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PART ONE

where they come from




CHAPTER ONE
THE NEXT GREAT GENERATION


Hold your head high and reach the top
Let the world see what you have got!

—S CLUB 7, “Bring It All Back”



[image: ]e’re the Millennial Generation,” asserts 15-year-old Tyler Hud-gens of McLean, Virginia. “We’re special, one of a kind. It’s our turn, our time to shine.”

“Kids Today,” answers the “buzz” page in Newsweek. “They’re just no good. No hardships + no cause = boredom, anger, and idiocy.”

Who’s right—Tyler Hudgens, or Newsweek?

Until very recently, the public has been accustomed to nonstop media chatter about bad kids—from mass murderers, hate criminals, and binge drinkers to test failers, test cheaters, drug users, and just all-around spoiled brats. To believe the news, you’d suppose our schools are full of kids who can’t read in the classroom, shoot one another in the hallways, spend their loose change on tongue rings, and couldn’t care less who runs the country. According to a national survey, barely one adult in three thinks that today’s kids, once grown, will make the world a better place.



Meet the Millennials, and rejoice.

—Anna Quindlen, Newsweek




Our generation isn’t all about sex, drugs, and violence. It’s about technology, discovery, and coming together as a nation.

—Mikah Giffin, 17, cjonline.com




Millennial Generation May Be the Best News Yet

—www.discovery.org





As for Miss Hudgens, where could she look to find allies? She won’t findthem among hard-line culture warriors, whose agenda for moral renewal feeds on the supposed depravities of youth, nor among those on the other side, whose plans for expansive government depend upon youths supposed pathologies. She won’t find them in business, which has learned how to target the hard youth edge so well that it would rather avoid the risk of trying anything new. Only among Tyler’s teenage peers will she find an unwavering optimism to match her own. Even there, one can imagine a well-trained note of irony: We’re speciali Oh. And on whose pianeti



They say I’m doomed But I feel fine

—Kara’s Flowers, “Myself”




The first tough, cranky, pragmatic, independent Generation Xers are gonna start hitting 40 in the next couple of years, and rearing up behind them are the Millennials, the first batch of which are the high-school class of 2000. These kids are, as a group, pleasant, cheerful, helpful, ambitious, and community-oriented.

—MaryAnn Johanson, film critic, flickfilosopher. com





Yet the central message of this book is that Newsweek is wrong, and Hudgens is right.

A new generation is rising.

Meet the Millennials, born in or after 1982—the “Babies on Board” of the early Reagan years, the “Have You Hugged Your Child Today?” sixth graders of the early Clinton years, the teens of Columbine, and, this year, the much-touted high school Class of 2000, now invading the nation’s campuses.

As a group, Millennials are unlike any other youth generation in living memory. They are more numerous, more affluent, better educated, and more ethnically diverse. More important, they are beginning to manifest a wide array of positive social habits that older Americans no longer associate with youth, including a new focus on teamwork, achievement, modesty, and good conduct. Only a few years from now, this can-do youth revolution will overwhelm the cynics and pessimists. Over the next decade, the Millennial Generation will entirely recast the image of youth from downbeat and alienated to upbeat and engaged—with potentially seismic consequences for America.

Look closely at the dramatic changes now unfolding in the attitudes and behaviors of today’s youth, the 18-and-unders of the year 2000. The evidence is overwhelming—and just starting to attract notice. In the spring of 2000, newsweekly magazines with “good news” youth stories marked a possible turning of the media tide.

That’s not all. When you fit these changes into the broader rhythms of American history, you can get a good idea of what kind of adult generation the Millennials are likely to become. You can foresee their future hopes and fears, strengths and weaknesses, as they rise to adulthood and, in time, to power. You can understand how today’s kids are on track to become a powerhouse generation, full of technology planners, community shapers, institution builders, and world leaders, perhaps destined to dominate the twenty-first century like today’s fading and ennobled G.I. Generation dominated the twentieth. Indeed, Millennials have a solid chance to become America’s next great generation, as celebrated for their collective deeds a hundred years from now as the generation of John Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, Joe DiMaggio, and Jimmy Stewart is celebrated today.
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By that time, no one will recall the Newsweek-style cynical barbs that greeted Tyler Hudgens as she, along with millions of other young people, began setting a new tone for America. And by that time, perhaps Miss Hudgens’s sunny opinion of her generation will be widely shared, reinforced by the enduring memories of heroic achievements.

Is this possible? Yes. Is it certain? No.

While the outlook for this generation is largely positive, dangers abound, given its enormous potential power. Millennials do pose a threat to the future of this nation and the world. But if danger arrives, it won’t come from the direction today’s adults worry about—in the form of a selfish, alienated rabble of disaffected Ultra-Gen-X hyperslackers. Imagine, instead, an unstoppable mass hurtling down the track in the opposite direction, a cadre of young people so cohesive and so directional that, if their aspirations are thwarted, they might overwhelm the political defenses of their elders and mobilize around a risky, even destructive national agenda.

For decades, Americans have been wishing for a youth generation that would quit talking and start doing. Now that older generations—yes, Gen X, you too—are starting to produce kids like this, a new question arises: OK, Boomers and Gen Xers, now that you’ve got them, can you handle them?



Good-bye to body-piercing, green hair, grunge music and the deliberately uncouth look. Hello to kids who look up to their parents and think bowling is fun.

—Dyan Machan, Forbes




The older generation seems amazed every time we break the mold assigned to us.

—Elizabeth Romberg, 18




I just do not understand ‘90s children.

—Boomer mother, after her 16-year-old daughter had her and her husband arrested for growing marijuana in the basement





Over the coming decade, the Oh-Ohs, this rising generation will introduce itself to the nation and push the nation into a new era. Once this new youth persona begins to focus on convention, community, and civic renewal, America will be on the brink of becoming someplace very new, very “millennial” in the fullest sense of the word. That’s when the “end of history” stops, and the beginning of a new history, their Millennial history, starts.



I get really, really offended when people refer to our generation as Generation X. It sounds like we’re the end of the world and nothing else is going to happen …. It just really ticks me off.

—Matt Brooks, 17




I wonder what they will do when they run out of letters in the alphabet. Will they move to double letters or the Greek alphabet? Is Generation ABC next? What about Generation Omega?… Teens are people, not letters.

—Eric Phipps, high school student
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Not X, Not Y—Call Them Millennials

If most Americans aren’t very hopeful about today’s rising generation, it’s because so many of them figure that history generally moves in straight lines. They assume the next batch of youths will follow blindly along all the life-cycle trends initiated (thirty and forty years ago) by Boomers and confirmed (ten and twenty years ago) by Gen Xers. These trends point to more selfishness in personal manner, more splintering in public purpose, more profanity in culture and daily discourse, more risk-taking with sex and drugs, more apathy about politics, and more crime, violence, and social decay.

Some pundits—marketers, especially—dub these kids “Generation Y,” as though they were a mere Generation X2, South Park idiots beyond redemption, the ultimate price for America’s post-’60s narcissism. Others, giving them names such as Generation Dot Com, depict them as an exaggerated extension of America’s current mood of self-oriented commercialism.

How utterly depressing. And how utterly wrong.

Yes, there’s a revolution under way among today’s kids—a good news revolution. This generation is going to rebel by behaving not worse, but better. Their life mission will not be to tear down old institutions that don’t work, but to build up new ones that do. Look closely at youth indicators, and you’ll see that Millennial attitudes and behaviors represent a sharp break from Generation X, and are running exactly counter to trends launched by the Boomers. Across the board, Millennial kids are challenging a long list of common assumptions about what “postmodern” young people are supposed to become.

Are Millennials another “lost” generation?


No. The better word is “found.” Born in an era when Americans began expressing more positive attitudes about children, the Millennials are products of a dramatic birth-rate reversal. During the Gen-X child era, planned parenting almost always meant contraceptives or abortions; during the Millennial childhood, it more often means visits to the fertility clinic. In 1998, the number of U.S. children surged past its previous Boomer-era peak, and over the next decade, college frosh enrollment is due to grow by roughly 300,000 per year.





Millennials will definitely not want to be known as Gen Y. Generation A plus, though—that might be a different story.

—Jay Taubman




They’re the Millennial Generation … growing up at a time of unprecedented prosperity—and unprecedented pressures.

—Newsweek





Are they pessimists?


No. They’re optimists. Surveys show that—compared to Xer teens a decade ago—today’s teens are more upbeat about the world in which they’re growing up. Nine in ten describe themselves as “happy,” “confident,” and “positive.” A rapidly decreasing share worry about violence, sex, or drugs—and a rapidly increasing share say that growing up is easier for them than it was for their parents. Teen suicide rates are now falling for the first time in decades.





Life may have gotten better, but people haven t gotten better, especially the kids.

—Ralph Mittelstaedt,
retired Nebraska farmer




For an outsider, mapping cliques requires a guide…. “Abercrombies” are what used to be called “preps.” Goths are the self-perceived outsiders who dress alternatively. The academic kids are still called “nerds,” though the dot-com revolution has robbed this tag of some of its sting, and jocks still sit atop the heap.

—Peter Grier




If you have a teenage boy and you are on the internet, he is downloading pictures of naked women.

—Susan Reimer,
The Baltimore Sun




[H]orrificgun crimes by the young have reached such runaway proportions it’s become hard to keep track.

—USA Weekend




Senior pranks have gotten vicious, and students have become killers.

—Brigid Shulte,
The Washington Post




They are armed. They are dangerous. They are our children.

—Thomas Hine,
American Heritage




What’s with all the tragedy masks?

—Buffy, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer





Are they self-absorbed?


No. They’re cooperative team players. From school uniforms to team learning to community service, Millennials are gravitating toward group activity. According to a recent Roper survey, more teenagers blamed “selfishness” than anything else when asked, “What is the major cause of problems in this country?” Unlike Gen Xers, they believe in their own collective power. By a huge ten-to-one majority, they believe it’s their generation—and not their parents’—that will do the most to help the environment over the next twenty-five years.



Are they distrustful?


No. They accept authority. Most teens say they identify with their parents’ values, and over nine in ten say they “trust” and “feel close to” their parents. The proportion who report conflict with their parents is declining. Half say they trust government to do what’s right all or most of the time—twice the share of older people. Half believe that lack of parental discipline is a major social problem, and large majorities favor tougher rules against misbehavior in the classroom and society at large.



Are they rule breakers?


No. They’re rule followers. Today’s kids are disproving the experts who once predicted a tidal wave of juvenile crime during the late 1990s. Over the last five years, the rates of homicide, violent crime, abortion, and pregnancy among teens have all plummeted at the fastest rates ever recorded. A teen is now less likely to be a victim of a serious violent crime than at any time since Lyndon Johnson was president. Even including the Columbine massacre, there were only half as many violent deaths at schools nationwide in 1998-99 (twenty-five) as there were in the early 1990s (over fifty per year).
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The Youth “Crisis”:… One catch: Teens aren’t all that troubled.

—headline,U.S. News & World Report




Asfar as the media are concerned, there are only types: Teen Science Whiz and Teen Rape Suspect.

—Chris Smith




It’s no more fair to stereotype them all as school shooters than to stereotype all adults as Timothy McVeigh.

—Vincent Schiraldi, Justice Policy Institute




Contrary to the gruesome images that often fill the media, teenagers are fighting less often and carrying few er lethal weapons.

—The Wall Street Journal




[T]he familiar jeremiads of both liberals and conservatives about “kids today” are exaggerated, and, in many cases, simply wrong. On most measures, today’s youths are actually better off than their parents were a quarter century ago.

—David Whitman,U.S. News & World Report





Are they neglected?


No. They’re the most watched over generation in memory. Each year, adults subject the typical kid’s day to ever more structure and supervision, making it a nonstop round of parents, relatives, teachers, coaches, baby-sitters, counselors, chaperones, minivans, surveillance cams, and curfews. Over the last decade, time spent on homework and housework is up, while time spent on weekday TV watching is down. From 1981 to 1997, according to researchers at the University of Michigan, “free” or “unsupervised” time in the typical preteen’s day shrank by 37 percent.



Are they stupid?


No. They’re smarter than most people think. During the 1990s, aptitude test scores have risen within every racial and ethnic group, especially in elementary schools. Eight in ten teenagers say it’s “cool to be smart,” while a record share of teenagers are taking AP tests, say they “look forward to school,” and plan to attend college. In recent international math and science exams, U.S. fourth graders scored at or near the top—and, given the amount of homework they do and the new standards they must meet, they look like they could stay at the top as they grow older.





My first day of kindergarten at Darby Elementary School, in Northridge, California, was very exciting for me … because the Channel 9 news team was at my elementary school to greet and interview the incoming Class of 2000.1 still, to this day, have a pin that was given to every incoming kindergartner that says, “I am a proud member of the Class of 2000.”

—Lindsay Dance, 17




I am so lucky to be part of the Class of 2000. To me, it is more than a number. It is the mark of a new beginning.

—Tamara El-Khoury, 17




The Class of 2000 has been bestowed, upon birth, the honorable task of leading the world into the new millennium.

—Chris McGrath, 17





Have they given up on progress?


No. Today’s kids believe in the future and see themselves as its cutting edge. They show a fascination for, and mastery of, new technologies—which explains why math and science scores are rising faster than verbal scores. Teens rank “scientists” and “young people” as the two groups that will cause “most changes for the better in the future.” Nearly three in four 8- to 12-year-olds use computers, outdistancing older teens and adults alike.



Why is the image of Generation Y—alias Gen X2—so off the mark? For the simple reason that the predictive assumption is wrong. Whatever the era they are living in, Americans habitually assume that the future will be a straight-line extension of the recent past. But that never occurs, either with societies or with generations.

Remember the 1960s? When the decade started, the experts who looked at Baby Boomers assumed they would come of age even more pliable and conformist than the gray-flanneled “Silent Generation” just before them. That didn’t happen. And remember the 1980s? When that decade began, the experts who looked at post-Boomers (then called “baby busters”) assumed they would come of age more idealistic and “postmaterialistic” than Boomers. That didn’t happen either. Another twenty years have passed, and it’s time for another surprise. The “Gen-Y” name implies that the future of today’s kids can be aptly described as an extension of Gen X. That wont happen either.

Today’s kids realize that their generation doesn’t fit the dominant Gen-Y stereotype—far from it. According to our Class of 2000 Survey, high school seniors widely believe (by more than two to one) that Generation X has a negative reputation and overwhelmingly reject the name Generation Y. They are repelled by a label that puts them in the shadow of Gen Xers. “No one wants to be Generation Y,” admits 17-year-old Shansel Nagia. “It’s just a supplement or copy of X.” Or, as others have buzzed on-line, it’s a “step down” from X “What an insult!” spewed one teen on hotmail.com.

[image: ]


I am continually gaining the sense with my peers, who were also born in 1981 or even 1980, that we are the lost years… in transition between the two generations.

—Lin Jia,18




Being part of the Class of 2000 only carries with it a lot of responsibility. In reality we’re just another graduating class, but everyone sees us as a new beginning, a chance for a brand-new start.

—Janet Chang, 16





Another name that has been used since the ‘80s—“Echo Boomers”— fares no better in the kids’ minds, for a similar reason. As 18-year-old Lesley Milner explains, “Instead of giving us our own name, someone— probably someone who doesn’t know much about us—just said, ‘Hmm, well, this is Generation X, so why don’t we call the next one Generation Y?’ Or ‘Well, they’re the children of Boomers, so we can just call them Echo Boom.’ Neither of these two names says anything unique about our generation. They say who we follow, but nothing at all about who we are. That’s why those names are upsetting, and why nobody I know wants to use them.”



A few years ago there were fewer teenagers and they kept to themselves. It was kind of sad. But kids aren’t hiding off in the corners so much now. They’re loud and they’re boisterous. They’re taking over.

—Susan Mitchell, author of Official Guide to the Generations




The kids have got their own thing going. Good. “The edge” is over.

—Douglas Coupland, author o/Generation X





By a margin of over four to one, the teens in our survey preferred “Millennial” over “Y.” A recent ABC poll likewise found “Millennials” to be today’s teens’ name of choice. “I am 14, and my generation is called the Millennials,” posted David on webrv.net, “so get your facts straight….”

Today’s teens want a name that is a founding word, a word that respects their newness, a word that resets the clock of secular history around their own timetable. The name “Millennial” acknowledges their technological superiority without defining them too explicitly in those terms. It’s a name that hints at what their rising generation could grow up to become—not a lame variation on old Boomer/Xer themes, but a new force of history, a generational colossus far more consequential than most of today’s parents and teachers (and, indeed, most kids) dare imagine.

“I like to think of my generation, the Class of 2000, as the Millennial Generation,” says Nagia. “We’re the kids who are going to change things.”

A Fresh Look

When you liberate yourself from straight lines—and take a fresh look at how today’s kids are defying expectations—many of the trends you may have had trouble understanding start making sense. You can see why the heroic theme of Titanic struck such a chord among teenagers, or why bubblegum rock is big and swing music is making a comeback. Or why the ‘90s trends in kid-vid—from Barney to Power Rangers to Poké-mon—have been so relentlessly team-oriented. Or why, when kids gather in public places, they so often appear in uniform and move in organized and supervised groups. Or why polls showed schoolkids to be the harshest critics of Bill Clinton’s personal behavior.

