
A Generation Adrift?

As families and institutions change, the road to 
adulthood is strewn with more obstacles than ever. 
Many kids may not make it intact.

JOHNO'NEIL

• %om the inner-city child forced to 
• •"H get by on a single meal a day to 
JL the suburban teen who cuts class 
to "party" at a friend's house, numerous 
American children are Finding their 
futures dimmed.

Sdme—for example, the poverty- 
bound or the abused—are mired in con 
ditions over which they have little con 
trol. Others, the habitually truant, 
sexually precocious, or chemically de 
pendent, make poor choices that can 
lead to lifelong consequences. The end 
result is that large numbers of American 
children are at risk of not realizing their 
potential to lead fulfilling adult lives. 
At worst, they may face a life of con 
stant struggle—marginally literate,"un 
able to find or keep a job, chemically 
dependent, or a parent without the skills 
or resources to parent effectively—per 
haps destined to pass their troubled 
legacy to their own children.

"If we measure success not by just 
how well most children do, but by how 
poorly some fare, America falls far 
short,'.' asserts a new report from the Na 
tional Commission on Children. Fresh 
from the most comprehensive study 
ever done on the status of America's 
children and their families, the commis 
sion recommends a broad array of 
changes in health, education, and other 
policies—and slaps a $50-billion plus 
price tag on beginning to reverse the de 
cline in child well-being. 1

The fact that adults permit many 
children to live in deplorable conditions

"shows that we don't place a high value 
on our children," says Joan First of the 
National Coalition of Advocates for 
Students, a consortium of youth advoca 
cy groups. "That's been true for a long 
time, but it's gotten seriously worse dur 
ing the last decade."

Although politicians and opinion- 
makers pledge that "our children are our 
future," their rhetoric falls flat given the 
decline in youth well-being on a variety 
of indicators. Some argue that in the 
"me-first" climate that took root in the 
1980s and persists today, children are 
forced to take a back seat. Few put it 
more forcefully than Marian Wright 
Edelman, president of the Children's 
Defense Fund:

Our children are growing up 
today in an ethically polluted na 
tion where instant sex without re 
sponsibility, instant gratification 
without effort, instant solutions 
without sacrifice, getting rather 
than giving, and hoarding rather 
than sharing are the too-frequent 
signals of our mass media, popu 
lar culture, business, and political 
life.. . . Nowhere is the paralysis 
of public and private conscience 
more evident than in the neglect 
and abandonment of millions of 
our shrinking pool of children, 
whose future will determine our 
nation's ability to compete and 
lead in a new era.-

Where polio and other infectious dis 

eases once ravaged the young, one ex 
pert calls psychological disorders "the 
new morbidity of childhood." Nearly I 
in 5 children ages 3-17, 10.2 million all 
told, experience one or more develop 
mental, learning, or emotional disorders 
(a delay in growth or development, a 
learning disability, or an emotional or 
behavior problem that lasts three 
months or more or requires psychologi 
cal treatment). The high divorce rate,' 
the increase in the number of children 
living in conflict-filled families, the sur 
vival weight of extremely low-birth- 
weight babies, and prenatal exposure to 
drugs are among the factors linked to 
these high numbers. "Clearly, the psy 
chological disorders rank among the 
most prevalent health conditions of 
modern childhood," says a report by the 
National Center for Health Statistics.' 
One indicator of the most severe form 
of youth hopelessness—the suicide 
rate—has tripled among 15 to 19-year- 
olds over the past 30 years. And 6 per 
cent of 13 to 19-year-olds in a recent 
poll reported having attempted to com 
mit suicide; another 15 percent said they 
had "come very close to trying." 4

A Hollow Echo?

There's nothing especially new, of 
course, in fretting over whether the 
well-being of each new generation of 
American children will be better or 
worse than the last. And many, if not 
most, of today's youth will undoubtedly 
lead lives as productive and happy as 
adults of any generation. If their 
achievement results don't match up 
with those of Japan, we can still take 
heart that our very top students, particu 
larly in mathematics, science, and tech 
nology, are solving problems un 
dreamed of a generation ago. And 
though many of today's students may
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seem unduly concerned with expensive • 
clothes or hedonist pop stars, we can ap 
preciate the fact that youth service pro 
jects are growing in popularity, and 
teens actually volunteer more frequently 
than adults. 5 In the world's most pros 
perous nation, it's hard for some to be 
lieve that the well-being of numerous 
American children is very much at risk. 
But, some experts contend, that is pre 
cisely the case.

