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PSTRAT – Introduction 
Empowering Young Adults for Authentic Mentoring Relationships with High School Students
Introduction


Empowering young adults as mentors - with resources and training - ensures authentic mentoring relationships which prove critical in shaping the future of both mentor and mentee.  The years immediately following college graduation are very crucial for a young adult. They set the tone for a person’s social engagement for the rest of his or her life (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1135). For this reason, it is important for a developing young adult to be provided with opportunities to volunteer, invest in the life of another, or give financially. The Church plays a significant role in both providing the opportunities and the imparting of values for this service (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1141). Paired with the need of adolescents for mentoring relationships, the importance of developing a serving lifestyle in young adults provides a very natural avenue for churches to develop ministry programs geared towards young adults. 
Psychosocial Development in Young Adults


Ryan is a prototypical young adult. As a 25-year-old, single male, Ryan exemplifies a lot of what his peers are going through. Ryan had made some great friends during college, but upon graduation they all moved to different parts of the country. Ryan began to feel somewhat isolated. Erik Erikson warns that “if young adults cannot make deep, personal commitments to others, they may become isolated and self-absorbed” (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 494). Ryan is located in Erikson’s 6th stage of development: Intimacy vs. Isolation.
In this stage of development, Ryan feels a longing to connect somewhere. Not simply to connect at work, or church, or with friends; but to be deeply invested into something or someone. Papalia describes this in Human Development:

It is at this stage that the individual becomes ready for deep intimacy – more than simply sexuality. Intimate relationships demand sacrifice and compromise. Young adults who have developed a strong sense of self during adolescence are ready to fuse their identity with that of another person. It is in this stage –if successfully resolved – that young adults develop the virtue of love. Love being the “mutual devotion between partners who have chosen to share their lives, have children, and help those children achieve their own healthy development. (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 494)
In the past four or five years, Ryan has developed a sense of autonomy. He started paying for his own car at age 21, deepened some of his friendships at the end of college, and – upon moving to Fort Wayne – became completely independent from his parents (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 494). As these past years have progressed, Ryan has noticed that he is losing the “charm” and “excitement” that he once possessed in his younger years. Valliant noticed these types of changes as adult males aged:
Somewhere between the ages of 25 and 40, men go through career consolidation. They worked hard at their careers and devoted themselves to their families, followed the rules, strove for promotions, and accepted the system. The excitement and charm that had once marked their lives was now lost as they perpetuated “the system.” Valliant found that those who developed mature adaptive mechanisms – ways people adapt to life circumstances – were mentally and physically healthier – and happier, got more satisfaction from work, enjoyed richer friendships, made more money, and seemed better adjusted. (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 494)
Developmentally, Ryan is at a very significant place in his life. It is during these years that, as Levinson describes, young adults build their first “provisional life structure.” A life structure is an underlying pattern of a person’s life at a given time, built on whatever aspects of life the person finds most important (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 495). How and around what Ryan decides to build this first ‘life structure’ is extremely crucial to his future attitudes, actions, and experiences. 
Faith Development in Young Adults


As far as his faith is concerned, Ryan has developed a very personal relationship with God. During college, he saw how fellow Christians were living their lives and adopted many of their practices and ideologies. As Ryan progressed though his college years, his faith began to grow more and more into a relationship with God (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 482). 

During this time, Ryan exemplified the qualities described in Fowler’s third stage of faith development: Synthetic-conventional faith. This stage – typically beginning in late adolescence – is characteristic of most followers in organized religion. As adolescents become capable of abstract thought, they are then able to begin to form “ideologies and commitments to ideals.” As they are seeking their own identity, they tend to seek a more personal relationship with God. However, their identity doesn’t have a firm hold yet, so they usually look to others – often peers – seeking moral authority. At this stage, faith is unquestioning and conforms to the standard of surrounding influences.  Fowler concluded that about fifty percent of adults never move beyond this stage (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 482).

However, towards the end of Ryan’s college years – as well as the years since – Ryan has begun to examine his faith more critically. For example, he once held the belief that he should abstain from drinking alcohol. In fact, in high school, not partying or drinking was a significant expression of his faith. He accepted that it is what all good Christians practiced. Nearing the end of college, however, he began to question whether or not it was really an important issue. He began to question why he had believed that alcohol was bad (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 482).  

Fowler would now place Ryan in the 4th stage of faith development: Individuate-reflective faith. This stage – if reached at all – usually sets in around the early to middle twenties. Those who reach this “post-conventional” stage critically reexamine aspects of their faith and process their own beliefs independently of external authority. They no longer rely on group norms for their beliefs of morality and faith. As young adults are deeply concerned with intimacy, the stage can be triggered by a stressful relational event (i.e. death of someone close, divorce, loneliness, etc.) (Papalia, Olds, Weldman 483). 
Societal Trends in Young Adults


Although Ryan would classify himself as an adult, he still feels very immature. He doesn’t look at himself as a “grown up,” despite the fact that he is no longer an adolescent. Sometimes he wonders if it is immature that he still plays video games at night, right after paying off his bills or balancing his budget. Ryan is part adult, part youth, yet is too young for one and too old for the other. 