Once you appreciate how Millennials have been regarded as special since birth and have been more obsessed-over at every age than Xers, recent adult trends come into sharper focus. Falling divorce and abortion rates begin to make sense. You can understand why harms against children (from familial child abuse and school gunfire to bloody video games and huge federal deficits) are far less tolerable today than a decade ago. You can clue in to what Dick Morris told Bill Clinton, who thereafter recast nearly every political issue of the 1990s into what newsweeklies call “kinderpolitics,” as in: If it’s good for children, do it— and if it isn’t, don’t.

During the past decade, in sharp contrast to America’s indifference to kids during the Gen-X childhood era, child issues have risen to the top of the nation’s political agenda. Youth advocacy groups have multiplied. An entire social-marketing industry has risen up to persuade kids to behave better. Social programs for kids remain the one area of government that attracts interest and zeal. Books and magazines for kids, songs for kids, movies for kids, TV and radio programming for kids, web sites for kids— anything and everything for kids—have been the hottest media growth markets of the ‘90s. Riding that growth are the commercial messages that target them, often as a group, with jingle-names ranging from Team Cheerios and Nickelodeon Nation to Barbie’s Generation Girl and Kel-logg’s Generation K. Even the national media now engages in wall-to-wall child absorption. In the same late-November week of 1999, all three of the major newsweeklies featured cover stories about kids, each focusing on a different issue unrelated to the week’s news. Newsweek zeroed in on dyslexia. Time fretted over Pokémon. And U.S. News warned against youth cheating.



I’m impressed, so far, with the Millennials. They seem to be alert to problems around them, but determined to keep their innocence.

—Chuck Lipsig




There is idealism rather than cynicism; a sense of community instead of individualism.

—Dallas Morning News




I take catalog orders from a lot of teenagers, and I cannot believe how many of them address me as “ma’am”! The local high school kids call myself and my husband “sir” or ma’am,” and my kids’ friends, without exception, address us as “Mr. and Mrs. So-and-So” rather than by our first names, even though I have told them I prefer to be addressed by my first name. This was unheard of ten or twenty years ago. ‘Well, this “sir” and “ma’am” thing takes a little getting used to, but I think on some level I actually like it.

—Susan Brombacher





Hardly a week passes in which the public does not hear some urgent pronouncement about how the nation must produce a better generation of children. Kids have to be not merely better, but new and improved according to a specific formula: not more creative, more spirited, more liberty-loving, or more skeptical—but better behaved, more achieving, more upbeat, and more civic-spirited. It is not unreasonable to expect these Millennials, like the kids of other eras for whom “better” had another definition, to grow up embodying much of what their elders overtly expect of them.



It’s really a great time to be a kid. Not only are there so many of them, but there’s really a whole national focus toward children.

—Ann Clurman, Yankelovich Partners




If all you did was read the newspapers and the Congressional Record, you might suppose that in America there are two kinds of people, children and adults. The children are all about eight years old, and they are very impressionable and vulnerable, beset on every side by physical and moral perils. The adults are all about forty-five, and their job is to protect the children (though not, as a rule, to discipline them).

—Jonathan Rausch





While no one can doubt that America has grown kid-fixated, some might question whether this is due to any big change in generational attitudes. The Generation-Y school, oriented mainly toward commerce, points to two alternative explanations: money (the fact that today’s kids are more affluent) and demography (the fact that today’s kids are more numerous).

Yes, a lot more cash is being spent on them, as anyone who has recently visited a typical kid’s bedroom can attest. But it’s doubtful whether the money spent by teens and younger kids on their own has risen any faster than the economy. The generosity of parental “allowances” and the number of paid hours worked by teens have actually declined over the last decade. What’s happening instead is that kids are buying more things jointly with parents and influencing more parental buying decisions. Explaining that takes you right back to the question of shifting generational perceptions.

And yes, Millennials are numerous. Swelled by a resurgent fertility rate and by the large families of a record immigration surge, they are indeed a giant of a generation, 76 million strong at the end of 2000. Millennialsalready outnumber Boomers. By 2002 (which, for now, we assume to be their final birth year), they’ll outnumber Xers as well. Add in subsequent immigration, and Millennials are well on their way to becoming America’s first 100-million-person generation. Yet despite this rising trend, the current number of Millennial teens is still recovering from the Generation-X “birth dearth.” As a share of the U.S. population, kids have merely held steady during the 1990s. An absolute head count shows that America had more youth spenders aged 15 to 24 in the early 1980s (over 40 million) than there will be again until the year 2004. Yet back in those days of Gen-X youths, hardly any politicians and not nearly as many marketers paid much attention to their age brackets.
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Youngpeople these days want to mix it up and continually blur the (racial) boundaries.

—Matt Kelly, founder o/Mavin magazine




It’s great! Nobody is plain white, or plain black, or plain anything. Eventually I’m hoping everyplace will be like this.

—Liz Short, 16, at a Wellesley College mixed-race symposium





Demographically, this is America’s most racially and ethnically diverse, and least-Caucasian, generation. In 1999, nonwhites and Latinos accounted for nearly 36 percent of the 18-or-under population, a share half-again higher than for the Boomer age brackets, and nearly three times higher than for today’s seniors. One Millennial in five has at least one immigrant parent, and one in ten has at least one noncitizen parent. Potentially the largest second-generation immigrant group in U.S. history, Millennials embody the irreversible browning of American civilization. Thanks to the internet, satellite news, porous national borders, and the end of the Cold War, they are also becoming the world’s first generation to grow up thinking of itself as global.



[S]tudents are so “normal.” They have a lot of regard for adults. They respect their teachers for the most part. They get along with their parents.

—Janice Cromer, author of the 1997 Horatio Alger “State of Our Nation’s Youth” survey




I don’t know if it’s an aberration or it’s a trend, but I’ve had more “nice” students this year than I’ve had in a long time.

—Janice Zimmerman, high school teacher




Over the past several years, I have noticed substantial changes in the attitudes and values of my students. Six years ago, students were edgy and contentious, and a few were mean-spirited. Now, they are generally nice and compliant, rarely put down their peers, and are more willing to comply with rules and assignments. The atmosphere of my classes is noticeably different. Many of my colleagues share my sentiment, that a shift has clearly taken place since Millennial students have replaced Xers.

—Joel Raney, high school English teacher




The us-versus-them quotient is down.

—Judy McGrath, MTV president





Ethnicity raises another issue: whether a generational dynamic that works for a generation’s nonethnic white majority can also apply to its large nonwhite minority. Yes, it can. Nonwhite Millennials are not only major contributors to their generation’s fresh persona, but are in some ways the most important contributors.

Which kids are most likely to be wearing school uniforms? Nonwhites. Whose schools are moving fastest to impose uniform curricula, back-to-basics drilling, and achievement standards? Nonwhites. Whose neighborhoods are producing the swiftest decline in street murder, child poverty, teen pregnancy, and school violence? Nonwhites. Which kids are more likely to live with a two-parent family today than they were a decade ago? Nonwhites—in particular, African-American city children, who are now the focus of a community renaissance extending through Harlem and Watts to Oakland and Chicago’s South Side. Black America has long been an outsized cultural contributor to generational currents, from civil rights (Silent Generation) to black power (Boomers) to hip-hop (Gen Xers). That contribution is continuing, albeit in new forms, with today’s uniformed urban schoolchildren.

Latino kids, just now surpassing black kids in number, have added a new ethnic dimension to American youth. To date, most of their pop icons have keyed a distinctly Millennial genre of high-spirited fun, carnival rhythms, upbeat lyrics, and bright colors. With parents even more attached to “family values” (and fearful of their decline) than the white adult majority, the rapidly growing Latino and Asian youth populations are setting a distinctly Millennial tone in their schools and neighborhoods. For the most part, that tone is assertive, positive, team-playing, and friendly, whether in Seattle, Boston, Miami, San Diego, or a myriad of other cities and towns within those four cornerposts of American society.

Reversing History’s Delta

Despite these positive trends, a question remains: When one compares today’s young people with earlier generations in living memory, isn’t it true that—for a great many—their condition remains perilous and their behavior disconcerting?

Of course. America has millions of kids who take drugs or have risky sex or lie or cheat or swear or are transfixed by the worst of the pop culture. Millions more live impoverished lives, with addicted or missing parents, facing life with little comfort and less hope. Thousands commit (and are victimized by) violent crimes. In a vast nation teeming with ethnic, economic, cultural, and lifestyle crosscurrents that today seem to pull more apart than together, one can easily identify any number of youth problems that remain worse than what many Americans, especially those over age 50, can recall of their own growing-up years.

Yet to talk about a generation is to talk not about its bits and pieces, but about its social and cultural center of gravity. For any new generation, like for any young and thriving and mortal organism, its direction of change can be more important than its current location. It is a generation’s direction that best reveals its collective self-image and sense of destiny.



The drop in illegitimate births … is one of the most heartening American cultural developments in years.

—The American Enterprise




Ifs not just teen pregnancies that are down. So are teen sexual activity and approval of it.

—John Leo, U.S. News & World Report




The New Purity: In Teen Circles, Virginity Is Cool

—headline, The Times of London





Here the Millennials are indeed special, since they are demonstrably reversing a wide array of negative youth trends, from crime to profanity to sex to test scores, that have prevailed in America for nearly half a century. In other words, Millennials are reversing the long-term direction of change— the delta of history. Today’s kids are doing this so dramatically that, as a group, they are behaving better than their parents did as kids—and better than many of their parents (or leaders) behave even now, as adults. And they are doing it against a demoralizing riptide of negative examples from many of the same adults who lecture them so fiercely. In the words of 17-year-old Josh Lee, in a letter to the Chicago Sun-Times, “the biggest problem [we have] is the example adults show kids today.”
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In 1996, American adults believed that juveniles cause about half of all violent crime. In that year they caused 10 to 15% of violent crime.

—Rand Corporation




There is too much negative press about the terrible things some children are doing these days.

—www. talentedkids. com




The specter of 10- and 11-year-olds dressed in camouflage, toting rifles as they stalk their peers, serves as the new “Red menace” for a prison-industrial complex that is coming to rival the military-industrial complex.

—Robin Templeton, salon.com




If the media focused on our achievements instead of our mistakes, then we would have something to aspire to.

—Marjie Rosenfelt, 18





Are today’s kids more spoiled and unethical than adults would like? In some ways, yes. Then again, Millennials see national leaders and pop-culture celebrities as being vastly more spoiled and unethical than their own generation.

In an era when a president can quibble on TV over what “the meaning of is is,” thousands of schoolkids are each day summarily suspended—no appeal, no discussion—for “zero tolerance” offenses far less serious than his. Or consider the issue of cheating. In circa-2000 America, you can look everywhere from politics to business to sports and you’ll find adult cheaters being excused, even celebrated, so long as they can prove themselves winners. Other adults, in charge of schools, often don’t enforce anticheating rules (to the dismay of many students) and emphasize collaborative learning, practice testing, and web research in ways that make it unclear just what it now means to “cheat” at school. Yet think tanks and columnists unleash broadsides against a supposed “epidemic” of youth cheating.

Are today’s schoolkids failing to meet adult-imposed standards of academic achievement? In some ways, yes. Then again, Millennials are the first generation since World War II to be confronted with higher academic standards than the last generation—and to show early signs of meeting those standards.

Who can recall the last time in America that young kids preferred ads and shows that portrayed people their own age as smart, studious, and articulate—the way they are starting to do now? Few Xers or Boomers are aware that today’s grade-school kids are scoring higher, on average, than they did at like age—especially in math and science, and especially girls. Few are aware that a much higher share of today’s kids are taking advanced placement tests and enrolling in colleges. Aside from their parents, practically no one knows that today’s grade-school kids do far more homework and take far more tests than today’s adults typically faced at that age. The further down the K-12 ladder you go, the more ambitious is the standard being set for Millennials on appearance, conduct, and achievement—a leading indicator, perhaps, of high-octane academic achievers by the time today’s first graders reach high school.

Are today’s kids more vulgar, sexually active, and violent than adults would like? In some ways, yes. But Millennials are less vulgar, less sexually active, less violent than the youth culture adults have created for them. They are the only teen generation in recent memory for whom this is so. Unlike young Boomers around 1960 or young Xers around 1980, Millennials are being pulled by the license of the adult culture far more than they are in any sense pushing it.

Nearly everyone knows that today’s youth culture is filled with images and words most adults find offensive. But here’s what hardly anyone knows: Most kids find them offensive too. In a 1998 survey of high-achieving high school students, 36 percent said they were “very” or “extremely” offended by sexual activity in the media—and another 26 percent said they were “moderately” offended. This is true for all ethnic groups. In an outlandish aspect of today’s culture-war charades, many adults are shocked when they hear 15-year-olds spew back a few artifacts of a pop culture that includes South Park dialogue, Duke Nukem sound effects, and Limp Bizkit lyrics. Yet few adults express any particular shock at the 30-year-olds who write it, the 50-year-olds who produce it, or the 70-year-olds whose portfolios profit by it.
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Don’t tell us how bad we are. Look at yourself.

—Jessica Rawls, 14




Y2Kids are civic minded, morally grounded, and more selfless than Baby Boomers.

—Rockford Register Star





The products of today’s media establishment are wildly inaccurate as indicators of Millennial sensibilities. As always, the commodified “youth culture” is entirely the creation of nonyouth—here, mainly Gen Xers and Boomers.



Ignoring clear statistics and research, authorities seem to lie in wait for suburban youth killings, months and thousands of miles apart, to validate a false hypothesis of generational disease, even as they ignore more compelling evidence of deteriorating adult behavior.

—Mike Males, author of Framing Youth




Maybe you [adults] think teenagers are immature beings with underdeveloped brains, incapable of making good judgments, but I think of myself and all my peers as high- functioning people trying to make it to adulthood.

—Erin Shaw, 16





Imagine growing up, as a kid, in a world in which older people produce a trashy lineup for you, tailor it to your vernacular, market it in your media, and then condemn you for participating in it, even when all you’re doing is casually checking it out. That’s what it’s like to be a teenager today. The only lasting significance the teen movies of the late ‘90s— from Scream to Cruel Intentions—will have for Millennial is to mark their point of life-cycle departure. As such, they may ultimately be recalled with a fair amount of embarrassed incredulity—much as Boomers wince when recalling how they flocked to see the Beach Blanket Bingo-style movies of the late 1950s.

“Our children are becoming a blur,” remarked Bill Bradley—and, amid all the motion of youth, older generations have a real difficulty separating youth action from market reaction, or sorting out what’s fresh and Millennial from what’s merely the shadow of X. Thus far, the elder impression of this generation remains a tangle of contradictory evidence, without guideposts or translations for the visitor.

Take a tour through this Millennial “blur” and separate the negatives from the positives.

In our daily lives, yes, they’re kids growing up in houses that contain 50 percent more things (measured by the pound) than houses did twenty years ago. Girls in teched-up bedrooms, with TV facing pillow. Boys with Nintendo-64 players. Tykes in day-care centers with guards and fences. Teens with beepers on beach week. Young drug runners in public-housing stairwells. Ten-year-olds who can recite Comedy Central jokes but not the names of presidents. Inner-city kindergarteners raised by thirtysomething grandmothers. Spoiled kids in mansions, selfish as the Rugrats’ Angelica. Kids with cars, beepers, and cell phones, going from party to party, beyond the control of their parents. Boys for whom Homer Simpson is a father figure. Girls spending afternoons dabbling in cybersex…

… but they’re also the Little Leaguers who treat umpires with more respect than their parents do. Test-tube babies. Babies aboard minivans with childseats, special mirrors, and radar that beeps when something’s behind them. Pledgees for True Love Waits. Malcolm in the Middle and Brutally Normal. Kids with red-white-and-blue face paint and multicolored braces. Volunteers at the library, clocking in the community service needed to graduate. Middle schoolers designing web sites for their parents’ businesses. Toddlers whose parents hire home-safety consultants to seal, cover, or remove every conceivable hazard. Young bicycle riders who wear helmets even though their moms and dads don’t. High school grads having fun with parents at alcohol-free graduation parties. Tykes writing sweet letters to incarcerated dads. Teens who ask Mom why anyone would want to go slumming, burn a bra, or hitchhike with strangers.

In schools, they’re kids who get expelled for casually threatening to kill teachers. Owners of sporty new SUVs in high school parking lots. Vandals who spray paint or break windows. Lines of teens hustling out of high schools in mass-shooter drills. Boys with Motorola Flex Pagers hanging from belts. Bop talkers spreading the word like like a weed. First-graders with guns. Casual cheaters. Teens who swear at teachers. Girls in designer-label cliques. Kids in summer school because they flunked a new state test. Teens who come to school sleepy after staying up late watching videos. Overweight sophomores who switch out of PE and into AP classes. Jocks and goths trading insults in the halls. Boys who hate school and fantasize about blowing up classrooms. Kids who are drugged to make them behave.

… but they’re also 15-year-olds walking to school with backpacks bulging with books. Calculus students swelling AP enrollments. Grade school kids studying phonics and reciting “Character Counts” placards. Kids buying presents for one another at The Learning Company. Posh high schoolers who tell reporters that virginity is cool again. Kids in SAT-prep summer camps. Cast and crew of amazing student musicals. Organizers of after-school prayer clubs. South Bronx middle schoolers who go to class from 7:30 to 5:00 every day, and half-day Saturdays. Eighth graders taking GT admissions tests that get harder every year. Urban kids in bright uniforms. Home schoolers net sur fing with stay-at-home parents. Mud-soaked football linemen too modest to shower in front of other guys. Students teaching their teachers about computers. Second-generation Latino kids drilling their parents in civics.



