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lntroductifn'l:he previous issue of The Visitor, we 
articulated our belief that too little time is spent 
discussing the rationale or need for vocational 
student organizations. We noted th~t an 
assumption appears to exist that the rat1onale 
for VSO's is so obvious that there is no need to 
discuss it. Consequently, most efforts at 
providing courses and in-service activities for 
VSO advisors appear to be focused on "ho:-v:to
do-it" types of activities, rather than o_n prov1dtng 
advisors with a clear understanding of the 
importance of VSO's in meeting student needs. 
We believe that VSO advisors need to have a 
clear understanding of the reasons for offering 
and implementing these organizations. We 
proposed that the profession take advantage of 
the knowledge and research that has been 
generated regarding adolesce.nt developme~t 
and that the theories denved from th1s 
knowledge base serve as the founda!ion.al basis 
upon which vocational student orgamzat1ons are 
developed and operated. We articulated a 
belief that this theory and knowledge base 
provided the strongest rationale regarding the 
need for and purposes of vocational student 
organizations. 

The previous edition of The Visitor 
also summarized three prominent theories of 
human development (Freud, Erikson, ~nd 
Piaget) and their implications regardtng 
adolescent development. It was noted that the 
importance of these theories was that they 
provided a framework for studies focusing on 
the subject of adolescence. Consequently, a 
knowledge base has been de~eloped ~h!ch 
provides a relatively comprehensive descnpt1on 
of the needs of adolescents. 

This paper builds on the previous 
discussion of adolescent theories by presenting 
an overview and description of adolescent 
needs. 

The Needs and Concerns of Adolescents 
In a curriculum project directed at a 

group of adolescents served by the ~innesota 
Extension Service, Caskey (1976) rev1ewed the 
knowledge base regarding adolescent 

development. Her assessment of adolescent 
needs and concerns is particularly illuminating 
for VSO advisors. Consistent with Erikson's 
theory, she noted the critical importance of 
identity development in adolescents . 
Additionally, she stated that identity 
development was a function of four aspects of 
personality: autonomy, sexuality, productivity, 
and meaning. The development of these 
personality aspects occurs simultaneously. 
However, these personality functions are not. the 
only areas in which adolescents are develop1ng. 
Adolescents are also maturing physically, 
cognitively, and socially (affectively) . 

Personality Aspects Autonomy 
As an individual passes through 

adolescence, he or she continually seeks more 
independence. Oftentimes, this is obvious by 
the efforts made by the adolescent to 
differentiate themselves from their parents and 
other previously significant persons. Being very 
egocentric, the adolescent seeks to constrl!ct 
new relationships with peers as well as potenttal 
role models. Many adolescents seek out these 
new relationships in diverse settings while 
participating in intra and extra curricular school, 
home, and church activities. Tensions are often 
created in the home between the parent and 
adolescent as the adolescent attempts to sever 
some of the emotional ties with parents or 
guardians. Parents are often un~ware of and 
misunderstand the need for th1s adolescent 
experience. It is by living through these issues 
that the adolescent begins to feel and 
experience the nature of being an adult. 

Sexuality 
Adolescence is a time when the 

growing boy or girl confronts ~is or her_Personal 
sexuality issues. Boys and g1rls expenence the 
dynamic physical and emotional changes that 
accompany puberty. Dating provides them the 
opportunity to try out app~opriate male a.n.d 
female roles. Adolescents enJOY gender-spec1f1c 
and cross-gender social activities, activities that 
allow them to feel good about themselves and 



their peers. In addition , adolescents reflect on 
the traditional and non-traditional sexual 
relationships of men and women in our society. 
Caskey (1976, p. 2) suggested the goal of the 
adolescent's sexual growth is "to be fully in 
touch with himself (sic), providing a base for 
later seeking an intimate mate relationship." 