Consider the following conditions 
affecting alarming numbers of children:

•Poverty, with all its attendant ills, 
afflicts American children more than 
any other age group, with 20 percent of 
kids living below the poverty line. This 
gives the United States the poorest mark 
in child poverty among eight industrial 
ized nations.* Black children, especially 
those in single-parent families, are par 
ticularly vulnerable in this regard. 
Forty-four percent of black children live 
in poverty, and a whopping 87 percent 
of black children under age three in 
families headed by never-married 
women live below the poverty line. 7

In inner cities, especially, the effects 
of poverty on children and their parents 
can be numbingly grim. In Los Angeles, 
where one in four children lives in 
poverty and one in seven lives in dire 
poverty, "families choose between 
clothes and transportation, but not 
both." says Jackie Goldberg, school 
board president of the L.A. Unified 
School District. "They choose between 
rent and food, but not both." The free 
school breakfast and lunch programs are 
the only meals some children will eat all 
day. Meanwhile, the city is facing fi 
nancial crisis. "Even those of us who 
have been working with kids 20 years 
have never seen anything like it," Gold- 
berg says.

•Although the United States now has 
as a national education goal that by the 
year 2000 every child will arrive at 
school "ready to learn," many are be 
hind before formal education ever starts. 
The Education Commission of the 
States recently examined preventable 
conditions associated with children's

Where polio and other 
infectious diseases 
once ravaged the 
young, psychological 
disorders are now 
labeled "the new 
morbidity of 
childhood."

development of learning problems: low 
birthweight! maternal smoking, prenatal 
alcohol'exposure. prenatal exposure to 
drugs, lead poisoning, child abuse and 
neglect, and malnutrition. "A troubling 
12 percent of children—more than 
450,000 additional children each year— 
suffer damage that prevents them from

learning as well as their natural endow 
ments would allow." ECS reported."

Schools are just beginning to deal 
with the legacy of the crack cocaine epi 
demic, which began in earnest in 1985. 
Babies born addicted to crack are now 
starting school. According to Janice 
Hutchinson, formerly a senior scientist 
with the American Medical Association, 
teachers describe them as "a new 
breed": in constant motion, disorga 
nized, very sensitive to stimuli, slower 
to crawl, stand and walk, loathe to smile 
or make eye-contact. "They do not 
seem to know how to play with toys or 
with others." says Hutchinson. "and 
nothing you do for them seems to mat 
ter or help.''" Crack has helped to boost 
the numbers of babies born drug-ex 
posed to an astounding 11 percent of all 
newboms. 10

•The lives of some children bring 
them into frequent contact with vio-

Should schools stick to academics, or should they try to counteract the effects brought on by the 
many stresses of life toda\ stresses that can take their toll on even the youngest children in their 
care? Opinions vary on the school's role in this area.
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lence. The chance that a teen would die 
a violent death (by accident, murder, or 
suicide) increased 12 percent from 
1984-88." And the daily tollof violence 

1 in some neighborhoods is part of the 
fabric of life: one survey of 535 elemen 
tary school children in Chicago's South 
Side found that 26 percent had seen 
someone shot and 29 percent had seen a 
strobing.'- Schools often provide a safe 
haven, but they are hardly immune. 
Every day, nearly 135,000 students 
carry a gun to school, and during 1987, 
415,000 violent crimes occurred in and 
around schools."

_ - i

Poor Choices

While poverty and other environmental 
conditions translate into more children 
at risk, children of every conceivable 
background make daily choices that can 
alter their life's course. The widespread 
availability of crack^ which can kill or 
seduce into addiction even a first-time 
user, and the possibility of contracting 
AIDS through unprotected sex are just 
two of the reasons the consequences of 
children's decisions are so weighty. 

' • "There are things that you can do that 
can change your life more irrevocably 
than in the past," says Carnegie Mellon 
University's Baruch Fischhoff, who is 
one of a team of researchers studying 

i how adolescents make decisions.
Joy Dryfoos, an expert on adoles 

cence and problem behaviors, estimates 
that as many as one-half of 10- to 17- 
year-olds can be classified as moderate 
to very high risk because of their level of 
involvement in delinquent behavior, 
substance abuse, early sexual inter 
course, or problems in school. Those 
most at risk have problems in more than 
one of these areas. "A new class of" un 
touchables' is emerging in our inner 

1 cities, on the social fringes of suburbia, 
and in some rural areas," according to 
Dryfoos: "young people who are func 
tionally illiterate, disconnected from 
school, depressed, prone to drug abuse 
and early criminal activity, and eventual 
ly, parents of unplanned and unwanted

Schools are just 
beginning to deal with 
the legacy of the crack 
cocaine epidemic, 
which began in earnest 
in 1985.

