 22 per cent of females held negative
perceptions compared to 18 per cent of males in the same age
group.2

As age increased, the percentage of those with negative
perceptions also increased. For example, for females the proportion
of those with negative views increased from 22 per cent in the
18–40 age group to 68 per cent in the 61–80 age group. For males,
it increased from 18 per cent in the 18–40 age group to 56 per cent
in the 61–80 age group.3

Those in the 81+ age group were less likely to have negative
perceptions than those aged 61–80 in both sexes.4 For females, 57
per cent of those aged 81+ had negative perceptions compared to
68 per cent in the 61–80 age group. For males, the proportions were
44 per cent and 56 per cent for those in the 81+ and 61–80 age
groups respectively.

1 A conclusion is drawn.

2 Data are used to substantiate the
conclusion.
3 A second conclusion is drawn and
data are used again to substantiate the
conclusion.
4 A third conclusion is drawn,
maintaining the focus on those with
negative perceptions.

Practise the key skill
1. a. Monitor news sources (either print or television) for one week and record the nature of stories

relating to youth and adults.
b. Classify the stories according to the nature of the article. Possible categories include:

• positive — achievement, good behaviour / deeds
• negative — crime, victims, bad behaviour, needing help.

c. Analyse the results and draw conclusions about the representation of youth and adults in the media.
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2. a. Conduct a survey to collect information relating to the perceptions of youth and adults among
community members. Ensure a range of age groups are surveyed so relationships between
perceptions and lifespan stages can be identified.

b. Collate and analyse the results and draw conclusions about community perceptions of youth and
adulthood as stages of the lifespan.

KEY CONCEPT Describe the developmental changes that characterise the transition from youth to adulthood

The transition to adulthood is a time of rapid development, and the common aspects of development should
be known. In addition to the physical changes that occur, the social, emotional and intellectual changes are
also significant. Some questions will focus on one area of development and others will be more open. Be
sure to read the question carefully to determine the main focus or requirement.

In the following scenario or case study, Dallas is in year 11. The
following response outlines the physical changes that Dallas will
experience as she transitions from youth to adulthood.5 As this
example relates to physical development, links should be made to
aspects such as changes to body systems, growth and/or motor skill
development.

Dallas can expect to experience a range of physical changes
during this stage of development. Dallas’s bones may still be
growing, but this process will end soon and her height will be fixed,
although her bones will continue to gain density.6 Her body
proportions may continue to change as her hips widen and more fat
is deposited around the thighs and hips. Dallas may continue to gain
strength and will refine her fine and gross motor skills.7 Dallas’s
menstrual cycle may be erratic at this time, but will generally
become more regular as she transitions to adulthood.

A key requirement of this skill is to develop the ability to predict
possible outcomes for an individual in all areas of development in a
particular scenario or set of circumstances. Having a detailed
knowledge of the four areas of development is the first step in
achieving this.

In this scenario (or case study), Scott is 16 and has just left
school to begin a plumbing apprenticeship. A discussion of how
Scott’s development might be affected by his leaving school and
beginning full-time employment is presented below.

Scott’s development might be affected in the four key areas:
physical, social, emotional and intellectual.8

5 Keep your answer focused on the
physical development of females.

6 Remember that not all physical
changes can be seen. Some occur
inside the body, such as the changes in
bone density.

7 Use key terms where appropriate.

8 If the question does not specify,
ensure that all areas of development are
covered.

• Physical: He may miss out on playing sports at school, and this could affect his motor skill
development as he experiences limited opportunities to practise them. He may learn new manual skills
in the workplace that may enhance his motor development.

• Social: He will learn to communicate effectively with a range of people in a professional manner. He
will develop his role of employee by taking responsibility for tasks assigned to him.

• Emotional: His self-concept may change as he begins to see himself differently as he gains more skills
and responsibilities.

• Intellectual: Despite missing out on the traditional academic
concepts learned at school, Scott will learn a new set of skills
and knowledge associated with his trade.9

9 Not all outcomes will be entirely
positive or entirely negative. Try to
achieve a balance.
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Practise the key skill
3. For each type of development, describe two characteristics that occur as youth transition to adulthood.
4. Beth is 18 years old and has just moved out of her parents’ house with a friend. Explain three

developmental changes that Beth may experience as a result of moving out.

7.8.2 Topic summary
7.2 Overview of the human lifespan
• The human lifespan begins at fertilisation and ends at death. Each stage has characteristics common to

most people.
• The start and finish of some lifespan stages has been debated over the years, and different groups and

organisations may define the lifespan stages differently. For the sake of this course, the lifespan stages,
and the start and end of each stage, are:
• prenatal: fertilisation until birth
• infancy: birth to age 2
• early childhood: age 2 to age 6
• late childhood: age 6 to age 12
• youth: age 12 to age 18
• early adulthood: age 18 to age 40
• middle adulthood: age 40 to age 65
• late adulthood: 65 years of age until death.

7.3 Perceptions of youth and adulthood as stages of the lifespan
• Perceptions of youth and adulthood relate to the different ways that people view those in each of these

stages.
• Perceptions can be positive, negative or a mix of both.
• Perceptions are formed as a result of a range of factors including personal experiences, media

representations and opinions of others.
• Development refers to the orderly, predictable changes that occur in individuals from fertilisation to

death. Development occurs in the physical, social, emotional and intellectual areas.

7.4 Developmental transitions from youth to adulthood — physical
• Physical development involves internal aspects (development and growth of body systems and organs)

and external aspects (motor skill development and growth). It includes the decline in body systems.
• Youth is considered a period of rapid growth, but the body enters a maintenance phase during early

adulthood and growth stops.
• The physical changes that occur during puberty can be classified as either primary or secondary sex

characteristics.

7.5 Developmental transitions from youth to adulthood — social
• Social development refers to the increasing complexity of behaviour patterns used in relationships with

other people (VCAA).
• The transition to adulthood is characterised by rapid social development. Individuals interact with a

wider range of people, including increased interactions with those of the opposite sex, which develops
social abilities and a range of relationship skills.

• The peer group is an important influence on social development as it contributes to the development of
behaviours and communication skills.

7.6 Developmental transitions from youth to adulthood — emotional
• Emotional development refers to experiencing the full range of emotions and increasing complexity

relating to the expression of emotions, the development of self-concept and building resilience.
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• Self-concept is an important aspect of emotional development and relates to the way that an individual
sees him/herself.

• Individuals experience a wider range of emotions as they transition to adulthood and learn to recognise
and deal with them more appropriately.

7.7 Developmental transitions from youth to adulthood — intellectual
• Intellectual development relates to the increase in complexity of processes in the brain such as thought,

knowledge and memory. The brain continues to develop as youth transition to adulthood and
contributes to more developed thinking and reasoning skills.

• Older youth often become more focused on knowledge related to possible career paths.

7.8 Exam preparation
Question 1
Complete the following table by filling in any empty cells. (13 marks)

Lifespan stage When the stage begins When the stage ends

Prenatal

Early childhood

Early adulthood

Late adulthood

Question 2
a. Briefly explain what is meant by physical development and outline two changes that may occur in

relation to physical development as youth transition to adulthood. (3 marks)
b. Outline two changes that may occur in relation to each of the following areas of development as youth

transition to adulthood:
• social
• emotional
• intellectual. (6 marks)

Question 3
Outline two common perceptions in the community in relation to:
a. adults (2 marks)
b. youth. (2 marks)

Interactivities Crossword (int-6874)

Definitions (int-6875)

Units 1 & 2 Sit Topic Test
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