Productivity 
During the later adolescent years, the 

adolescent begins to consider his or her future 
existence and the form(s) it will take. Society, 
family, teachers, and counselors provide 
encouragement and opportunities for 
adolescents to investigate and plan for their 
future careers. The adolescent has a need to 
plan for andfor begin contributing to society. 

Spirituality or Meaning 
Adolescents need to develop a 

philosophy that they are comfortable with for 
structuring and living life. This process is 
manifested by overt actions of experimentation 
with new belief structures as well as with the 
ideologies imparted by parents during 
childhood. She or he desires to interact with 
many different populations and settings to 
develop a philosophy which can be used to 
pattern a lifestyle and value system. 

Other Broad Areas of Adolescent 
Development 

The physical development of 
adolescents is rapid and is generally associated 
with excellent health. These characteristics are 
accompanied by considerable energy and 
activity levels. 

The cognitive development processes 
of adolescents become noticeably more 
complex and abstract. Adolescents begin to 
use logic in much more sophisticated ways and 
demonstrate the abilities for inductive and 
deductive reasoning . Caskey (1 976) additionally 
noted the importance of cognitive development 
in helping adolescents identify, critique, and 
establish their own personal set of values and 
beliefs. 

Socially, adolescents have a great 
need to participate in experiences that allow 
them to interact with people of all ages. 
However, while adolescents need to interact with 
parents, teachers, other adults, and even 
younger children , their most important social 
interactions are those with peers and friends. 

Summary of Adolescent Needs 
While textbooks can be written , and 

indeed have been written, which further identify 
and illuminate adolescent needs, perhaps the 
most succinct description of these needs was 
presented by Caskey {1976). She stated that 
adolescents need (p. 46): 

1. To feel important - as though they hold 
significance and possess a special 

noteworthiness which is unique to them. 

2. To make a significant contribution . 

3. To sample various identities, emotions, and 
habits. 

4. To develop cognitive and non-cognitive 
skills necessary for economic 
independence and for occupational 
opportunities. 

5. To develop the capability of engaging in 
intense concentrated involvement in an 
activity. 

6. To develop capability of effective 
management of their own affairs, including 
knowing who can help. 

7. To enlarge horizons by having experience 
with persons differing in social class, 
subculture , and in age. 

8. To experience having others dependent of 
their actions and decisions. 

9. To interact with peers and acquire a sense 
of belonging. 

10. To gain experience in decision making 
through participation as citizens, as 
members of households, and workers, as 
responsible members of society. 

11. To discuss conflicting values and formulate 
their own value system. 

12. To experiment- to engage in adventurous, 
risky activities, sometimes including drugs 
and sex. 

13. To experiment with their own identity, with 
relationships to other people , with ideas; to 
try out various roles without having to 
commit themselves irrevocably. 

14. Physical activity, especially sports. 

15. To be able to communicate with adults in 
an open, non-judgmental and accepting 
way. 

16. To love and be loved, trust and be trusted . 
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17. To reflect and to talk about all these 
activities and feelings with peers and 
adults. 

18. Personal introspection: to analyze their 
own personality and the mysteries, 
uncertainties, and puzzlements which fill it. 