We like to let people in on a little secret. These kids are less likely to take drugs, less likely to assault somebody else, less likely to get pregnant and more likely to believe in God.

—Vincent Schiraldi, Justice Policy Institute




Most teenagers are making good choices—focusing on their futures and saying no to anything that would jeopardize their dreams.

—Donna Sitatala, Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services





In the economy, they’re the kids who’ve never known a year in which America doesn’t get richer. Girls with Hard Candy nail colors and ankle-breakingplatform shoes. Free spenders in Niketown. Boys playing with toys that feature severed heads. Girls perusing boys’ butts in Abercrombie & Fitch catalogues. Kids eating cafeteria lunches within sight of candy ads. Preteens at the multiplex, tittering at jokes about poop and story lines about masturbation. Girls who rush home to watch Jerry Springer, boys to watch WWF wrestling. Kids speculating on Beanie Babies. Fans of Snoop Doggy Dogg and Marilyn Manson. Suburban boys boomboxing gangsta rap and glaring at any adult who shows disapproval. Four-year-olds market-testing holiday toys. Girls spending hours putting on the glow. Prom teens in stretch limousines. Kids whose parents buy them cars before they get licenses …



The kids know more and more every single year.

—Martha Sharma, judge, National Geography Bee




Today’s students average about 14IQ points higher than their grandparents did and about 7points higher than their parents did …. The number of students with IQs above 145 is now about 18 times greater than it was two generations ago.

—David Berliner, Arizona State University




I watched some of this year’s spelling bee on TV… Now I consider myself an educated man. I studied the arts and humanities in college and I have read at least some of the great books. But I have to tell you. I did not recognize even one of the last twenty words used by the judges. I mean, these kids must have simply memorized the entire dictionary.

—Tony Kornheiser, columnist, on the 2000 National Spelling Bee




I think that already we are above the level academically that our parents and other generations were at our age.

—Sarah Boone, 17




I think it’s hard for parents to keep up with the kids. We’re learning so many things, so much quicker than they are.

—Kim Blah, 18




What’s really extraordinary is the quality of the applicant pool.

—Marlyn McGrath Lewis, Dean of Admission, Harvard College, on the high school class of 2000





… but they’re also the fans of Backstreet Boys, ‘N Sync, bubblegum pop, ska and swing, Brandy and Cleopatra. Kids who avoid R-rated movies because they know they’ll get carded. Fans of Harry Potter, Power Rangers, Sabrina, and PowerPuff Girls. Dabblers in marbles andyo-yos. Teens surfing web sites that teach them how to invest for the long term. Kids who’ve traded gangsta pants for khakis, skateboards for bikes. Preteens downloading MP3 tunes, making custom CDs, and sharing them with their friends. Grandkids going to Europe with Grandpas. Kids shopping for values at Old Navy. Readers of Teen Newsweek, Time for Kids, and The New York Times Upfront. Daughter going on Mom’s business trip. Browsers at store windows with “Safe Place” stickers. Throngs of suburban tots who safely romp at “discovery zones” while parents watch and smile.

In the news, they’re girls sporting biceps tattoos and nose beads on magazine covers. Young witnesses at a hearing of a National Commission on Youth Violence. Columbine. Teen murderers shooting up a school while classmates fall, hide, run, cry in their parents’ arms. TV docu-dramas featuring boys and guns, gangs, and drugs. Polly Klaas. Megan Kanka. JonBenet Ramsey. Teen murderers on a magazine cover, life story inside, with pictures of their crimes. Fourteen-year-olds passing around high-tar cigarettes imported from India. Child immigrants suffocating in sealed trucks. Sweatshops and child abusers. Teen murderers getting indicted, with blurry videos of their crimes available for $25, over a rock music sound track. Girls getting cosmetic surgery. A 16-year-old strafing smaller children at the National Zoo. Boys in a PBS documentary about hook-up parties. Middle schoolers in oral sex rings. Teen murderers getting sentenced, more scenes of their crimes, details at eleven …
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… but they’re also the Columbine students who risked their lives staying with their dying teacher. Ten-year-old fans of 14-year-old classical singer Charlotte Church. Downward lines on charts about youth crime, teen pregnancies, and suicides. Kids of deadbeat dads who are having to pay up. Elementary school kids volunteering for political campaigns and voting in mock elections. The little girl in Section T, cheering the U.S. Women s World Cup team. High school girls summering at Camp CEO. Teens on a Florida “Truth Train’ campaigning against cigarettes. A second-generation Asian winning the National Spelling Bee. Colorado middle schoolers organizing against child slavery in Sudan. Teens who refrain from chastising older generations when middle-aged mass murderers shoot up churches, offices, and day-trading outlets. Teenagers banding together in “Free the Children’ to battle child exploitation in Asia.

The Millennial Generation is full of lots of kids doing lots of things. Some of it’s bad, more is good, most of it new, all of it fresh to these kids, because it’s all they’ve ever known. Taken as a whole, this is their starting point in life.



A four-year-old boy was telling me how, at day care, they played “Mary Had a Little Lamb” on the “tampooder.” Millennials are not only the first generation to have computers in day care, but the first to be exposed to them before they can pronounce the word!

—Ben Weiss




I am making my dad’s businesses home page. He knows zippola about HTML.

—BURN, 14




This is the first time in the history of the human race that a generation of kids has overtaken their parents in the use of new technology.

—Peter Eio, Lego Systems




The Kids Are All Right!

—headline, P.C. magazine





So, on balance, who are these kids, and what can one say about their generation? Sure, they’re brash and bold, given to unseemly bursts of temper and cockiness and ambition, as though the world is being handed to them and all they have to do is grab it. Then again, they’re doing a fine (and largely unreported) job coping confidently and high-spiritedly with a demoralizing youth culture not of their own making. Nearly all of today’s teen negatives are residues of trends launched by Boomers and apexed by Gen Xers. Conversely, nearly all of today’s teen positives are new trends, unique to Millennials, with much of the initiative coming from them.



[I]n some ways they are as wholesome and devoid of cynicism as the generation that wore saddle shoes. They trust their government, admire their parents, and believe it is possible to start out poor and become rich …

—The New York Times




My life is great. Everything around me has contributed to my happiness.

—Bobby Greenhalgh, 17





Overcoming Pessimism

“The scariest thing about kids today,” warns San Francisco Examiner columnist David Sarasohn, “is how adults feel about them.” There are, to be sure, many reasons why adults speak ill of kids—and why so much that is positive about today’s young Millennials remains half hidden behind clouds of elder doubt and suspicion.

One reason is timeless. Every generation derives comfort from its collective memories, that special grab bag of habits, tunes, images, gadgets, and words it calls its own. The older it grows, the more it sees in the rising generation a living reminder that such memories are mortal and must ultimately be paved over by those who don’t share them. Never pleasant, such reminders are a natural breeding ground for tensions between young and old.

Today’s adults cannot help feeling loss when they meet kids who have no memory of the Cold War or the civil rights movement or the long hot summers, of Vietnam or Watergate, of Bobby or Martin, of sports stars who earned less than presidents, of gas lines and unemployment lines, of stadiums named after heroes. Kids’ faces go blank when you tell them to roll down the car window, turn the channel, press the carriage return, or quit sounding like a broken record. These kids never saw Muhammad Ali fight or Willie Mays play, and they think Kareem Abdul-Jabbar is a football player. To them, Kansas, Chicago, Alabama, and America are places, not rock groups—and if you say the words “Iron Curtain,” they might think you’re talking about a wrestler. Even the music, film, and fashion of the ‘80s doesn’t speak much to them. Gen Xers, like Boomers, are learning that the kiss-off line “you’re history” must someday apply to everybody.

When youth affluence or technology is at issue, adults don’t just get grouchy, they moralize—in a jeremiad about laziness and decadence that dates back centuries. Americans heard it back in the time of six-shooters and telegraphs and streetcars, and again after the invention of automobiles and radios and air-conditioning and TV sets. Today, they hear it still—in complaints about kids who can’t imagine a pizza that’s not delivered, a phone that doesn’t fit in a pocket, a movie that can’t be owned, a toy that can’t be programmed, or a summer camp with no menus. The loudest complaints come from Boomers, many of whom take a lifelong pride in vaunting values over technology and worry about the future of youths with such an appetite (and gift) for gadgets.

Yet the biggest obstacle now blocking a better adult appreciation of Millennials is one that today’s adult generations did not face in their own youth. It is the obstacle that derives from straight-line thinking, from a near-universal adult consensus that, since the last two generations have defined a negative youth trend, the next American generation must necessarily follow in that path.

Today’s older generations are full of people with institutional stakes in maintaining this perspective. Groups on one side of the political spectrum harvest public support by complaining about what People for the American Way calls “old-fashioned bigotry… among democracy’s next generation,” while groups on the other side do likewise by decrying what William Bennett calls a teen wave of “amoral superpredators” descending on America. Public agencies win funding by identifying “child crises,” just as the media win market share by serving up more “boyz” and “girlz” fare they think young audiences want. “If it bleeds, it leads” goes the TV news slogan, and what bleeds on the air is usually under twenty years old. Corporate retailers think they’re maximizing profit by following the prevailing wind—a wind they still think blows in a direction described by a Washington Post business reporter as “edgy, in-your-face, Generation Y ‘tude.’ ”

Parents and grandparents who live with today’s kids usually know better. But in an era of splintering households and lengthening lifespans, a rising share of American adults have scant daily contact with kids and are slow to absorb new information about them. Currently, only 34 percent of all U.S. households have children, an all-time low, down from 45 percent in 1970. This trend is accentuated by the growth of newly hyped definitions of “fulfilling” adult lifestyles that exclude children.



She is a glorified 1950s high school cheerleader with an undertone of perverse 1990s sexuality. Britney is simultaneously wholesome and ripely sensual. She’s Lolita on aerobics.

—Cernitile Paglia, on Britney Spears




She’s not just a superkid. She’s obedient, too.

—Jon Pareles, on Britney Spears







No matter where those guys fired, they would have hit someone who had high hopes for the future.

—Jennifer Pierce, student, Columbine High School




It means people trying to unite with the whole.

—Aaron Cohn, 16, describing the RESPECT PATCHES NOW WORN BY COLUMBINE STUDENTS





Many parents of today’s kids look negatively upon the young generation because they separate the good they see happening in their own families, neighborhoods, and schools from the bad they imagine happening everywhere else. A recent Los Angeles Times poll revealed roughly half of all Californians giving themselves an “A” as parents (one in five an “A-plus”), while roughly four in five gave statewide parents, as a group, grades of “D” or “E” What author David Whitman called America’s “optimism gap” appears in other adult surveys on youth, indicating that most parents regard Generation Y as a riotous crew who inhabit their cable TV studios and newspaper style sections, but who rarely visit their own homes in person.

The result is a national youth discussion mired in cognitive dissonance, with too few adults seeing what should be plainly visible. Editorials bemoan the “murder epidemic” in high schools, while failing to advise readers that their children are far less likely to be murdered in a school than to be hit by lightning or run over by a freight train—and failing to report that the real lasting impact of Columbine is less youth fear than adult fear, as measured by all the students being put in uniforms or passed through metal detectors. Public officials regularly claim (or hysterically imply) that youth arrests, child abuse, child poverty, classroom cheating, teen sex, TV watching, after-school jobs, or youth suicides are all up, while test scores, school days, homework, college ambitions, teen happiness, and attachment to parents are all down. To date, hardly anybody has confronted them with the plain fact that all of those statements are false—in many cases, dramatically so. Knowing the truth would require nothing more than a quick look at an officially published number or, at most, a phone call to an expert who really understands the topic, but few of today’s opinion leaders take the trouble.

Even when summarizing their own survey data, many of today’s youth researchers are tempted to give their findings a negative spin. “Kids These Days ‘99,” a much-cited report from the Public Agenda Foundation, leads with the adverse finding that “only a handful of adults say it’s typical to come across children who are friendly and helpful toward their neighbors.” As evidence, the authors assert that a mere 18 percent of adults say that it’s “very common” to come across friendly and helpful kids. What they leave buried inside the report is the fact that an additional 52 percent of adults say it’s “somewhat common” to come across such kids. The Josephson Institute of Ethics, in its recent 1998 “report card” on youth, sternly highlights that 59 percent of teens aged 14 and 15 admit they cheated at least once on a test. Left unmentioned is another more interesting number: 73 percent of the kids report that they had refused to cheat even though they saw others cheating.

When adults speak harshly about what kids do, they usually insist they’re not really blaming the kids, merely trying to pressure parents, teachers, and public officials to do their jobs better. Thus, even the most positive official news typically comes draped in somber language. In 1997, Health and Human Services Secretary Donna Shalala began what should have been a totally good-news release by saying, “We welcome the news that the long-term increase in teenage sexual activity may finally have stopped.” Then, instead of commending kids for this improved behavior, she recited a long list of areas where kids and parents and government were still failing. If history always moved in straight lines, this sort of benign exaggeration might be excusable, or at least harmless. If kids truly are on the edge of incorrigibility, then nothing short of shock therapy would be conscionable—since even with that, the kids are likely to go from bad to worse anyway.

But history does not move in straight lines, and Millennial are not going in the same direction as the line from Boomers to Gen Xers. With Millennials on the rise, the direction of American youth is rapidly changing. And as it changes, the prevailing torrent of pessimism about kids carries the risk of real damage, to their generation and the nation.

It harms by betraying the trust adults ask of youths, and by failing to inspire, join, or endorse their highest aspirations. This would mean, at best, the loss of a wonderful opportunity.

It harms by stifling the spirit and assertiveness of young boys, who thus far have lagged behind girls as Millennial trendsetters.

It harms by diverting adults from their higher duty: providing exemplars, electing leaders with moral authority, and bolstering the integrity, realism, and farsightedness of today’s adult regime.


There is good reason to believe that society has begun a process of “remoralizing” itself and walking back from the cultural abyss it faced.

—Francis Fukuyama, author of The Great Disruption



And it harms by underestimating the unusual collective power Millennials will soon be capable of exercising, a kind of youth power that most of today’s older generations have never witnessed. This will be lessthe familiar youth power to stop institutions than a newfound power to energize them. If downbeat elders cannot harness this potential energy to a constructive mission of sufficient scope, even a minor economic or political setback could transform it into a dangerous juggernaut.



Always enthusiastic and often covered in several coats of red, white, and blue facepaint, the girls who filled stadiums and clamored for autographs became a part of the U.S. mission. The team went so far as to run a TV ad, thanking the fictitious girl sitting in Section Tfor making the World Cup possible.

—Mark Sappenfield, Christian Science Monitor




This new generation is, indeed, unique. Uniquely special.

—Ryan Kent





Millennials have the capacity to become America’s next great generation. But this capacity does not ensure any particular outcome. Nor does it suggest that Millennials don’t have potential weaknesses. They do. As Millennials fully come of age, older people are likely to begin complaining about young people who are more bland, less creative, and more dependent on peer support than other recent youth generations. As time passes, critics of this generation will dwell less on the trenchcoated outcasts than on the power cliques that don’t tolerate deviation from the group norm. This problem could undermine their greatness.

Millennials resemble a fully charged rocket—or, to use Ortega y Gas-set’s classic definition of a generation, “a species of biological missile hurled into space at a given instant, with a certain velocity and direction.” So long as Millennials can wheel themselves onto the right launchpad and point themselves in the right direction, they can deliver excellent results. They represent an opportunity that, once fully understood and appreciated, must be acted on by people of all ages.

Past, Present, and Future

What is any generation, really? When you ask people around any given age who they are, they often given an answer divided into three parts: Their past, their present, and their future. Each tense helps illuminate the whole picture. You can’t understand who Boomers or Gen Xers are or were if you have no idea where they came from or hope to go. The same is true for Millennials—except for them, the past is a smaller fraction of their lives. That’s why this book is arranged as it is.

The rest of this opening section, “Where They Come From,” explains what it means to be a generation—and, more to the point, what it means to be this generation with this location in history and these generational neighbors. New generations always defy straight lines, but that doesn’t mean they arrive at random. There are good reasons why Millennials are growing up to embody a sharp break from Gen-X youth trends and a direct reversal of Boomer youth trends. In the “Who They Are” middle section, we explore their world, moving from one social arena to the next—from demography, politics, and family to conduct, culture, commerce, and more. Along the way, we challenge the negative stereotypes that older generations still widely apply to young people. For older readers—those whose first-person youth experiences are best captured by Summer of ‘42, American Graffiti, or even The Breakfast Club—we tell you things you probably don’t know about today’s kids, while showing you how and why their location in history is different from your own. For Millennial readers, we try to put important facts about you and your friends in a life-cycle perspective.

The final section, “Where They’re Going,” extends the Millennial story into the future. What can be said about a collective lifespan that will extend past the year 2100? Quite a bit, actually, when you apply what is known about today’s kids against their foreseeable timetable of marriage, family, career, and politics. To answer the most difficult question—what impact Millennial could have on America’s future—we introduce the concept of the “hero” generation. By the time Millennials reach old age, deep into the twenty-first century, their accomplishments and reputation could compare with those of other children who began life similarly, including today’s much-heralded G.I. “greatest generation.” Yet we also offer words of warning about how history could be gearing up to deal Millennials some fateful surprises.