babies. These are the children who are 
at high risk of never becoming responsi 
ble adults." 14

Why do so many children seem so 
troubled or within harm's reach, and 
how is their education affected? One 
factor seems to be the burden of having 
not one or several, but multiple stresses 
on children and their families. In an arti 
cle supporting an integrated approach to 
youth services, Stanford University's 
Michael Kirst puts the matter succinctly: 
"Johnny can't read because he needs 
glasses and breakfast and encourage 
ment from his absent father; Maria 
doesn't pay attention in class because 
she doesn t understand English very 
well and she's worried about her moth 
er's drinking and she's tired from trying 
to sleep in her car. Dick is flunking be 
cause he's frequently absent. His moth 
er doesn't get him to school because 
she's depressed because she lost her job. 
She missed too much work because she 
was sick and could Tiot afford medical 
care.""

To which one might add: Jimmy 
couldn't stay awake in class and didn't 
turn in his homeworlc, because he 
worked eight hours the night before at 
his part-time job at the mall; he's saving 
to upgrade his car stereo and needs an 
other $400 for the limO, hotel room, and 
"entertainment"' at the Senior Prom. 
More experts are concluding that an 
array of factors—including everything 
from broken homes to the influence of 
the mass media in glamorizing sex— 
might play a part in leaving children 
across income levels or locales more 
"adrift" than before. "Children of rich 
and poor alike are growing up amid fam 

ily breakdown, divorce, and easy access 
to drugs and sex, without any sense of 
direction," says Edelman. "Physical 
poverty is killing our children's bodies, 
but spiritual poverty is squashing their 
souls."' 6

Changes in Family and Community

The biggest influences of all—home 
and surrounding community—are 
changing dramatically in ways that 
leave some children with less support 
than before. _ .

Infl 955, 60 percent of households 
consisted of a working father, a home- 
maker mother, and two or more school- 
age children. That family now repre 
sents less than 10 percent of our 
households. 17

Divorce, now more common than 
generations ago, leaves many children 
with new stresses and fewer resources to 
help them cope. One in every two mar 
riages how ends in divorce, and more 
than half of all children born today will 
spend at least part of their childhood in a 
one-parent home. 1 " After a divorce, the 
mother's income can be expected to 
drop 30 percent." In addition, one expert 
estimatestthat as many as 40 percent of 
noncustodial parents never see their chil 
dren, and of those who do maintain con 
tact, fewer than half see their children an 
average of once a week. 2"

Moreover, the "stay-at-home" moth 
er is fast disappearing: economic neces- 
sity-and expanded opportunity mean 
many more women are now in the labor 
force. 21 The proportion of children 
under age 6 whose mothers worked 
grew from 29 percent in 1970 to 61 per 
cent in 1988. 22 By 1995, researchers es 
timate that two-thirds of all preschool 
children and three-fourths of all school- 
age children will have mothers in the 
work force.21

In the hectic homes of dual-career 
families or single-parent working moth 
ers and fathers, where food is often 
gobbled on the run and household 
chores sandwiched on weekends and 
evenings, communication can be a casu-
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ally. Almost 20 percent of 6th-12th 
graders in one poll said they had not had 
a 10-minute conversation with a parent 
within the last month: another survey 
finds that fewer families are eating din 
ner together frequently." The difficulty 
of balancing jobs and families was un 
derscored in a recent Fortune magazine 
cover story: "Can Your Career Hurt 
Your Kids?"

Although schools and other providers 
offer an increasing array of extended- 
day and other custodial care programs, 
at least 2 m illion "latchkey kids" ages 
5-13 must care for themselves after 
school, and that figure may well be un- 
derreported." "Kids probably have a lot 
less supervision today than they've had 
in the past," says Fischhoff. "They just 
have more time when they're not being 
given guidance." At least one study 
suggests that children left unsupervised 
are more at risk of substance abuse: an 
American Academy of Pediatrics report 
of 5.000 8th graders found that latchkey 
kids were twice as likely as their super 
vised peers to smoke, drink alcohol, and 
use marijuana. 26

Increasingly, children are estranged 
from other adults who made up the tra 
ditional "extended family" and who 
served as role models and mentors in 
local neighborhoods. Child welfare ex 
pert James Comer of Yale University 
speaks movingly of growing up in 
close-knit neighborhoods where any 
adult, not just a cop or school official, 
might stop and question a youngster 
who was on the streets during school ' 
hours. Few adults would now presume 
to do so.