Relating Adolescent Needs to the Advising 
and Operation of VSO's 

As noted in the introduction to this 
paper, we strongly advocate that those involved 
with VSO's focus the development and 
operation of VSO organizations on adolescent 
needs (which are derived from adolescent 
development theory). Prominent adolescent 
development theories have been identified in 
the previous edition of the Visitor. This paper 
further identified specific adolescent needs that 
are consistent with these theories. These 
adolescent needs should serve as the 
foundation on which we build and develop VSO 
activities. When activities are planned and 
developed, the primary focus should not be on 
the value of public relations, instructor 
recognition , or student recruitment. Instead, 
advisors should determine how these activities 
can foster adolescent development and 
contribute to meeting the needs associated with 
this development. When one reviews the 
previously identified list of adolescent needs, 
most VSO advisors should find it relatively easy 
to articulate ways in which selected VSO 
activities could greatly contribute to meeting 
these needs. For example, the value of 
participating in chapter meetings becomes 
evident when one notes that adolescents have a 
need to participate in decision-making 
processes. If relating VSO activities to 
adolescent needs is the primary concern, then 
other benefits mentioned (public relations, 
instructor recognition, and student recruitment) 
will follow. It is important to note here that we 
are not arguing that VSO activities need to be 
significantly altered. Indeed, it is our contention 
that the great majority of VSO activities can do 
much to contribute to meeting adolescent 
needs. Our primary point is that all of these 
activities should be oriented at meeting the 
needs of students and that these needs are 
identified in adolescent development theory. 
We also maintain that effective VSO's are 
successful because they have discovered the 
secret of making their activities relevant to 

student needs and concerns. Conversely, we 
would argue that poor or mediocre VSO's 
probably become that way because they don't 
"tap" into student needs. Some might state that 
it is the instructor who makes or breaks a VSO. 
We do not disagree. We do, however, believe 
that successful advisors have the ability to make 
VSO activities pertinent to student needs. 
Although these successful advisors might not 
state their success in terms of meeting 
adolescent needs, this is likely what their VSO's 
are accomplishing. 

The use of adolescent theory also 
provides a stronger rationale for the need for 
VSO's. It is difficult to argue against activities 
that provide meaningful opportunities for 
adolescent development. This argument is 
particularly relevant when one considers that 
such opportunities are seldom formally provided 
in the high school setting. VSO's have proven 
themselves as a very effective vehicle in this 
respect. Unfortunately, it appears that we 
simply don 't emphasize this aspect of VSO's 
enough. 

Summary 
We believe that VSO's are a vital and 

extremely valuable component of vocational 
education. When effectively developed and 
implemented, they can provide truly meaningful 
life experiences for adolescents. The key to 
developing and providing meaningful VSO 
experiences, however, is making a concerted 
effort to connect these activities with adolescent 
developme11t theory and needs. 

The first step in accomplishing this 
objective is to ensure that these advisors are 
familiar with adolescent theory and needs. 
While some advisors may have taken courses in 
human and adolescent development, many 
have not. An understanding of adolescent 
theory and needs is essential. The other area of 
importance is helping advisors link specific VSO 
activities with selected adolescent needs or 
developmental concerns. 

Vocational education has always been 
a "practical" discipl ine. Our pragmatic roots 
have influenced many of our curricular and 
programmatic decisions. That is, the profession 
generally has introduced and implemented new 
ideas and practices because they seemed like 
the right thing to do. In the absence of 
definitive theory, the field has tended to rely on 
its own perceptions and intuitions. Such was 



the case with vocational student organizations. 
They were implemented because the idea made 
sense. There was no observable attempt to link 
early VSO development efforts with theory. 
Today, however, the situation is different. A 
theory and knowledge base exists that has real 
implications and value for VSO's. We would be 
extremely foolish not to utilize this information. 
Not only can adolescent theory and knowledge 
help us make VSO's more meaningful and 
relevant, but it also can help us establish greater 
credibility in the educational community. 

Vocational education is sometimes 
criticized for its lack of a strong theory base. In 
the case of VSO's, we can identify a useful and 
appropriate theory base which can serve to 
validate the importance of these organizations. 
The adolescent development theory base 
provides a strong rationale for the need and 
importance of VSO's. While the early advocates 
of VSO's may not have realized it, they were 
indeed providing a framework for activities that 
met real adolescent needs and concerns. 
However, now that the theory base exists, we 
would be remiss not to use it. 

The time has come for us to 
reevaluate our "Just do it" policy for advising 
VSO's. Let's spend some "up-front" time with 
current and potential VSO advisors in discussing 
the · importance of tying adolescent theory to 
VSO activities. Then we can go out and "Do it". 
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