Throughout, we’ll tell you some stories, fill you with facts, and show you some cartoons from R. J. Matson along with a chorus of sidebar voices from Millennials and adults active in the world of youth. We supplement this with our own Class of 2000 Survey, which we conducted among 660 northern Virginia high school students, and our Fairfax Teacher’s Survey, in which we polled 200 elementary, middle, and high school teachers.

To readers of all ages and generations, we say welcome—and please read on.



This is a generation that must be reckoned with. They are going to overtake the country.

—David Spangler, director of market research, Levi’s






CHAPTER TWO
FROM BABIES ON BOARD TO POWER TEENS


There’s a new horizon
And the promise of a favorable wind

—LEANN RIMES, “One Way Ticket”



[image: ] n 1981, gossip columnists let loose some chatter about a new rash of celebrity pregnancies, culminating in a 1982 Time cover story about a floodtide of thirtysomething Boomers choosing at long last to become moms and dads. Bright yellow “Baby on Board” signs began popping up in car windows, coast to coast, especially in brand-new models of child-friendly minivans. By the Christmas of 1983, adult America fell in love with Cabbage Patch Kids—a precious new doll, harvested pure from nature, so wrinkly and cuddly cute that millions of Boomers wanted to take one home to love. Many had spent the prior two decades avoiding childbirth. Now they were “into” the deeper meaning of creating families.

The era of the wanted child had begun.



Everything for the children. All adults seem to care about is the children.

—Lori Leibovich, salon.com




Zit-geist

—Variety, on America’s late-’90s obsession with teenagers




This is not about teenage marketing. It’s about the coming of age of a generation.

—J. Walker Smith, Yankelovich Partners





In September 1982, a tragic crime involving cyanide-tainted Tylenol triggered an October wave of parental panic over trick-or-treating. Halloween suddenly found itself encased in hotlines, advisories, statutes, and public outrage—a fate that would soon befall many other once-innocent child pastimes, from bike riding to BB guns. A few months later came word of a sweeping national hysteria over the sexual abuse of toddlers, leading to dozens of front-page adult convictions after what many observers agreed were Salem-like trials. A flurry of books (with dark titles such as The Disappearance of Childhood, Children Without Childhood, Our Endangered Children) assailed the anything-goes parental treatment of children since the mid-1960s. The family and school and neighborhood wagons were circling.



For a benchmark question, separating Millennials from GenXers, let me propose: “Were you ever afraid of World War III?”

—Tobias Burmeister




We are foolish to expect students to be any more knowledgeable about Vietnam than they are about the New Deal or the Second World War. It’s all history to them. If you didn’t live through it, it doesn’t matter if it was five years ago or five centuries ago. It’s an expectation by grown-ups that their kids will share the same passions they did.

—Michael Zuckerman, Professor of History, University of Pennsylvania




Things I will never forget: the Oklahoma City bombing, the death of Princess Diana, and the Columbine school massacre …. I’ll never forget where I was when these events occurred.

—Janine Storm Van Leeuwen, 17





The era of the protected child had begun.

In 1984, Hollywood figured nothing could go wrong with Children of the Corn and Firestarter, the two latest installments in a child-horror film genre that had packed theaters ever since Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist. Both films totally bombed, as parents began flocking to a new kind of movie about adorable babies and wonderful kids.

That same year, newspaper editorials reverberated with the findings of the federal “Nation at Risk” report on education, which blasted grade-school students as “a rising tide of mediocrity” and implored America’s teachers and adults to do better by America’s next batch of kids. According to many indicators, they started doing just that. The early 1980s is when the national rates for many behaviors damaging to children—divorce, abortion, violent crime, alcohol consumption, and drug abuse—reached their postwar high-water mark. That was also when the well-being of children began to dominate the national debate over most family issues— from welfare and latchkey households to drug abuse and pornography.

The era of the worthy child had begun.

Wanted. Protected. Worthy. Thus did the heralded Class of 2000 arrive in America’s nurseries and cribs. Soon a much longer glossary of (mainly) positive adjectives would describe them. From conception to graduation, this 1982 cohort has marked a watershed in adult attitudes toward, treatment of, and expectations for children. Over that eighteen-year span, whatever age bracket those 1982-born children have inhabited has been the target of intense hope, worry, and wonder from parents, pollsters, pundits, and politicians.

Not since the Progressive era, near the dawn of the twentieth century, has America greeted the arrival of a new generation with such a dramatic rise in adult attention to the needs of children.

Like every generation, the Millennial can be denned by their self-image, by their beliefs and behaviors, and by their location in history. All these attributes are in turn shaped by older Americans who themselves belong to prior generations. An ancient circle is at work: Generations are created young by history, and later go on to create history in their turn.

Seeing where Millennials are situated in this generational rhythm is the first step to understanding where they come from, where they stand today, and where they’re going.

Follow the Breaking Wave

Virtually from birth, the leading edge of every new generation is accompanied by a rapid and unexpected shift in how children are perceived. Such shifts, in fact, are partly what cause new generations to arise.

The arrival of Generation X in the early ‘60s coincided with an era of decline in the U.S. fertility rate and a society-wide aversion to children. And so it remained for the next twenty years: Small kids were seldom the focus of positive media attention, adults complained loudly to pollsters about how kids impeded their self-discovery, and kids found themselves excluded from a vaunted new definition of the “adult lifestyle.” Kids came attached to new adjectives, like unwanted, at-risk, throwaway, homeless, latchkey. Parents found comfort in experts who reassured them that little Gen Xers thrived best when left to their own wits, to grow up tough and self-reliant, like the Gary Coleman or Tatum O’Neal child proto-adults then popular in the media.

Come the early ‘80s, with Jane Pauley’s twins and Bruce Willis’s Lamaze class, that perception came to an abrupt end. For the Millennial Generation, the ascendant Boomer cultural elite rewrote the rules. Starting as babies, kids were now to be desperately desired, to be in need of endless love and sacrifice and care—and to be regarded by parents as the highest form of self-discovery By the late ‘80s, Hollywood and fashion celebrities began turning baby-making into a fad and flaunting their pregnancies, a trend that culminated with a nude and very expectant Demi Moore on the August 1991 cover of Vanity Fair. Meanwhile, commercial facilities—from airlines to motels to restaurants—began getting out toys and high chairs and rewelcoming toddlers.



I said, “The kids would go crazy for this,” and the kids couldn’t have cared less…. They were like, “Who is this guy?”

—Heather Keegan, Digital Research, describing a preschool test of a Kermit the Frog toy







Parent Books Booming

—headline, Advertising Age (1987)




Slowly, and unevenly, a “can-do” attitude is beginning to replace the inertia of vested interests in local school districts and in teacher unions…. The momentum of change will have to continue for at least a decade more to improve the whole system.

—The Economist (1987)




All this angst over kindergarten? Isn’t it just fun and games? Not any more.

—Newsweek (1987)





These new arrivals found a stunningly receptive public. In 1987, the whole nation nervously followed the fate of three little girls in distress: “Everybody’s Baby,” Jessica McClure, trapped in an abandoned well in Lubbock, Texas; 2-year-old Tabatha Foster, whose five organ transplants were made possible by celebrity donations; and 4-year-old Cecilia Chichan, the sole survivor rescued from a plane crash in Detroit. Remarkably, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press ranks the saga of Jessica McClure as the fifth most closely followed news story in America over the past fifteen years, ranking just ahead of the Columbine massacre, which occurred when Jessica was a high school freshman.

By the early ‘90s, elementary school kids entered the spotlight. During the Gulf War Super Bowl of 1991, kids marched onto the field at halftime amid abundant news stories (unseen during the Vietnam War) about the children of dads serving abroad. By 1996, Dole and Clinton dueled for the presidency in a race that featured much debate about the middle school children of “soccer moms” and the special problems of early teens. By the end of the decade, the public focused on high schools more than at any time since the late ‘50s, the Sputnik era, when the first Boomers reached that age.

At every turn, the entertainment media picked up the beat. By the mid-’80s, movies about hardened, nasty, or demonic kids were replaced by Raising Arizona, Baby Boom, She’s Having a Baby, Look Who’s Talking, and Three Men and a Baby (which soon matured into Three Men and a Little Lady)—all starring huggable protagonists who inspire adults to grow up a bit themselves. A few years later, these magical children became the little Jonahs who provided a touchstone to Sleepless in Seattle parents—or, in films such as The Piano and Angels in the Outfield, played angels whose very presence was an epiphany. “Was there ever a bad child in the world—a spiteful, stubborn, domineering sapper of his parents’ spirit?” asked a Time reviewer by the mid-’90s. “There is rarely one in a Hollywood movie.”

Between 1986 and 1991, the number of periodicals offered to young children doubled (to eighty-one titles), and between 1991 and 1994, the sale of children’s music doubled—directly anticipating the explosion of teen magazines and music later in the ‘90s. Having laid off cartoonists during the prior, X-rated decade, the Walt Disney Company began rehiring them in the 1980s to produce such child epics as The Little Mermaid and The Lion King. Competitors vied with An American Tail, Oliver and Company, and The Land Before Time, each of which depicted children as smart and noble. TV sitcoms picked up the trend, and the new pop-culture families (like Bart Simpson’s) acquired younger children who were better behaved than their older siblings. It was a trend that would continue in later teen movies—exactly the reverse of the old Boomer-era Leave It to Beaver formula, in which the older kids were more duty-bound.
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I understand how it happened; the moralistic tendencies of my generation combined with the ‘80s anxiety about the deteriorating and unsafe child’s world led us to impose a regimen on our children that we would never have tolerated ourselves, creating a mind-set utterly foreign to our own. It’s a weird thing if you think about it.

—Brian Rush




Indeed, the longer you look at “our kids,” the more you can trace back the problems and any possible solutions to the baby-boomers themselves.

—Lexington, The Economist





As adults changed their perception of kids, so too did they change their behavior toward kids—starting with a new desire to bear and raise them. Accompanied by a quadrupling in the number of infertility-related doctor visits from 1986 to 1988, a rising birthrate boosted a demographic “echo boomlet” already under way. Early on, adults resolved to do better at shielding small children from harm. Worried parents became avid consumers for a thriving childproofing industry (which snapped up new patents for everything from stove-knob covers to safety mirrors) and triggered a fierce popular crusade for programs and policies that looked after their kids. No new adult-imposed goal seemed too ambitious for the Class of 2000, christened in kindergarten as early as 1987, who were to be free from drugs and tobacco and abuse and drunk drivers. And no new Megan’s Law or Joan’s Law or Amber’s Law was too draconian for those who threatened little kids with “stranger danger” nightmares.


A Boomer mother from Schenectady, N.Y., killed nine children, most of them as infants, between 1972 and 1985. The first eight children were GenXers, born between 1967 and 1981. Hospital officials did not suspect any foul play for years, because it was believed that the woman’s babies were all genetically susceptible to sudden infant death syndrome…. She was convicted after the Millennial baby she had in 1985 died. Finally, the authorities were concerned enough to perform an investigation into the deaths of all of these babies.

—Joseph Montrym




I was picked on repeatedly at a certain point in my scholastic life, and the school authorities didn’t do Thing One to stop it. Recently I had a conversation with a Gen Xer who has a son who is the same age now as I was then. The son is going through a situation similar to what I remember. The boy’s Gen Xer father got a call from the Boomer principal, who hadn’t known that kids were being picked on in Her School, and who set out to put a stop to it, saying she didn’t want another Littleton happening here. The Gen Xer’s son’s problem has in fact been solved. Must be nice.

—Matthew Elmslie



Entering the ‘90s, two ascendant words—family values—began capturing the gist of Millennial nurture. Beginning around 1990, this Boomer “cocooning” produced a tripling in the popularity of “staying home with family,” with two parents in three now saying they would accept a pay cut in return for more family time. It also produced stricter parental rules about child behavior. “The ‘60s Generation, Once High on Drugs, Warns Its Children,” headlined The Wall Street Journal in 1990. “Do As I Say, Not As I Did,” echoed The New York Times about Boomer parents who (polls confirmed) did not want their own children to have the same freedom with drugs, alcohol, and sex that they had once enjoyed. Well-educated Boomer moms saw themselves less as victims and more as deputies of what Hillary Clinton later called “the village,” the new rule-enforcing community of child-first adults. Family-focused Boomer dads saw themselves less as pals and more as standard setters— not in the old Father Knows Best genre, but in a new Promise Keepers or Million Man Marcher style.

As Millennials replaced Gen Xers in the puberty age bracket, the adult message in practically every medium became more prescriptive and less equivocal. In tot-TV, Barney and Friends (with its happy teamwork and stress on what all kids share in common) stole the limelight from Sesame Street (with its more nuanced story lines and stress on what makes each kid different). On bookshelves, William Bennett-style books with crisply teachable “virtues” crowded out the Judy Blume-style vignettes about feelings and healing. In public-school sex-ed, abstinence training eclipsed comprehensive safe-sex training. Even Barbie’s band changed to suit the new parental demands: Out were the Rockers, in were the cleaned-up Sensations.

America’s growing fixation on children inevitably influenced politics. In the early ‘80s, public figures began using a new term—“antichild”—to attack policies such as federal borrowing or social service cuts deemed uniquely hurtful to the young. In 1985, the Grace Commission sponsored TV public service ads linking the national debt with a crying baby. A KIDS-PAC lobby was formed, the United Way launched a giant new children’s agenda, and in the 1988 and 1992 presidential elections, nearly every big issue—whether crime or welfare, technology or gun control, health care or budget policy—was recast in terms of “soccer-mom” kinderpolitics. For Democrats and Republicans alike, America s kids were becoming not just a political trump card, but something akin to public property

Along the way, America s most vexing social problems invited leaders to start drawing a triage line between the two generations then cohabiting the preadult age brackets: older Gen-X teens, who were beyond hope, and younger Millennial children, who were redeemable. “I’m sorry to say it,” federal judge Vincent Femia observed in 1989, “but we’ve lost a generation of youth to the war on drugs. We have to start with the younger group, concentrate on the kindergartners.” The “only way” to stop the cycle of poverty, dependency, and crime, said Ohio governor George Voinovich, “is to pick one generation of children, draw a line in the sand, and say ‘This is where it stops.’” When George Bush spoke of a “weed and seed” urban agenda in the wake of the Rodney King riots, he was clearly distinguishing between Xers and Millennials. Sometimes the line was literally engraved into law. When Congress expanded Medicaid to all poor children in 1990, benefits were phased in by restricting eligibility to kids born in 1983 and after. No Gen-X kid, no matter how poor, was covered.



Ifs almost like Boomers woke up one day to discover, “We’ve won the Cold War, but how are we doing with the next generation? Oh-oh.”

—Rita Sutton




It is so true that for the Boomers, overprotection is about control whereas for young Xer parents, it is about reality

—Joe Bexton




Bicycle helmet usage rose from 18 percent in 1991 to 50 percent in 1998. In that latter year, 69 percent of children under 16 wore helmets, versus 38 percent of adult bike riders.

—www.kidsource.com




When my parents were young, they had to do more for themselves. They had to ride their bikes or walk. We get rides every place.

—Stephanie Beckman, 13




The Boomer Generation tries way too hard to overprotect us.

—Bobby Rhatigan, 17





Nowhere was this generational dividing line more noticeable than in school reform. In the early ‘80s, while educators complained of demoralized teachers and apathetic students, new parents obsessed feverishly over their preschool “trophy children.” The sale of Gesell Test materials, used for determining a child’s kindergarten readiness, jumped 67 percent between 1984 and 1987. By the late ‘80s, what school-reformer Chester Finn called “a seismic shock” began gripping the adult mood toward education, with sharply increasing support for more homework, longer school days, more tests, and standardized curricula. Teacher pay reversed its ‘70s-era losses, and elementary school PTAs and competing PTOs (Parent-Teacher Organizations) began flourishing with new membership, money, and purpose.

[image: ]


Educational Toys Are Spelled H-O-T as Parents Seek to Give Kids an Edge.

—headline, The Washington Post (1991)




I find it ironic that the women who burned bras will buy Barbie dolls in droves for their kids and the generation of men who burned their draft cards are buying G.I. Joes.

—Sean McGowan, toy industry analyst (1992)




Generation That Left Church Goes Back With Its Children

—headline, The New York Times (1993)




Listen to the popular rhetoric about crime, drugs, the economy, and one message becomes clear: It’s too late for the teenagers, but we’ve got to help the kids.

—Adam Cadre (1994)




Curfews, V-chips, harsher penalties for juvenile crime, school uniforms, drug tests to get a driver’s license—the candidates were, like, really on their case.

—Ann Hulbert, USA Today, describing the 1996 election





During the Bush presidency, the nation’s leaders made numerous promises to transform the nation’s public schools in time, again, for the Class of 2000. As leading-edge Millennial passed through elementary school, new educational buzzwords appeared: collaborative learning, back to basics, zero tolerance, school accountability, and (especially) standards of learning. And just behind the leading edge marched a swelling legion of kids bearing a new badge of generational identity that, in youth, would have been anathema to Boomers and incomprehensible to Gen Xers: the brightly colored school uniform.