University of Chicago sociologist 
James Coleman has advanced the theory 
that today's children are affected by the 
gradual loss of what he terms "social 
capital"—the norms, values, and 
human resources that parents and adults 
in the community must make available 
to children for their educational and so 
cial development. With the advent of t' 
single-parent homes and high-pressure j 
careers, Coleman believes, social capitatl_ 
is eroding. In a growing number of •• I

Every day, nearly 
135,000 students 
carry a gun to school. 
During 1987, 
415,000 violent crimes 
occurred in and 
around schools.

families: "the adult members are well 
educated and individually capable, but 
for a variety of reasons—divorce, in 
volvement with other adults in relations 
that do not cross generations (as is typi 
cal in most work settings), exclusive at 
tention to self-development—the re 
sources of the adults are not available to 
aid the psychological health and the so 
cial and educational development of 
children." 27

Peers, the Media, and 
$100 Sneakers
With fewer adults to guide them, many 
children are left to draw upon peers, the 
mass media, or other sources for the 
norms and values that shape their deci 
sions—choices that can have a lasting 
impact. Doing well or poorly in school 
is one of many factors influenced by 
their choices.

Peers can be a major influence push 
ing a student to excel in school, but only 
if the peers that student chooses to affil 
iate with value academic achievement. 
Among some subcultures—ryouth gangs 

' or drug-using cliques, for example— 
doing well in school is often ridiculed. 
There is evidence that an anti-school 
achievement ethic may persist among 
some groups of minority students as 
well: researchers John Ogbu and Sig- 
nithia Fordham. for example, have re 
ported that among some African-Ameri-

The temptations to test their budding independence—by experimenting with drugs and sex, for exam 
ple—carry far heavier consequences for todav's vouth than for those of previous generations; but as 
in the past, guidance from caring adults can help them make it through the difficult teen years.
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can students, excelling academically is 
derided as "acting white." 3*

Studying more than 12.000 high 
school students in Wisconsin and Cali 
fornia, Bradford Brown of the Universi 
ty of Wisconsin-Madison found that 
while peers may not pressure each other 
to place a low priority on studies (the 
conventional wisdom), neither do they 
strongly support academic excellence. 
Brown found that peers generally sup 
ported getting a diploma and earning 
reasonably good grades—but that this 
could as easily be accomplished by cut 
ting comers (for example, cheating, ca 
joling teachers into lowering expecta- •' • 
tion/l than through hard work (which 
could lead to being-labeled a "grind"!.-"

The mass media also influence stu 
dents' opportunity for and values about 
academic achievement in at least two 
ways. For one, time spent watching 
TV. simply put. is time not studying. 
Forty-eight percent of the seniors tested 
by the National Assessment of Educa 
tional Progress found time to watch 
three or more hours of TV each day, but 
only 29 percent report doing two hours 
or more of homework each night.

While poverty and : 
other environmental 
conditions translate 
into more children at 
risk, children of every 
conceivable 
background make 
daily choices that can 
alter their life's course.

Younger students, who presumably are 
assigned less homework, are more like 
ly than seniors to report watching three 
or more hours of TV a day (69 percent 
in 4th grade and 71 percent in 8th 
grade). 1"

Second, many are concerned about 
the influence that the music, videos, and 
TV kids watdp-nave on their attitudes 
and decisions about such issues as use 
of drugs and alcohol, sexuality, or aca 
demic achievement. High achievers on

Some Resilient Kids
Is there hope for a generation of chil 
dren confronted with less support at 
home and greater temptation to go 
astray?

Happily, there is evidence that some 
children are able to navigate serious 
trouble during childhood and emerge 
relatively intact Emmy Wemer, a pro 
fessor at the University of Calrfomia- 
Davis, is one of several researchers 
around the world studying what she 
calls "resilient" children—those able to 
overcome odds in family and environ 
ment to lead healthy adult lives. Wern 
er's research is more long term than 
most: she has been following a cohort 
group of some 700 children born in 
1955,

One-third of Werner's sample were 
considered "high risk" because of their 
family or environmental conditions—

^•"f children who would be considered less 
likely to find success as adults. Howev 
er, at least a third of that third proved 
resilient, Werner found, and as she 
tracked the original sample into adult 
hood, others who ran into trouble early 
on righted their course. An additional 
piece of good news from Werner's re 
search is that the children studied—who 
came of age during the 1960s—faced 
many of the same pressures confronting 
today's youth, such as the erosion of the 
family and social institutions, loosened 
conventions regarding drugs and sex, 
and so on.' .
'E. Werner, (1982), Vulnerable But Invinci 

ble: A Longitudinal Study of Resilient 
Children and Youth, (New York: Me, 
Craw-Hill).

—JohnO'Neil

TV, when not totally dismissed as 
geeks, are frequently cast as lovable if 
misguided nerds, who don't know when 
to drop the books and cut loose.