This has been a trend in the transition from adolescence to adulthood since the 1900s. Havinghurst explains:

…there has been a general tendency toward the postponement of adulthood. This tendency is part of the massive movement of modern society toward industrialization and urbanization and is the cause of some the major maladjustments in modern society, including the disease of juvenile delinquency. (54)

Even more recently, changes in the basic makeup of modern society have affected the young people. No longer is the transition from adolescence to adulthood seamless. It does not necessarily happen when an individual graduates high school or college, moves out, marries, or begins his or her career. A ‘new’ stage of life has emerged following what was traditionally entitled “adolescence” and preceding adulthood (Husén 165). The reasons for this are many:

Keniston (1970) in an article in The American Scholar advanced the notion that societal changes had brought about a ‘new’ stage of life following after what traditionally had been conceived as adolescence. He pointed out that several factors, such as rising prosperity, prolongation of formal education, increased educational demands by a post-industrial society that had contributed to creating an ‘adolescent society,’ also were behind an emerging youth phase following adolescence” (Husén 170). 

Needless to say, it is understandable as to why Ryan feels this way. Ryan feels both like an adolescent and like an adult. To categorize him simply as “adult” or as “adolescent” would be to ignore a large number of societal and developmental stresses and pressures that he is subject to. Dannefer suggests that “certain paradigmatic assumptions found in both psychological and sociological work on adult development have been shown to be inappropriate for describing the human life course, because they tend to treat as "natural" a subject matter that is irreducibly social in its character.” (112) Erikson noticed this tension and defined a person’s “ego” as “rooted in social organizations” (Riley 543). 
Volunteerism in Young Adults

Ever since college, Ryan has wanted to get involved in something. He wanted to give. He wanted to pour into something to make a difference. It was at college that Ryan grew to believe that it is important to not just live life for his own gain, but to use his life to make a difference somewhere (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1141). While he wasn’t really involved in much, he did have a growing burden to be involved. 


Like so many other adults his age, Ryan has a substantial amount of debt. This looming burden has kept Ryan from committing to any kind of service opportunity. Ryan wants to be involved in something long-term, but does not want to have to decide between accepting a promotion and continuing in an area of service. Nor does Ryan want to partake in something that he sees as a chore. He wants his area of involvement to be in something that he enjoys and feels is a significant contribution. It is also important to him to be working alongside others. Ryan has always seemed to enjoy being a part of something he felt was bigger than himself. 
This urge to be involved has grown from several factors. First, he was involved in a volunteer group in high school called Students Making A Difference (SMAD). He really enjoyed serving his community alongside of other high school students. Past volunteer experience tends to play a very significant role in continued involvement. Those who volunteer during adolescence and childhood are more likely to possess the resources, skills, attitudes, and connections to continue to volunteer (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1142). Also, Ryan’s family has always urged him to get involved somewhere. Oesterle discovered that “investigators of adult volunteering have conceptualized the family as the central institution promoting social integration and drawing adults into volunteer work” (1139).  Also, Ryan’s desire to serve has steadily increased what as he has become more committed to attending church on a regular basis and, as a result, grown to know more and more people who are volunteering in some area (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1141). 


There are also several factors which are shown to deter an individual from volunteering.  Interestingly, studies have shown that the longer one puts off volunteering, the odds of volunteering are significantly reduced (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1143). Another factor is work involvement. Someone who is very involved (taking work home, meetings at night, working 50+ hours a week) in their career is less likely to volunteer. Also, it has been found that young adults adjusting to new family roles (marriage, having children, etc) tend to limit the time and energy available for volunteering (Oesterle, Johnson, Mortimer 1140).
Conclusion

Ryan and a majority of young adults are at a crucial stage in their lives. Coming out of college and stepping into the career world is a monumental time to develop lifestyles and attitudes that will drive much of what Ryan does and how he thinks for the rest of his life. Developmentally, Ryan is at a stage where he longs for relationships of depth and to find others whom embody love. He is at a place where simply going to church every Sunday does not cut it anymore. He has reexamined his morals and his beliefs. Now developing his faith means giving something; investing somewhere. As far as volunteering, how he handles his time and energy will determine how he handles it for the rest of his life. 


For these reasons, his young adult years are very critical for Ryan’s life. A church ought to strategically pursue Ryan and other young adults to deepen their faith and establish the life structures that will support a deep Christian walk for the rest of their lives. 

A mentoring role in a student ministry does this on a number of levels. First, it provides depth of relationship. It gives the young adult the space to listen, encourage, and love another person. It capitalizes on their place in society; being caught between adolescence and adulthood. The young adult can stay connected to students and relate with them (as he or she is not that far removed from high school), yet provide insight and example for the high school student.

Works Cited 

Dannefer, Dale. "Adult Development and Social Theory: a Paradigmatic Reappraisal." American Sociological Review 49 (1984): 100-116. JSTOR. Taylor University, Upland, IN. 10 Feb. 2008. 
Havinghurst, Robert J. "Adolescence and the Postponement of Adulthood." The School Review 68 (1960): 52-62. JSTOR. Taylor University, Upland, IN. 11 Feb. 2008. 

Húsen, Torsten. "Young Adults in Modern Society: Changing Status and Values." Oxford Review of Education 13 (1987): 165-176. JSTOR. Taylor University, Upland, IN. 11 Feb. 2008. 
Oesterle, Sabrina, Jeylan T. Mortimer, and Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson. "Volunteerism During the Transition to Adulthood: a Life Course Perspective." Social Forces 82 (2004): 1123-1149. JSTOR. Taylor University, Upland, IN. 12 Feb. 2008. 
Papalia, Diane E., Sally Wendkos Olds, and Ruth Duskin Feldman, eds. Human Development. 9th ed. McGraw Hill, 2003. 456-521. 

Riley, Matilda White. "Adulthood in the Life Cycle." Contemporary Sociology 8 (1979): 543-546. JSTOR. Taylor University, Upland, IN. 12 Feb. 2008.