In the year 1997, the American public first discovered this generation—when its leading edge was only fifteen years old. The stage was set during the previous fall’s presidential campaign, when both parties talked more than ever about whatever kids were reading or driving or drinking or smoking. Bill Clinton’s child focus grew so overt, quipped Ellen Goodman, that it literally defined his speaking schedule: “If this is Thursday, it must be Curfews. If this is Friday, it must be School Uniforms. V-Chips on Monday, Smoking on Tuesday.” As the public’s mood about the nation and economy began to revive, the demand for everything at the darker edge of the Gen-X youth culture began to sag. CD sales plunged for the most heavily hyped alternative and grunge-rock groups. Viewers tired of heroin-chic fashion ads and plotless Gen-X film ideas. Critics stopped laughing at Beavis and Butt-Head.

Meanwhile, a new teen culture began to emerge. Two films became surprise hits among younger teens—one (Scream) a witty antigoth slasher movie, the other (Titanic) a big story of public catastrophe and private valor. With the debut of groups like the Spice Girls, Backstreet Boys, and Hanson, a whole new teenybop music sound appeared—happier, brighter, more innocent. “They like brands with heritage. Contrived, hard-edged fashion is dead. Attitude is over,” announced MTV president Judy McGrath in 1997 when asked about these kids. “They like what’s nice and fun in fashion and sports. They like the Baby Gap ads; they’re simple and sweet.”

Throughout that breakthrough year, the news media chose to announce (under various labels) the arrival of a “new generation” in America—and CBS Evening News and USA Today started focusing on the “High School Class of 2000” as a running news story. Media companies underwrote a stunning multiplication of teen magazines, teen news inserts, teen web sites, teen marketing campaigns, and teen-targeted movies and TV shows, a trend that continues to this day. Youth opinion polls proliferated to the point where, nearly every week, America was alerted to some new fact about teenage life.

Two years later came a grimmer rite of passage: the 1999 suicide-massacre of fourteen students and one teacher at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, the worst of a series of public-school mass gunfire tragedies (in Arkansas, Kentucky, Oregon, and Mississippi) involving kids born just before and after the first Millennial cohorts.

In the wake of these shootings, Millennial kids candidly acknowledged the role played by the growing peer pressure of their generation—a tendency, less evident among Gen Xers, to ostracize outsiders and compel conformity. The adult reaction was frenzy and fear utterly disproportionate to the actual risks faced by teenagers, whose world, statistically, is much safer than it was three, two, or (especially) one decade earlier. In high schools across America, the months after Columbine were marked by false alarms, SWAT drills, stern speeches, and strict new codes for dress and behavior that students have accepted with little dissent. The actual numbers didn’t matter. Both teens and adults were apt to vastly overestimate violent deaths in U.S. schools. (When asked, high school students typically supposed the toll was in the tens of thousands annually.) What mattered was that kids killing kids was no longer tolerable—unlike in the late Xer child era, when more than twice as many kids killed one another to far less public complaint.



Millennials, unlike my generation, are getting tremendous reinforcement, tremendous media attention.

—Ruth Donlin




Youth culture [is] a subject about which this newspaper has been somewhat out of touch. Editors have been pushing reporters to come up with more stories about young people.

—E. R. Shipp, ombudsman, The Washington Post (1999)




We decided children s priorities should be the bottom line of our news policy.

—Max Keeping, Canadian Broadcasting (1999)





Columbine is a critical event in the lives of Millennials and, hence, is likely to remain an important generational marker separating those who were in grade school at the time from those who were about to graduate or beyond. In our survey of the Class of 2000, these Millennial kids declared the Columbine shooting, together with its aftermath, to be the number-one event of their youth that they expect to remember all their lives.

Never before in living memory has a generation been so celebrated, from conception to birth to preschool through elementary, middle, and high school. And the celebration could be just beginning.



There is no decency or “proper dress” (people wear shorts to church, come on!) or anything that resembles “square” anymore.

—Chris Loyd, 17




We Boomers said, “My god, look at the way those Xer kids dress and act!” but didn’t stop them, because we knew that it was our generation that had given them the permission to do what they were doing. The funny little thing, though, is that because we found Xer dress and attitudes ugly, disgusting and disturbing, we don’t want our little Millennials to be that way. We swing like a pendulum, yes we do.

—Lis Libengood





How History Shapes Generations

The subject of generations has recently been shrouded in well-earned public skepticism. Throughout the last decade, Americans have heard constant talk about generations—and have watched countless genera-tionally targeted ads, TV shows, and movies. Most generational “experts” are, in fact, youth marketeers. But there is far more to generations than the consumer habits of people in different age brackets.

A generation can be defined as a society-wide peer group, born over a period roughly the same length as the passage from youth to adulthood (in today’s America, around twenty or twenty-one years), who collectively possess a common persona. The length need not always be the same. A generation can be a bit longer or shorter, depending on its coming-of-age experience and the vagaries of history. Of the nine American generations born over the past two centuries, none has been less than seventeen years or longer than twenty-four years in length.

Millennials are the latest link in a long generational chain. They are the eighteenth New World generation, the fourteenth to know the American nation and flag, the fifth (and last) to be born in the twentieth century. Six generations of Americans have members still alive today.

Their birth-year boundaries are significant. Demographers who insist on locating Boomers according to the fertility “boom” of 1946 to 1964, and then Gen Xers according to the fertility “bust” of 1965 to 1976, are not defining generations in any useful historical sense. Birth numbers are only one factor (and not always a critical factor) in locating a generation. When drawn correctly, generational birth years should indicate the boundaries for each generational persona.

What is a generational persona? It is a distinctly human, and variable, creation embodying attitudes about family life, gender roles, institutions, politics, religion, culture, lifestyle, and the future. A generation can think, feel, or do anything a person might think, feel, or do. It can be safe or reckless, individualist or collegial, spiritual or secular. Like any social category (race, class, religion, or nationality), a generation can allow plenty of individual exceptions and be fuzzy at the edges. But unlike most other categories, it possesses its own personal biography. It can feel nostalgia for a unique past, express urgency about a future of limited duration, and comprehend its own mortality. As a generation arrives, advances, and recedes, this core persona invariably reveals itself. Not every member will share it, of course, but every member will have to deal with it, willingly or not, over a lifetime. As Martin Heidegger observed, “The fateful act of living in and with one’s generation completes the drama of human existence.”
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To identify the persona of a generation, look for three attributes: perceived membership in a common generation; common beliefs and behaviors; and a common location in history.

Perceived membership. Generational self-perception begins to dawn during adolescence and typically takes full shape during and immediately after collegiate, military, marriage, or initial work experience.



We live in the South Park culture, where disrespect of everyone and everything is the norm.

—Warren Thompson, school psychologist




An unflinching look at the humiliating horrors of being a teenager and still a virgin.

—ad copy, American Pie




This is the ocean in which our children swim. This is the sound of our culture.

—Peggy Noonan, The Wall Street Journal




Mommy, what does “horny” mean?

—Marvin Brannon, 11, after hearing an Austin Powers doll talk





Ordinarily, a generation’s earlier-born cohorts acquire this self-perception at a somewhat older age than later-born cohorts, since they must first be motivated to shed an identity (of the prior generation) that no longer fits. Thanks to the media and advertising obsession with today’s teens, however, this delay has shrunk drastically. Firstborn Mil-lennials are showing a clearer sense of generational membership, earlier in their life cycle, than any other youths in American history, including Boomers and Gen Xers. Around 1960, if anyone had asked Boomers whether they were part of a “new generation,” the answer would have been “huh?” In the late ‘70s, the media paid almost no attention to Gen Xers who, come their early-’90s discovery, often denied that there was such a thing as Gen X. But when you ask that question of today’s Millennials, you get a crisp, culturally informed answer—usually a “yes.”



When I was growing up, in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, the message progressed from “Be cool! Stand out! Make waves! Kick butt!” to “Be yourself, but be nice about it” to “Help your community in a personal way” to “There is no “I” in team!’

—Chris Loyd, 17




The Boomers’ efforts to create a more protected and family-oriented atmosphere for Millennials seem to be having the desired effect.

—The Missoulian





By degrees, the media have begun to register this self-perception. Until first-wave Millennials reached their teens, the only words typically attached to them were the early-’80s cachets “Baby Boomlet” and “Echo Boom,” which merely referred to their growing size by birth cohort. The only exceptions were the “Millennial Generation” label (first used by your authors in 1987) and the “Generation Y” label (coined by Advertising Age in 1993). Neither term gained much traction until the discovery year of 1997, when these and many other labels—including Digital or Net Gen, Generation 2000, Generation Next, Y2Kids, and Generation “Why”—sprang into print. All of a sudden, marketers, educators, crimi-nologists, politicians, and journalists were straining to say that something, somehow, was different about this new crop of kids.

The volume of generations-talk in the media might prompt some skeptics to wonder whether young people of all ages aren’t now conditioned to think of themselves as “a new generation.” That has not happened. In our Class of 2000 Survey, Millennials were emphatic about their new identity. Over twice as many students born in 1982 said they “felt part of something coming after” Generation X as said they “felt part of” Generation X. Yet just one year earlier, another college poll of the 1979 and 1980 birth cohorts found a solid majority denying that they felt part of any “new generation.”

Curiously, the rising media crescendo over Millennials followed the early-’90s media hype over Generation X by only about six or seven years. Does this mean, as some have suggested, that generations are getting shorter in today’s America? No. The average length of a generation, keeping time with the phases of the human lifespan, is still around twenty or twenty-one years. Thus, if the first Gen-X birth year can be located in the early 1960s, it is only natural to find the first birth year of the next generation in the early 1980s—and to look for the last year ofthat (Millennial) generation sometime in the early Oh-Ohs.

In part, the rapid media transition from X to Millennial reflects an early confusion about locating the birth-year dividing line. Many of the original (1993-94) “Generation Y” stories referred to teenagers born between 1974 and 1980, cohorts which today are regarded as the late wave of Gen X. This explains both why these kids were discussed so soon after Gen X (later on, they would be regarded as part of Gen X) and why descriptions of “Generation Y” still often sound so much like descriptions of “Generation X” (originally, they overlapped).

Also, the speedy transition from X to Millennial highlights the very unequal attention these two generations have received. From childhood through early adulthood, Xers were mostly ignored as a group. Gen X attracted notice relatively late—and didn’t receive its name until 1991, when its leading-edge members (including Generation X author Douglas Coupland) were already reaching age 30. As children, first-wave Millen-nials were the focus of an adult attention that child Xers never experienced—and as teens are attracting public scrutiny at a much earlier age.

Common beliefs and behaviors. In today’s data-rich infosphere, people’s attitudes (toward family, career, risk, romance, politics, and religion), together with their behavioral tendencies (in job choice, test scores, health, risk, crime, sex, and drugs), can be tracked by birth cohort. These indicators reveal a clear break between those born in and after 1982 and those born before. They also point to an entirely new generational persona—as different from Gen X as Xers themselves are different from Boomers.



The fact that so many Gen-X parents are in jail is and will play havoc on their children…. Overall, my guess is that jew gang members will truly want to see their children follow in their footsteps.

—Grace Mary Perez




SEBASTIAN: I mean, were destroying an innocent girl. You do realize that’< KATHRYN: That never bothered you before.

—Cruel Intentions





This Millennial persona has seven distinguishing traits. Into the Oh-Oh decade, America can expect to see more evidence that Millennials are:


	» Special. From precious-baby movies of the early ‘80s to the effusive rhetoric surrounding the high school Class of 2000, older generations have inculcated in Millennials the sense that they are, collectively, vital to the nation and to their parents’ sense of purpose.


	» Sheltered. Starting with the early-’80s child-abuse frenzy, continuing through the explosion of kid safety rules and devices, and now climaxing with a post-Columbine lockdown of public schools, Millennials are the focus of the most sweeping youth safety movement in American history.


	» Confident. With high levels of trust and optimism—and a newly felt connection to parents and future—Millennial teens are beginning to equate good news for themselves with good news for their country. They often boast about their generation’s power and potential.


	» Team-oriented. From Barney and soccer to school uniforms and a new classroom emphasis on group learning, Millennials are developing strong team instincts and tight peer bonds.


	» Achieving. With accountability and higher school standards rising to the very top of America’s political agenda, Millennials are on track to become the best-educated and best-behaved adults in the nation’s history.


	» Pressured. Pushed to study hard, avoid personal risks, and take full advantage of the collective opportunities adults are offering them, Millennials feel a “trophy kid” pressure to excel.


	» Conventional. Taking pride in their improving behavior and more comfortable with their parents’ values than any other generation in living memory, Millennials support convention—the idea that social rules can help.






Today’s teens are being raised by the most violent, drug-abusing generation of adults ever.

—Mike Males, author of Framing Youth




For the past quarter-century, aging Boomers—not children or teenagers—have driven the upsurge in violent crime.

—Robin Templeton, salon.com




Between 10 million and 20 million people over 45 are playing games on the Internet, according to the major site sponsors—far outnumbering the young action-game players, who number only about one million.

—The Wall Street Journal




We have seen too much of parents fighting in the stands, fighting with their child’s coach, fighting with their own child because the child isn’t living up to their expectations. Parents are teaching their children it is OK to cheat, to taunt other players on the other team, to play when they are injured and to criticize the officials.

—Fred Engh, National Alliance for Youth Sports




A recent survey of 500 adults in five Florida counties showed 82 percent believe parents are too aggressive in youth sports.

–Associated Press





All these traits represent a sharp break from the traits that are associated with Generation X. Special? Collectively, Gen-X kids felt more like castaways, avoided by adults more interested at that time in rediscovering themselves. Sheltered? Hardly. During the Gen-X childhood, youth dangers from divorce to crime to sexually transmitted disease rose rapidly to little public concern. Confident, team-oriented, or achieving? No on all counts. Gen-X teens were more inclined to trust the individual, and to apologize for (or deny the very existence of) their own generation. Pressured? That word can’t describe latchkey kids who were told to set their own standards and avoid burdening distracted adults. Conventional? The Gen-X childhood would better be described as “experimental,” featuring a splintered and alienated youth culture in which social rules seemed pointless.

To date, these Millennial traits have been measured and tracked mostly for the eldest edge of this generation, since that’s where most of the data are. As happened with Boomers born between 1943 and 1947 and Gen Xers born between 1961 and 1965, the first five Millennial cohorts (babies born between 1982 and 1986) are the trendsetters.

These oldest Millennials will, in time, tell only part of the story. This first Millennial wave, now just filling high schools and entering college, is riding the recent surge of new adult concerns about, protections for, and demands upon young people in whatever age bracket they’ve occupied. To the extent they are celebrated, it is mixed with adult criticism for residual Gen-Xish attitudes and behaviors. Later-born Millennials— starting with today’s preteens and middle schoolers—will follow this corrective adult presence at every age. As they arrive, the older Millennial persona will be taken for granted. The new challenge, for later-born kids and their parents and teachers, will be to exceed that standard with yet further improvements in attitudes and behaviors.
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I can just see all these Boomer fathers looking around in horror as they realize the culture of free and easy sexuality that they embraced in their youth, then tolerated in the next generation s youth, is now poised like some Stone Age monster to ambush their precious children.

—Steve Barrerà




Teens bear an unfair burden for national problems like unwanted pregnancies and STDs. In some ways, we hold them to a higher standard of behavior than adults are willing to accept for themselves.

—Tina Hoff, Kaiser Family Foundation




The high divorce rate and liberated lifestyles of the Boomer generation may now be producing more cautious, conservative attitudes among the young.

—John Leo, U.S. News & World Report





Thus, Millennials will be a generation of trends, in which all of their traits will grow more obvious with each passing birth cohort. And most of these trends will represent a direct reversal from the trends associated with Boomers. From the late ‘40s to the late ‘60s, American adults deliberately relaxed their style of child-rearing. They put more emphasis on individualism and inner creativity and less on teamwork and external convention. Today’s Boomers are the recognizable product of this child-rearing style. As kids, they showed, from first birth-year cohorts to last, a progressive worsening in scholastic achievement (the seventeen-year SAT slide was nearly all on the Boomer clock) and in most measures of behavior—crime, violent crime, suicide, self-inflicted accidents, sex, alcohol, and illicit drug use. The Millennial trends are running the other way.



I sort of feel bittersweet about all this attention and praise that the Millennials are getting. If we Gen Xers probably share one common memory, it’s how the adults in the world just forgot about us in terms of education, structure, values, and family support. And it does seem ironic and cruel that now the new kids are getting all the attention because suddenly the adults woke up and realized that we Gen Xers didn’t turn out right. It’s like our elders conveniently forget that they were supposed to be therefor us too.

—Deanna Beppu




I distinctly remember being perfectly aware, on a conscious level, of the change in attitude toward children that happened around the early ‘80s, at the time it was occurring. I wondered if anyone else was, as well. And if anyone else was kinda pissed.

—Laura, Gen Xer




[W]hen I was born (1966) children were looked at as a hindrance, something to hold you back, a drag. When Millennials were born, children were a yuppie accessory, a Must- Have. Anyway, the ‘70s were a terrible time to grow up…. Thank your lucky stars and make the most of the advantage you have.

—Amanda, “Official Member of Generation X”





Boomers started out as the objects of loosening child standards in an era of conformist adults. Millennials are starting out as the objects of tightening child standards in an era of nonconformist adults. By the time the last Millennials (in all likelihood, those born right around now) come of age, they could become the smartest youths in American history, and the cleanest-cut young adults in living memory.