Youngsters are exposed to countless 
implied or realized sexual encounters on 
TV, in movies, and in pop music, but 
few are ever linked with some sem 
blance of sexual responsibility. In beer 
ads, the guy drinking the right suds 
never fails to land the (bikinirclad) girl. 
El vis and the Rolling Stones, risque in 

.their time, now seem hopelessly saccha 
rine. Heavy metal enthusiasts may now 
flip on songs promoting suicide or sa- 
tanism, and Madonna fans were recently 
enticed in prime time by a TV host who 
breathlessly reported that the pop icon 
had promised her ne.w movie "will con 
tain sex, profanity, and nudity" (for 
those, evidently, worried it wouldn't 
keep pace with the typical R-rated fare).

Adults, particularly those who cash in 
on youngsters' need to own the latest toy 
or identify with the right "crowd," are 
partly responsible for this state of affairs. 
American children ages 4-12 spend 
about $8 billion each year, according to 
one source; another says adolescents 
spend $40-45 billion on themselves. 11 In 
some cities, youngsters are killed for 
their jackets or their sneakers, and 
youngsters flush with drug money set a 
fashion standard, nearly impossible to 
meet'through hdhest means. Sometimes, 
the desire to ape current stars, especially 
among very young children, raises eye 
brows. The Los Angeles Times reports 
on a battle among 1 st grade girls over 
lipstick; the article goes on to say that 
"4th graders have arrived wearing panty 
hose and high heels .. . and 8-year-olds 
have been known to win Madonna look- 
alike contests by their schools." Seizing 
on the trend, perfume and jewelry manu 
facturers, the Times notes, have begun to 
target pint-sized clients in earnest."

Parents also must share some blame. 
Fred Gosman, a Milwaukee father of 
two, toured the country last spring to 
talk about his new book. He found au 
diences resonated to his thesis: that par 
ents today are more prone to yield to
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their children's demands without de 
manding enough of them in return. Per 
haps feeling guilty for not spending 
"quality time" with the kids, parents 
overspend on kids' whims and extend 
fourth and fifth "chances" after an in 
fraction. "So much of what we do is 
well intended, but it just isn't working." 
says Gosman. "Does anyone really 
think our kids are happier today than be 
fore?""

What Can Schools Do?

Given the enormous changes occurring 
in families and society, it's no surprise 
that schools are being asked to move be 
yond their traditional boundaries. Free 
breakfast and lunch programs are now a 
fixture; newer efforts include special 
classes for teen parents, health clinics, 
and child care centers. The programs 
proposed to rescue U.S. children range 
from the extreme (Howard University 
President Franklyn Jenifer has called for 
"urban residential schools" for at-risk 
inner-city children whose homes are in 
disorder14 ) to the merely leviathan 
(many experts are calling for integrating 
a wide range of children's services, with 
schools as a hub working with numer 
ous other agencies").

While acknowledging children's 
needs, some experts are uncertain how 
far schools can delve into family and so 
cial issues without losing a focus on 
academics. "Schools are not and cannot 
be parents, police, hospitals, welfare 
agencies, or drug treatment centers," 
the Bush administration argued in its 
America 2000 education plan issued 
this year. "They cannot replace the 
missing elements in communities and 
families.""1 Graham Down of the Coun 
cil for Basic Education made a similar 
point at a recent education conference: 
"Unless we concentrate on the essential 
function of schooling, then we can't lay 
claim to distinction in our public educa 
tion."" With the country in recession, 
there is even less hope that schools can 
provide or serve as a broker for a 
greater array of services. "With re-

- t/ 
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The biggest influences 
of all—home and 
surrounding 
community—are 
changing dramatically 
in ways that leave 
some children with less 
support than before.

sources stretched thin, it's not surprising 
that in many .schools neither the aca 
demic nor the social agenda is being 
fully realized." says a recent report by 
the Committee for Economic Develop 
ment."

Others say that schools have little 
choice but to play a more prominent 
role in alleviating the social and family 
problems that have a direct bearing on 
children's ability to learn. "I firmly be 
lieve that the American school is the last 
hope" for teaching children societal 
values and norms that they may or may 
not be taught at home, asserts Francis 
lanni of Teachers College. Columbia 
University. "We can't expect schools to 
deliver, on site, all the services that kids 
might need." says First of the National 
Coalition of Advocates for Students. 
But they should better coordinate their 
services with other agencies to ensure 
that fewer children and families slip 
through the cracks. "No matter how 
much educators may grouse about it. . . 
schools are where the kids are," First 
notes. L
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