We cannot predict the exact timetable for this improvement, nor even claim that it all has started (or will start) exactly with the 1982 birth cohort. The 1982 cohort is decisive because it marks a threshold of self-consciousness: These are the kids who feel part of something new. But a close look at attitudes and behavior sometimes points toward a slightly earlier or later cohort. The last five Gen-X cohorts (born 1977-81), for example, have contributed to the recent fall in the rates of youth crime and teen pregnancy—and have pioneered such Millennial trends as greater economic optimism, higher educational ambitions, and less risky career goals. In this sense, the “Generation Y” label may indeed serve a purpose—to refer to these last-wave Xers who have anticipated some of the changes that would mark the generation coming next.

Some other key trends, however, won’t be fully showcased either by these “Gen-Y” Xers or by first-wave Millennials. Rather, they await the arrival of the Millennials’ second wave (born 1987-91). Educational achievement is a key example. Test scores, though improving gradually for first wavers, are likely to ramp up steeply once these heavy-homeworked, super-tested, zero-toleranced kids start hitting their high school years.

Common location in history. At any given age, every rising generation defines itself against a backdrop of contemporary trends and events. Being a school-age child during the ‘90s—with its culture wars, new technologies, rising affluence, and civic apathy—was a vastly different experience from being in midlife during the ‘90s, or being a child in some earlier decade. For Millennials, the Dow Jones only goes up, people only get wealthier, and America only fights effortless wars. For them, technology rules, markets are global, government is impotent, and the gap between rich and poor is always widening. For them, no one who isn’t getting direct mail from AARP has ever cared much about voting or unions or company loyalty or what goes on in Congress.

The experiences that Millennials have not personally known also define them. On the one hand, they’ve never known what it was like to grow up without miracle vaccines, eat foods without vitamin additives, entertain themselves without electronic games of immense complexity, write a term paper without internet and word processor, be barred from schools because of race or from sports because of gender, or duck and cover in nuclear war drills at school. They’ve never known recessions, student riots, political assassinations, red scares, or foreign crises that directly threatened the lives of their families.

So, too, have they never known pro athletes who didn’t regularly shop their skill and celebrity to the highest bidder, or a sexual landscape that wasn’t dotted with lawyers and deadly diseases, or a school curriculum that wasn’t an ideological battleground, or a film era that wasn’t vulgar and hyperviolent, or parents for whom military service was a widely shared experience, or political leaders who weren’t the butt of endless jokes about corporate bribery, selling national secrets, attack ads, on-the-job sex, and spin control.

One way to define a generation’s location in history is to think of a turning point in the national memory that its earliest birth cohorts just missed. Boomers, for example, are the generation whose eldest members (born in 1943) have no memory of VJ Day. Gen Xers are the generation whose eldest members (born in 1961) have no memory of John Kennedy’s assassination. Millennials are the generation whose eldest members (born in 1982) have no memory of sitting in school watching the Challenger shuttle explode.



It’s not just that the kids are doing laudable things, it’s that the parentsare devoting time, energy, and money into helping them do it. I just didn’t see this kind ofthing happening with us Xers.

—Jennifer Fulton




Honestly, we Boomers didn’t notice that kids were being treated like garbage until we had our own.

—Lis Libengood





Starting with Boomers, the historical location of each generation’s childhood can be summarized as follows. Boomers arrived during the “American High” (roughly, 1945 to 1964). Following the Great Depression and World War II, this era has defined the Boomers as a postcrisis generation. As Boomers were entering young adulthood, Gen Xers arrived during the “Consciousness Revolution” (roughly, 1965 to 1984). The special burdens of growing up in this era have defined Xers as an awakening-era generation. As Xers have entered young adulthood and Boomers have entered midlife, Millennials have arrived during the most recent era, which we’ll call “Culture Wars & Roaring Nineties” (roughly, 1985 to the present). This era is shaping Millennials as a postawakening generation.
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Boomers seem to me to overreact about everything. It is like this overemotional sentimental weepiness and protectiveness that is saturating everything from the presidency to advertising. “Think about the children.” Ewwwwww. It is gettingreally tired.

—Joe Bexton





In history, therefore, Millennials represent a sharp break from Generation X. Gen Xers can recall growing up during one of the most passionate eras of social and cultural upheaval in American history, with often painful consequences for political, economic, family, and educational institutions—and a harrowing if temporary derogation of the needs of children. All this has left a deep impression on most of today’s young adults. But Millennials can recall none of it.

History also reveals Millennials as inhabiting an era of numerous trend reversals from the Boomer child years. Boomers can recall growing up with a homogenizing popular culture and wide gender-role gap in an era when community came first and family stability was strong (though starting to weaken). Millennials are growing up with a fragmenting pop culture and narrow gender-role gap in an era when individuals come first and family stability is weak (though starting to strengthen). As a postcri-sis generation, Boomers arrived just when conforming, uniting, and turning outward seemed the logical priority. As a postawakening generation, Millennials began to arrive just when diversifying, atomizing, and turning inward seemed preferable. Such reversals reflect a fundamental difference in the two generations’ location in history.
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How Boomers have responded to their own location is a story that is mostly written, a story replete with the most curious ironies and paradoxes. How Millennials will respond to theirs is a drama waiting to unfold, sure to reveal its own about-faces with the passage of years.

How Generations Shape History

Like all generations-in-the-making, the Millennials are being shaped by the history that surrounds them. And what in turn shapes that history? The aging of older generations.

To understand how this happens, let’s lay out what we call America’s present-day “generational constellation” and take another look at America’s six living generations. The middle four of these—G.I., Silent, Boom, and Gen X—are the generations who have a direct formative influence on the world of today’s youth. As we focus on the Millennial connection to these older peer groups, keep in mind the bygone history that once shaped them:

[image: ]
Let’s now take a look at what each of these four generations is doing with or for today’s kids—and what today’s kids see in each of them.

Having been proclaimed by Tom Brokaw as America’s “greatest generation,” the G.I. Generation is passing away gradually to fond memories. Many of those memories call to mind a generation of mythic heroism and civic grandeur—of the Americans who pulled the nation out of the Great Depression, conquered half the globe as wartime soldiers, unleashed nuclear power, founded suburbia, took mankind to the moon, and laid the cornerstones for a “Great Society” that their more self-absorbed offspring were unable or unwilling to complete.



What Boomers say is right for their kids will be enforced, with zero toleration for protest. Just as Boomers were “right” when exercising their freedom 30 years ago, so too are they now “right” when denying their children the same self-expression.

—Rich Tauchar




It’s very important to us [Boomers] that our children grow up to be similarly independent things, aslong as they reach the same conclusions we do.

—Ivy Main




Our parents grew up in the ‘60s and lived a life of rebellion. They challenged authority at every chance. Now our generation is filled with rules.

—Ian Bauer, 16




The Boomer-constructed world of condoms and contraceptive services made sex reasonably safe, but it also made boring the culture of scoring. Will kids, always contrarian, now find another way to confound their parents?

—Jim Pinkerton, Newsday





The G.I.s’ most important link to the Millennials is in the void they leave behind. With the departure of what Robert Putnam calls “America’s long civic generation,” no other adult peer group possesses anything close to their upbeat, high-achieving, team-playing, and civic-minded reputation. Sensing this role unfilled, today’s adults have stressed the teaching of these (G.I.) values to Millennial children—who themselves are gravitating toward the G.I. archetype as the only available script for correcting or complementing the Boomer persona. You don’t rebel against Boomers by being iiber-Xers. You rebel by being G.I. redux, a youthful update of the generation against which the Boomers themselves rebelled, so famously, in the 1960s and 70s.



It’s almost as if the Boomers are using us to erase the many mistakes they did while in their high school years. And also possibly erasing the mistakes of their Xer kids.

—Oscar Soto, 16




Can we for two seconds ignore the fact that you are severely unhinged and discuss my need for a night of teenage normalcy?

—Bianca, to her father, in 10 Things I Hate About You





Throughout their life cycle, from Prohibition to the G.I. Bill to Medicare, the well-being of the G.I. Generation was always a high public priority for older and younger voters. In this role as well, the departure of G.I. senior citizens has created a void that ‘90s-era politicians have filled, pointedly, with Millennial junior citizens.

According to our Class of 2000 Survey, nearly all of today’s high school seniors think of the “G.I.” or “World War II” generation as a synonym for “grandparent”—though for many Millennial, G.I.s are in fact their greaf-grandparents. More important, these students associate the word “hero” more with people in their eighties (that is, with G.I.s) than with people in any other age bracket. By a lopsided five-to-one margin, they believe that this elder generation has a “mainly positive” reputation—a much greater “positive” margin than they give to any younger generation.

The Silent Generation, now straddling retirement, provides the real bulk of the Millennials’ grandparents. This is the generation that was born just too late to be heroes during World War II and just too early to be youthful free spirits during the Consciousness Revolution. As heavily protected children, the Silent grew up watching older people make great sacrifices on their behalf. Reaching maturity in an era of “lonely crowd” conformism, they avoided risking their spotless reputations (hence their names) while making early and unconditional commitments to family and career. Much later, in a “midlife crisis” rebellion against these youthful promises, the Silent triggered the divorce boom and invented the hands-off child-raising style of the ‘70s that Gen-X kids recall as their own. No-fault divorce, schools without walls, gradeless report cards, new realism in child media, and more open attitudes about sex, drugs, and lifestyle diversity—all this prevailed while the Silent were assuming the helm of America’s institutional life.

Given their life-cycle perspective, the Silent are less enthusiastic than Boomers and Gen Xers about trying to push Millennials in the direction of more protection and structure. Yet the humility and sensitivity of many in this generation, combined with their lingering guilt about family and civic duties left unperformed, has led them to take a very “involved” role in the lives of their grandchildren. Rather than emulate the G.I.s and separate into elders-only Sun Cities, the Silent are more likely to retire to swinging mixed-age town homes teeming with youthful fun. Quite unlike G.I.s, the Silent want to participate, to listen, to be (and be seen as) hip—as volunteer teachers’ aides, as museum docents, as organizers of “grandtravel” trips and purchasers from grandchildren gift catalogues. Extended families are again in vogue, as Silent grandparents either move in with their grown-up Boomer or Gen-X kids or step in to take custody of Millennial kids who have been abandoned by (or stripped by government from) their natural parents.

As the wealthiest and earliest retiring generation of elders in American history, the Silent have provided younger Millennial kids with fun, indulgence, and subversive mischief in the face of more serious-minded (and workaholic) Boomer and Gen-X parents. Think of them as a generation of Bill Cosbys and Golden Girls. Gen Xers had an altogether different experience. Their typical grandparents are G.I.s, and when Xers were kids these two generations never developed a close relationship—a circumstance that inspired several amusing anecdotes in Douglas Coupland’s seminal Generation X.

According to our Class of 2000 Survey, the Silent supply the younger tier of grandparents for today’s high school seniors—but very few (only 5 percent) of their parents. Those Silent who complain that their Korean War and Civil Rights experiences have never gotten the recognition they deserve won’t find much solace in our survey. Most teens (like most older people) are pretty hazy about what comes between G.I.s and Boomers and have trouble ascribing many clear personality traits to the sixties age bracket. The few traits they can ascribe are telling. Though less heroic than the G.I.s, the sixties age bracket received the lowest score of all generations for “selfishness” and “complaining”—an advantage over G.I.s that maybe due to the late-in-life G.I. reputation for senior citizen lobbying.



On the one hand, you are bragging about your alcohol abuse and sexual exploitation of women. But on the other hand, you’re saying that behavior would not be good enough for your kids.

—Minnesota State Senator Jane Ranum, criticizing (Boomer) Governor Jesse Ventura’s autobiography




By appealing to the needs of Generation Xparents, Clinton was able to eclipse their doubts about his character and show himself to be a president who made it easier for them to raise children who would turn out to be better adults than he was.

—Dick Morris




Show our children, by the power of our own example, how to resolve conflicts peacefully.

—President Clinton, commenting on Columbine while NATO was bombing Yugoslavia




I think the baby boomer parent ought to say, “I’ve learned from mistakes I may or may not have made, and I’d like to share some wisdom with you.”

—George W. Bush







Xers will be squeezed out again, between Boomers’ self-enthusiasm, and Boomers’ and Xers’ enthusiasm for the Millennials. Shrug. Well, we’re used to it. And it’s for the kids.

—Chuck Lipsig




1990: You Generation Xers suck. (Oh well, no one has ever appreciated youth.)

2000: The Millennials are awesome! (Oh, I guess it wasn’t youth. It was really just us, that’s all.)

—Jason Carnevale




We were never the media darlings that the Millennials will be.

—Ruth Donlin





The Boom Generation occupies the most consequential adult role in Millennial lives. Boomers have taken the lead in most of the family and school trends—from greater protection to zero tolerance to higher standards—that mark the shift from X to Millennial nurture. First-wave Millennials are especially likely to have Boomer parents. Of our Class of 2000 seniors, 93 percent have Boomer moms and 90 percent have Boomer dads. Late-wave Millennials are more likely to have Gen-X parents.

Every generation, including Millennials, possesses biological parents spread over the prior two generations. By the time the Millennials are all born and counted, they are likely to have at least as many Gen Xer parents as Boomer parents. Throughout American history, however, the rearing of each new generation has always been dominated by the elder of two parental generations. G.I.s like Walt Disney and Doctor Spock set the tone for Boomer kids during the 1950s (though the Silent were then raising plenty of late-wave Boomers). Silent like Norman Lear and Jim Henson set the tone for Gen-X kids during the 1970s (though Boomers were then raising plenty of late-wave Xers). Likewise, Boomers like Steven Spielberg and Laura Schlessinger are setting the tone for today’s kids (though Xers are now raising plenty of late-wave Millennials). Gen X will in turn set the tone for the batch of kids coming along after the Millennials—and Millennials for the batch after that.

During the Consciousness Revolution, Boomers came of age forging a lifelong reputation for narcissism, judgmentalism, and cultural dominance. When they ascended to the leadership of America’s institutions, their moralistic “values” focus began to define the Millennials’ childhood environment. Like all midlife generations, Boomers are seeking to create kids who complement rather than mirror their own parental persona. This requires parents and teachers to focus more on standards and teamwork (Boomer weaknesses) than on inner vision and creativity (Boomer strengths). “By intuition or design,” writes Michael Sandel, “Clinton has discovered a solution: Don’t impose moral restraints on adults; impose them on children.”

Even when Millennial teens go along with this adult agenda, which is most of the time, they see through its double standard very clearly. And they see it not just in Bill Clinton, but in the entire “cultural elite” of his generation. To the Millennial eye, Boomers are forever demanding more of other generations (now the young) than they demand of themselves— and are forever pointing to the quality of their attitudes and ideals to excuse the shortcomings of their own behavior.

Not surprisingly, when you ask Millennials for descriptions of Boomers, two words (other than “parent”) top the list: “strict” and “hypocritical.” Ask for more adjectives, and you’ll hear “intolerant,” “self-loving,” “argumentative,” and the like. By a slight margin, according to our Class of 2000 Survey, Boomers get the smallest Millennial vote for “most admired.” Overwhelmingly, however, Millennials consider their Boomer teachers to be the smartest, the most demanding, the hardest grading, the most focused on students’ future career needs—and the most likely to talk about politics.



Gen X dressed in ripped jeans and dark, sullen, earthy tones, while the Echo Boom chooses neat styles and bright colors.

—Jonathan Last, on teenagers at a new California mega-mall




A few months ago, I had a debate with a group of Gen Xers a few years older than me about how much control individuals have over their own lives. I stated (and several of my Millennial peers agreed) that how successful people are is ultimately a product of their own effort. The Gen Xers laughed at me and told me how the world might “screw you over.”

—Michael Eliason, 17




The last thing I want is for us to be known as a bunch of losers like Gen X.

—Amy Glaser, 17





In its relationship with Millennials, Generation X can be divided into two halves. One half, mainly late-wave Xers now in their twenties, include most of the childless participants and performers of today’s youth culture. Whatever positive qualities older Americans may ascribe to this Gen-X culture—and these are few—nearly all of them (together with many Xers) would agree that a steady diet of Friends, Fight Club, Nine Inch Nails, South Park, Woodstock ‘99, Tupac, Duke Nukem, Korn, and Married with Children is not healthy for children. Beyond pop culture, in the realm of sports or business, the impact of such undisputed titans as Michael Jordan or Michael Dell is tarnished by Gen X’s broader reputation for impatience, risk, and rootless ambition. Fairly or not, most of America regards the media and celebrity image of this generation as a negative example of what Millennials should not only avoid, but be shielded from by adults in every possible way.
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The opening volley in an impending generational war has just been shot, and it’s called Election …
Generation X’s first sucker punch at the irritating kids snapping at our heels.

—MaryAnn Johanson, film critic, flickfilosopher.com




Millennials, at their worst, are a generation of bullies. That’s basically what conformity is. When weXers picked on each other, we saw a person. Even when we teased someone for being part of a group (“the hippies” or what have you), we felt a twinge of guilt for identifying someone by a classification that wasn’t born out of their actions. Millennials not only feel no guilt at this, but take it to be the norm.

—Steve Barrerà




My little sister is a Zombie in a body with no soul
A role she has learned to play

—Jewel, “Little Sister”





Yet there is another, more numerous, praiseworthy, and consequential side of Gen X: the young-adult householders mostly in their thirties who, married or not, are parenting and raising most of today’s late-wave Millennials. Through the 1990s, these Xers have transformed the attitudes of young parents toward their kids in an intensely protective direction. Where the typical Boomer parents discovered “family values” as a conscious and deliberate lifestyle choice, pragmatic Gen-X parents are drawn in a similar direction more by natural instinct—reinforced, often, by unpleasant memories of their own latchkey childhoods.

According to Time magazine, “Gen Xer” has come to mean “Gen Nester,” as young parents invent new expedients (home schooling, telecommuting, trading extra pay for extra time, moving close to parents) to separate their children from whatever seems threatening and unreliable. For many Gen Xers, starting and maintaining a stable family can be a unique source of pride—the pride you get for achieving something that your own parents did not.

Our Class of 2000 Survey confirms that few of today’s high school seniors (only 6 percent) have Gen X parents—while nearly two-thirds agree that “older brother or sister” best describes their impression of a Gen Xer. Their comments thus reflect the mixture of disdain and affection one might expect from a younger sibling.

On the negative side, these graduating seniors agree by a large margin that Gen X has the worst reputation of all living generations. This helps explain why most teenagers recoil from the X (or Y) label. Millennials also view their next-elders by far as the most selfish and complaining generation, and the least heroic. Ask for one-word descriptors, and you hear a harsh critique, with terms like slacker, alienated, and punkish. On the positive side, when Millennials compare Xer and Boomer teachers, they overwhelmingly say that the Xers are more fun to be around. Seventy-three percent of Millennials say that Xers are the most “easygoing,” while only 6 percent say the same about Boomers—who are deemed to be the least easygoing of all generations.

These four older generations comprise the adults—in their various age roles, from great-grandparent to older sibling—who are setting the stage on which youth is about to enter. Together, they are shaping the Millennial Generation directly, through personal contact and influence on the kids’ world, and indirectly, by creating an adult world that youth is evaluating with fresh eyes.

It is this adult world, with its attendant trends—rising prosperity, declining divorce, expanding technology, celebrity politics, spreading gap between rich and poor, resplendent individualism, humanitarian global-ism, cultural decadence, and culture-wars crusading—that has defined the Millennial child era, and that will in time define the Millennial life-cycle trajectory. Deep into the next century, today’s kids will, as grownups, recall the mood of their childhood years with some mixture of pride, embarrassment, and nostalgia in stories they tell to their own children and grandchildren.

Contrast this to the generational constellation Gen-X kids encountered during the Consciousness Revolution. During that era, America’s new elders were the politically powerful and “entitled” G.I.s—who wanted to separate themselves from a burgeoning youth culture they considered alien and hateful. Entering midlife were flexible, compassionate, divorce-prone Silent, presiding over marriages and institutions they no longer fully trusted. The new young adults were the Boomers who, whether hippies or not, stood at America’s cultural center, defining “cool” for all age brackets. Meanwhile, child Gen Xers were at best expected to emulate the era’s call for self-discovery—or, at worst, treated as avoidable hindrances to personal fulfillment.



BigBird is passe…. It’s too fast; the world it presents is too unsettling …. After all, the first generation to grow up on Sesame Street has now come of age—and look how they turned out: alienated, cynical, completely devoid of any kind of attention span.

—Adam Cadre





Likewise, contrast the Millennials’ generational constellation with what Boomer kids encountered during the American High. During that era, America’s new elders were the self-reliant, impoverished, and politically powerless Lost Generation, whose members kept their distance from politics while taking great satisfaction in the rising affluence of young postwar families. Entering midlife were the G.I.s, building their “power elite” reputation as can-do builders at a time when Americans were better known for what they built than what they thought. The new young adults were the Silent, merging uneventfully into their suburban duties while raising only isolated voices of careful dissent or subversive humor. Meanwhile, child Boomers were being reared with a new indulgence by adults who worried about America’s cultural sterility and groupthink—and were inclined to heed Dr. Spock’s suggestion that “we need idealistic children.”
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Here’s a scary concept for those Xers who like to think of Bart Simpson as one of the ultimate Xer icons: Bart is becoming a Millennial!

—Allen Rausch





Each of these constellations tells a special story, creates a special mood, and thereby sets in motion a very distinctive rising generation of youth.

This life-cycle dynamic has been changing throughout American history, and it will continue to change in the decades ahead. Into the Oh-Ohs and beyond, the generations will change as they move up the age ladder—and so will the phase-of-life behaviors. This is why one can say, with confidence, that Millennials are a new generation whose persona will, in due course, likewise reveal itself as new.

But what we can expect Millennials to be like? Exactly how will they be unlike Boomers or Xers?

To answer these questions, we need to ask: How will Millennials rebel against the elder-built world? One often hears it said that every generation rebels. In a manner of speaking, that is true. But it is far from true that every new batch of young people rebels as Boomers and Xers have come to know the word. The G.I. Generation didn’t. And the Millennials won’t, either.


CHAPTER THREE
THE COMING MILLENNIAL REVOLUTION


How we are is gonna change
We’ll make this world a better place

—CLEOPATRA, “Life Ain’t Easy”



[image: ]hat were you doing in ‘62?” asked a famous ad for American Graffiti. That was, in Boomer parlance, “the year before,” the last tranquil year before John Kennedy’s assassination, which signaled the beginning of the “real sixties.” Exactly what were Boomer teenagers doing back then? Much of the time, they were flocking to surfer movies, where they watched Annette Funicello and Frankie Avalon jiggle and giggle by day, hug and smooch by night, and give every indication that they were about to merge seamlessly into a date-and-mate world of tract houses, corporate jobs, and stay-at-home moms.



Many people I know of in my generation have a strange thought— that we seem to be different from older people in a weird way. I don’t know what it is, precisely, but I think it is not necessarily a bad thing.

—Chris Loyd, 17




The generation gap seems to be closing.

—Melina Beck,The Wall Street Journal




I wish we could be regular kids.

—Buffy, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer





These images said absolutely nothing about what Boomers would be, and do, over the next decade. And that’s a striking fact. When most Boomers look back at their life cycle from today’s vantage point, they call to mind their collective story as an organic and continuous biography. (And what a heavy trip it’s been, man!) Ask today’s 50-year-olds about their younger years, and they’ll likely insist that the Consciousness Revolution was a necessary reaction to what they first experienced as children and teens. But looking forward from those days satirized in Pleasantville, when the future conjured up the friendly sterility of Epcot Center, nobody made that same logical jump forward, projecting that, of course, the current teenagers would someday reject it all.



Teens identified the top four possible causes of problems in America as: selfishness, lack of respect for law and authority, wrongdoing by politicians, and lack of parental discipline.

—PRIMEDIA/Roper 1998 National Youth Survey




The ‘80s defined an era ofme-me-me, economically and in terms of the corporate ladder. But I think the ‘90s are defining a world ofme-me-me where relationships and love are concerned. … 7 don’t see myself as being in that situation.

—Ron Holsey, 18




[Boomers] have never fully developed the sense of community that this young generation somehow seems to embrace.

—Dallas Morning News




Ego a go go, now you’ve gone solo Living on a memory

—Robbie Williams, “Ego a Go Go”





Why do so few people, even so few experts, know how to anticipate generational change? It’s because, whatever the era they inhabit, they invariably assume that the future will be a linear extension of the recent past—and that somehow the next youth generation will lose the capacity to reinterpret the world and forge its own fresh path. That never happens, either with societies or with generations.

Always a Surprise

Each time, it seems, Americans get taken by surprise when a new generation arrives. Let’s reflect on how this happened on each of the last three occasions.

Back around 1940, with a world war stirring, Americans were counting on young adults to be strong, loyal, even heroic. When General George Marshall declared the nation’s troops to be “the best damn kids in the world,” he was implicitly setting a high standard for those who came next. Through the immediate postwar years, the presumed path of youth was toward the doing of big deeds—joining all-powerful armies or history-bending class struggles. The late ‘40s invasion of returning G.I.s onto college campuses perpetuated the image of youth as world conquerors. No one foresaw Fortune magazine’s chiding of the first mostly nonveteran college class (of ‘49) as passive, compliant, “taking no chances.”

Two decades later, around 1960, most experts assumed that the onrushing bulge of children known as the “baby boom” would grow up even more pliable and conformist than that era’s gray-flanneled young adults, just then starting to chafe under the name “Silent.” College presidents were predicting a new crop of serious technocrats—and the youth culture was still crammed with ditzy doo-wop, folksy hootenanny, and Pat Boone’s sanitized rock’n’roll. The big-name social scientists—from Margaret Mead to Erik Erikson—saw no hint of the youth revolution about to explode.

Then, around 1980, youth experts began commenting on the emergence of a post-Boom “baby bust” generation. What would they be like? More idealistic, more progressive, and more rebellious (according to the consensus), extending what American Demographics termed “an ongoing trend away from material aspirations toward nonmaterialistic goals.” That seemed like an easy verdict at a time when Elton John and Diane Keaton were among the biggest-hyped youth icons—but it would be rudely overturned when the scrappy, pragmatic, and free-agent Gen-X persona began emerging a few years later.

Since then, another two decades have passed—and now marketing consultants are hawking an image of new youth as “Generation Y”—just like Gen X, except more accelerated, more diverse, more cynical, and more edgy. It’s not going to happen. Brace for another big surprise.
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How All Generations Rebel

Clearly, generations do not ultimately turn out as they first appear, as teens, to adults or even to themselves. Outwardly, what the Silent were around 1940, what Boomers were around 1960, and what Xers were around 1980 were reflections of cultural images and a social mood created by their elders. If you go back through American history, you’ll see a similar pattern, albeit in times when the popular culture was propagated through simpler technologies.



The best way to rebel is for me to dress formally all the time, be honest, respect my elders, love my country and drive a used Toyota, instead of the prerequisite SUV or suitable car for the under-35 bracket.

—Chris Loyd, 17




They were like, “You want to go where? What is on your mind?”

—Tanika Griffith, 16, describing her parents’ reaction to her decision to enroll in a military high school





This realization points to an important question. If it is true (as Alexis de Tocqueville once wrote) that “in America, each generation is a new people,” is there any pattern or dynamic that determines how each generation will be new? Or, to ask it another way, are there general rules that explain how any given generation (such as Millennials) can be expected to come of age “rebelling” against an elder-built world?
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The Millennial Generation really seems to be diverging from the Xers, and from the other generations. As a Millennial myself I can see this clearly.

—Robert Reedy 17




Sometimes I think everyone aged 20 to 40 sounds like a cast member on Friends.

—Chris Loyd, 17




Unlike the grunge point of view of Generation X, there is more optimism in this group.

—Judy McGrath, MTV president




I think were more preppy. They liked that grungy stuff. It was, like, cool for them not to take a shower.

—Alexandra Fondreny 13





Yes. These three basic principles apply to any rising generation in non-traditional societies (like America) that allow young people some freedom to redirect society according to their own inclinations. Each generation:


	» solves a problem facing the prior youth generation, whose style has become dysfunctional in the new era;


	» corrects for the behavioral excess it perceives in the current midlife generation; and


	» fills the social role being vacated by the departing elder generation.




Let’s look at how these rules can be applied to today’s three older generations.

The Silent rebelled by solving a problem facing G.I.s by the McCarthy era—the reflexive habit G.I.s had developed (since 1932) of mobilizing endlessly to direct their society toward the right collective future. Rather than be punished by another grand whipsaw of history, the Silent learned to take the new order for granted, keep their heads down, fit in, and develop expertise “within the system.”

Meanwhile, the Silent corrected the excesses of the tough and laconic generation that had shaped them in childhood (Harry Truman’s Lost Generation, born 1883-1900). In keeping with today’s Korean War M^A^S^H stereotype, these young men and women did indeed turn toward refinement and sensitivity, and a less hard-boiled, more therapeutic view of the world.

In so doing, the Silent stepped into the social role vacated by the passing of the Progressive Generation, born from 1843 to 1859, the likes of Clarence Darrow (who died in 1938), Louis Brandeis (1941), and lohn Dewey (1952). Once the children of the Civil War, the Progressives had aged, as elders, into the most compassionate, cautious, and rights-fixated generation of the New Deal and World War II.



They’re different from their parents, the Boomers, and from those gloomy Gen Xers, and who knows? Just possibly, what they want, in a fragrance, is Eau de Fried Dough.

—Paula Span, The Washington Post




If Gen Xers go over the edge with their pessimism, that will make us go over the edge with our optimism.

—Michael Eliason, 17




The children of the Boomers will make common cause with their parents, a seamless transition of power, while those of us who haven’t cashed in behind the scenes shake our fists from some wretched little garret… like Matthew Broderick hurling his lunch at the limo bearing Reese and the congressman at the end of Election, smearing up the works for just a second, then running away as fast as he possibly can.

—Eric Weisbard, The Village Voice




Your parents did it. How cool can it be?

—Mississippi antismoking billboard, 1997





Older generations first noticed the Silent, as kids, at the height of the war, in news stories about Sinatra-worshiping bobby-soxers at teen canteens. The media began defining a new youth culture around 1950, when older veterans finally vacated their college campuses. The Silent began creating newly personal and sophisticated music (like small-group jazz), jokes (like in Mad magazine), and points of view (such as William E Buckley’s) that challenged the gung-ho secularism of older G.I.s. They broke out as a generation over the next five years, with vintage rock’n’roll, several wry youth publications, obsessive yearnings about sex amid widespread teen virginity, movies about angst-ridden “juvenile delinquents” (The Blackboard Jungle, Rebel Without a Cause), and the emergence of the “beat generation” with its poetry readings and coffeehouse culture. By 1960, when a Princeton professor was fired for writing The Unsilent Generation, the subject had become tired.

[image: ]


Were your parents hippies? You should check out FreeZone’s article about hippie parents to find out.

—ERIC 10




[A] group of 4th and 5th graders in Aurora, Colorado… decided to collect money to buy back slaves in the Sudan. One of the children said, “What are we going to do about this?” Unimaginable 15 years ago. Boomers would have gotten high and contemplated it. Xers would have written angst-filled songs about it. The Millennials, only 10 years old, are doing something about it. When asked why the “leaders” aren’t doing anything, a child replied, “If they can’t… we will.”

—Robert Hoffman




My Boomer eighth-grade social-studies teacher once told our class that we must be dismayed by the fact that our parents have gone so far and that there is little left for us to do. The class was outraged. One student told him that his generation did nothing to improve the world, and that it was going to be our responsibility to fix it.

—Michael Eliason, 17




KID: Mom, I’m class president.
MOM: I knew that.
KID: Oh yeah? Name one of my reforms, just one.

—Doonesbury





Boomers rebelled by solving the obvious problem facing the next-elder Silent, their too-complete capitulation to the prevailing conformity. Boomers threw bricks instead of polysyllabic warnings. They screamed “Hell no, we won’t go,” trashed campuses and inner cities, radicalized both the left and right in politics, and took pleasure in flouting convention.

Boomer youths assailed what they firmly believed were horrible G.I. excesses—too much optimism, rationalism, and group-mindedness— and corrected them by turning toward rage, spiritualism, and self. Did they regard G.I.s as a “greatest generation” deserving of vast monuments? Hardly. Back then, Boomers were more likely to condemn G.I.s as America’s worst generation, to throw pig’s blood at their institutional walls.

At the time, Boomers filled the social role vacated by a passing generation that had enjoyed a lifelong reputation for spiritual wisdom and indomitable self-esteem. This was the Missionary Generation, born from 1860 to 1882, the likes of Albert Einstein (died 1955), W. E. B. Du Bois (1963), Robert Frost (1963), and Douglas MacArthur (1964).

Boomer kids were discovered in the years between Sputnik and Kennedy, with a surge of zany new toys (hula hoops), dances (the twist), and spunky child characters (Dennis the Menace). They took possession of the youth culture in the mid-1960s, with the Beatles’ first U.S. tour, Berkeley’s Free Speech movement, and a series of inner-city riots. Before they had assumed any particular name, Boomers became the focus of impassioned national attention in the late ‘60s, with the Summer of Love, the Chicago riots, Woodstock, Kent State, the George Wallace campaign, anti-Vietnam agitation, angry new currents in rock’n’roll, and much talk of a “generation gap” between college-age (Boomer) kids and their middle-aged (G.I.) parents. In time, the youth frenzy ebbed. Generations, especially any talk about the rising one, became a tired subject by 1973— after giving 18-year-olds the right to vote failed to make any perceptible difference in national politics.

Gen Xers rebelled by solving the problem facing young-adult Boomers, whose loud crusades no longer made sense in an era of individualism when the “Establishment” no longer seemed very powerful or controlling. Doing what Boomers then wouldn’t or couldn’t, Xers learned young to become free agents, to rely only on one’s small circle, and to pursue the tangibles of life.

They corrected the hypersensitive excesses of the Silent Generation, then entering midlife, by turning toward a sharp-eyed pragmatism. Where the trusting Silent had once bonded young to institutions whose complexity they mastered, cynical Xers took pride in self-reliance and in rejecting complexity in favor of the bottom line—or sound bite.

In so doing, Gen Xers filled the social role vacated by the passing of the Lost Generation born from 1883 to 1900, the likes of Dorothy Parker (died 1967), Harry Truman (1972), Norman Rockwell (1978), and Henry Miller (1980). In the 1988 movie 18 Again!, 92-year-old George Burns and 22-year-old Charlie Schlatter provide a revealing glimpse at the emotional affinity connecting these old and new “lost” generations.

Though not then permanently named or in any other way celebrated, Gen Xers were discovered right around 1980, a year in which colleges noticed a smoother and less argumentative type of freshman, the number and quality of military recruits soared, and young hockey fans startled the media by chanting “USA! USA!” at the winter Olympics. In the mid-’80s, Xers took over the youth culture with the spread of new innovations in popular music (rap, new wave, MTV), a spate of dark-themed youth movies by older directors (The Breakfast Club, St. Elmo’s Fire), a new sitcom presence (Michael J. Fox in Family Ties), and a new on-campus interest in investment banking and other moneymaking jobs—especially anything entrepreneurial or involving cutting-edge technology. Gen Xers broke out around 1990, with grunge, mainstream rap, a flurry of books and films by and for themselves, and Douglas Coupland’s novel Generation X. By 1996, when politicians turned their entire focus to the Millen-nials, the Gen-X subject felt so tired that Coupland felt obliged to report “Generation X is over.”



My 12-year-old came down to breakfast, stole the sports page from under my eggs and said, “So, Pops, who you dissin this week?” I gave him my hurt-and-stunned look. He stuffed a half box of Frosted Flakes in his mouth and said, “Yurnghh alghays rippinngh smmmbundy”

—Rick Rally, Sports Illustrated




Because the nation is so focused on what is wrong, it becomes impossible to see what is right.

—Sarah Fulton, 17




Our generation, my friends at least, are tired of hearing the negative aspects of society and are disgusted by the lack of moral values our leaders have and want that to change.

—Katharine Emerson, 17




Nature has a certain order. The ants pick the food, the ants eat the food, and the grasshoppers leave!

—Princess Atta, in A Bug’s Life







You’re so lucky your parents are strict! My parents are really relaxed, which makes it hard to rebel!

—Jenny, in Sabrina the Teenage Witch




Parents and those of authority are looked at with mild respect, but only because this generation knows who it will replace.

—Emily Lannon, 18




We’ve been conditioned to think so many things are wrong and evil, yet at the same time taught to be tolerant and understanding.

—Elizabeth Romberg, 18




The fundamental difference between Boomers/Xers and us Millennials is that older generations resist the idea that things can get better. They see the problems, get depressed, complain about them, and raise us to get by in this “harsh world.” And, all the while, they refuse to take an extra leap of optimism necessary to change things. It’s easy to find fault in the world. It’s tough to act on that.

—Michael Eliason, 17




It is not the parents or the movies or the rock stars. It is America. It is this culture in which liberals and feminists and activists are so anxious to let anything be “OK” that the once tightened, knotted rope of society is unraveling right beneath us …. Don’t you see? There can be no order without discipline…. Am I—some random normal teenager in Farmertown, USA—the only one who sees that?

—Sarah Roney, high school student





The Coming Millennial Revolution

Will Millennials rebel? Of course. To predict the timing and nature of their rebellion, let’s apply these same rules that worked so consistently for these three earlier generations.

As the new youth generation, Millennials will reveal themselves as the answer to the central problem facing Xers, the prior youth generation. They will show what can be done about over-the-top free agency, social splintering, cultural exhaustion, and civic decay in an era when Americans are increasingly yearning for community. The Millennial solution will be to set high standards, get organized, team up, and do civic deeds.

Millennials will also correct for what today’s teens perceive are the excesses of middle-aged Boomers—the narcissism, impatience, icono-clasm, and constant focus on talk (usually argument) over action. Millennials can do this, over time, by turning toward community, patience, trust, and a new focus on action over talk. That’s the path by which today’s kids can rebel against aging ex-rebels. Instead of growing up to be “Generation Y” or “Echo Boomers,” Millennials will grow up to be de-X’d anti-Boomers.
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In so doing, today’s kids will fill the very consequential social role now being vacated by the departing G.I.s, the likes of Lucille Ball (died 1989), Jimmy Stewart (1997), Joe DiMaggio (1999), Ronald Reagan, and millions of World War II soldiers and Rosie-the-Riveters—the role of civic achievers, institution builders, team players, heroes. “I am the doer, he’s the talker,” remarked 73-year-old Bob Dole in one of his 1996 debates with Bill Clinton—words to make a person wonder when Americans will again see a generation fill in for the “doer” in its national conversations. The answer: when Millennials grow a bit older.
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Per the experience of earlier generations, the coming of age of the Millennial Generation is likely to take place in the midst of a profound shift in America’s social mood, a shift that will match and reflect the new generation’s persona. For Millennials, this shift will focus on the needs of the community more than the individual, so it is likely to induce large-scale institutional change. Thus, the word rebellion is not entirely appropriate. The word revolution might better catch the spirit of what lies ahead.



I think of the old classic movies, and then today I see movies like The Water Boy, Austin Powers, and There’s Something About Mary, and I think they are outrageous.

—Andrea Greenwich, 17




60 Minutes showed an 8-year-old genius named Greg who’s about to graduate from high school, and who turns off the TV or leaves a movie if and when he hears the third curse word.

—Lis Libengood




Are we cynical? No, why should we be?

—Lorena Cortese, 17




As a group, today’s teens are infused with an optimism not seen among kids in decades. (It doesn’t hurt to have grown up in a time of relative peace and the longest economic expansion in U.S. history).

—Newsweek





On what timetable can the coming Millennial revolution be expected? Once again, the pattern for earlier generations offers some pretty good clues:


	» The public discovery of a new generation typically occurs fifteen to twenty years after its first birth year. For Boomers, this happened in the late ‘50s. For Gen Xers, the late ‘70s. For Millennials, the schedule should be the late ‘90s—and, in fact, the first discovery year for Millennials was 1997.


	» The new generations full possession of the youth culture occurs twenty to twenty-five years after its first birth year. For Boomers, this happened in the mid-’60s. For Gen Xers, the mid-’80s. For Millennials, it should happen around the middle Oh-Ohs.


	» The new generations complete breakout, when it attracts maximum social attention, occurs twenty-five to thirty years after its first birth year. For Boomers, this happened in the late ‘60s. For Gen Xers, the early ‘90s. For Millennials, it should happen around 2010.


	» The ebbing of public interest, when the generation’s identity becomes a tired subject, occurs thirty to thirty-five years after its first birth year. For Boomers, this happened in the mid-’70s. For Gen Xers, the mid-’90s. For Millennials, it should happen in the Oh-Teens.






I’m not trying to insult the baby-boomer generation, … but who’s the one who introduced LSD and marijuana and cocaine?

—Christine James, 15




I can’t excuse what Boomers did with sex and drugs when they were kids.

—Michael Eliason, 17




If you look back and you see all of the LSD and the hallucinogenics that were used in the ‘60s, it just really ticks me off when people thinks that we’re going to be really, really bad.

—Matt Brooks, 17




Coffee … has become a symbol of the materialism and superficiality of our nation today. Coffee—the chic way to go.

—Rusty Fein, 17




Adults insist that we shape up, that we must correct our insolent behavior.According to what standards? The adults’ standards? It seems to me that the generations preceding mine werenot without some small faults. I mean, some of the activities of a normal teenager in the 1960s and ‘70s seem pretty, well, irresponsible. I mean, didn’t those teenagers skip class to go to fimi Hendrix and smoke pot? Didn’t those teenagers live in giant communes and engage in what some adults might today call illicit activities?

—Kane Davis, 17, cjonline.com





Clearly, Millennials have a long way to go before their generational revolution will fully make its mark. Do not be misled by the barrage of teen-oriented generational marketing that arrived in the late ‘90s. Even if the discovery (and naming) of Millennials is occurring with greater media fanfare than was true for any earlier generation in American history—including Boomers—there’s no reason to believe that the timetable will vary from the historical norm.

But if Millennials can be expected to mature at ordinary speed, that doesn’t mean they will be a generation of ordinary significance. Using history as a guide, we believe the emerging Millennial persona will mature over time into a peer group destined to play a pivotal role in the future of the American nation—and, perhaps, the world. Deep into the next century, if these historical patterns are predictive, the Millennial life cycle will acquire, with the benefit of hindsight, a sense of logical continuity—as was true with the Silents, Boomers, and Gen Xers, in their own turn.

This future is the focus of Part Three. Here, let’s simply mention one example of how this sense of life-cycle continuity may emerge: uniform clothing.

Back in the late ‘80s, many Boomers in charge of kids began to look with genuine favor on school uniforms—an idea that would have been condemned as fascist twenty years earlier. In a number of cities, uniforms were first introduced in 1988 for the first graders of that cutting-edge Class of 2000. At first, these uniforms seemed perhaps nothing more than a momentary gesture. Yet, by the late ‘90s, school uniforms became a defining symbol of a much larger effort to clean up child behavior—first in elementary schools, next in middle schools, finally in high schools. From Gap ads to soccer fields, meanwhile, standard-issue clothing was broadcasting a clear message about the non-X-ness of America’s new kids.

Will the Millennial uniform trend stop there? Don’t count on it. Around the time leading-edge Millennials graduate from college—especially if this coincides with economic (or other) trouble—no one should be surprised to hear serious proposals for a national service corps. Americans of all ages will be so familiar with seeing this generation regularized, to positive effect, that compulsory uniformed service could feel fitting and right even to aging Boomers who once spent long years dodging the draft.

Further down the road, one can picture this rising generation in young-adult “general issue” clothing reminiscent of the G.I.s into whose role they are stepping—clothing that may come to symbolize large-scale deeds. Move ahead still further, and one can imagine how the Millennials’ uniforms may come to represent, to their own kids and grandkids, a collective grandeur far beyond anything else in the living memory ofthat era. If so, aging Millennials may come to define, in the minds of their juniors, a huge directional turn in world history dating back to this generation’s first arrival at the tranquil end of the twentieth century. Should this come to pass, future historians may look back on today’s school (and soccer) uniforms as harbingers of monumental deeds that came later— much as America’s first Boy and Girl Scout uniforms pointed toward the later exploits of the young generation (of G.I.s) who wore them.

Back in the late 1980s, those brightly colored outfits on 6-year-olds seemed no more consequential for kids at that time than William Gaines’s Mad magazine or Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” did back in the early 1950s. Time taught us otherwise for Boomers. So, too, could time teach us otherwise for Millennials.

The history of this nation’s generational rhythms suggests that it’s not just possible, but probable, that Millennials will emerge as anti-Boomers. Consider how…



Though I am not old enough to vote, I am writing this on behalf of my generation.… The American people have chosen to become selfish, and my generation—your children—are growing up seeing the highest authority in America, a man who cannot control himself…. And if we cannot trust the man our parents elect, can we trust our parents?

—Christopher, 16, in a letter to the Arkansas Gazette




Boomers are hypocrites.

—Bobby Rhatigan, 17




My sister’s friend was walking home last week when she came to an intersection where a Millennial crossing guard was helping a fellow schoolchild. My sister’s friend headed off across the street without bothering to use the crossing guard. The Millennial kid shouted out, “Use the crossing guard, you flower-shirted freak!” Clearly this generation is bringing more with it than many of us technically wanted.

—Matthew Elmslie




I want you to stop trying to control my life just because you can’t control yours.

—Kat, to her father, in 10 Things I Hate About You







In case you Boomers haven’t figured it out by now, you won!!! You guys tore apart the institutions that someone will have to rebuild. Millennials or no Millennials, somebody has to do it.

—Chris Loyd, 17




Get used to the “upbeat rebellion” of Millennials. “Down with Angst!”

—Rich Tauchar




Don’t go there.

—Zac Hanson, when asked if Hanson could ever be like the Beatles





Boomers followed a generation that was criticized in youth for being too placid and conformist. Millennials are following a generation criticized for being too kinetic and splintery.

Boomers grew up when institutions felt too strong, individuals too weak. Millennials are growing up when institutions feel too weak, individuals too strong.

Boomers were kids when rationalism ruled and spiritualism lay dormant. Millennials are kids when spiritualism rules and rationalism lies dormant.

Boomers looked up to a midlife generation of “power elites” whose lives were motivated by an agenda—big deeds to be done. Millennials look up to a midlife generation of “cultural elites” whose lives are motivated by a message—big ideas to be expressed.

Boomers recall a time when “uptight” middle-aged folk were pleased to meet kids who could let go a little. Millennials know a time when “cool” middle-aged folk are pleased to meet kids who can control themselves.

In a durable society, the rebellion of every new youth generation serves an invaluable function: curbing the excesses and complementing the strengths of older generations—who may not be getting the kids they expect, but who usually get the kids they need. No generation can fairly be described as better, or worse, than any other. They simply have different locations in history, and thus different needs, desires, fears, obsessions, blind spots, opportunities for greatness, and tendencies toward tragedy. Each generation does what it must, within the context of the history and generational constellation into which it is born.

Millennials are no exception. They will surely find their own path to rebellion, do what history requires, blossom into a young-adult generation extremely unlike Boomers or Xers, and move on. Those who follow them, including their own children, will repeat this process—correcting the Millennials’ own excesses.

Let’s hold further talk of the future for later. In the next part of this book, we address the more immediate questions: Who are Millennials, now? How are they being raised and schooled? What are they thinking and doing? What are they watching, hearing, and buying? Why? And what new patterns do they reveal?

The answers to these questions may not be what you think.



PART TWO

WHO THEY ARE




CHAPTER FOUR
THE BABY BOOMLET (demography)


I was born to make you happy… I’d give you my world.

—BRITNEY SPEARS, “Born to Make You Happy”



[image: ]he early 1980s, those years of pain and panic to many heartland manufacturers, brought sweet relief to any firm whose product was swallowed, worn, or nibbled on by America’s very youngest consumers.

The reason? Annual U.S. births were back up to a steady 3.6 million for the first time since LBJ was president. In the mid-1970s, when births had fallen almost all the way to 3.0 million, Gerber Products had desperately experimented with a new line of adult food, which bombed. Now the company was rescued by a tide of new babies—bearing good news not just to the premier baby-food producer, but also to any other company that made cribs, strollers, rockers, safety seats, PJs, dolls, safety gadgets, and toddler books and videos.



The two ways that a society provides for its future are its level of physical capital accumulation and the number and the quality of its kids.

—Frank Levy, University of Maryland




Children Are From Heaven

—book title (1999), John Gray, author of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus







And then there’s babies. We’re aware of some anecdotal evidence that people had been having them before we did, but it took the Boomers to validate the concept through personal experience.

—Ivy Main




The first few months with a newborn are precious ones, and no parent should have to miss them.

—President Clinton, proposing that new parents receive government aid to stay at home




In 1993, 90 percent of fathers attended the births of their children, versus only 10 percent in 1975.

—The Christian Science Monitor




The Fetal Phone ($15). It’s basically a megaphone with a long tube attached that lets you send your voice through to the womb. This simple low-tech device is fun for the whole family!

—“New Creations for Kids,” CBS.com
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Not only did America have more of these babies, but their parents were inclined to spend more on them. Thanks to two incomes, a new breed of “yuppie” parents often had more disposable cash than the parents of the ‘70s. Affluent, early-retiring grandparents were in a new mood to dote. Among families that were less well off, a new kids-come-first attitude was likewise settling in. And communities nationwide were taking a new interest in trying to provide each child with some minimal standard of material welfare. Helping this cause, a rising share of these babies were firstborns, a special focus of family attention. Firstborns ate 11 percent more baby food, exulted Gerber planners, because they didn’t have older siblings urging them to eat “grown up” food so early.

Most experts anticipated that this birth surge would be minor and short lived, but it turned out to be neither. Throughout the 1980s, the annual nursery tallies kept on climbing—until by 1990, in many regions, hospitals looked with alarm at overcrowded delivery rooms and fee-for-service pediatricians became hard to book. Meanwhile, in classic “pig-in-a-python” fashion, the larger number of the early-’80s babies began filling and overfilling America’s elementary schools in the late ‘80s, middle schools in the mid-1990s, and high schools in the late ‘90s. Teacher shortages, classroom shortages, gym and rec-room and summer camp shortages—all of these became the early ‘90s staple of the education press, just as hype about teen spending became the late ‘90s staple of the business press.

Owing to these demographic trends, and the stories about them, the best-known single fact about the Millennial Generation is that it is large. In total number, including all immigrants, Millennials may ultimately exceed 100 million members—nearly a third more than the Boomers. Even in native births per year (expected to average almost exactly 3.9 million), Millennials will tower over Gen Xers, Boomers, and every earlier generation in America. In 1982, nearly a decade before anyone discussed the Millennials as a social generation, journalists were regularly using phrases like “Baby Boomlet” and “Echo Boom” to describe their larger numbers.
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In one important respect, these terms were (and still are) misleading. They implied that the large number of Millennials is mainly a matter of arithmetic—as though a “baby boomlet” mechanically had to follow a “baby boom.” This is not the case. What gave rise to the large number of Millennials was, mostly, the passionate desire of their parents to bear and raise more of them.



Boomers, whose self-absorption has long been ridiculed, have finally managed to get over themselves. They have found a new object of their affection. They dont need self-love any more. They’ve got Mini-Me.

—David Plotz, slate.com




I dont get it. Doesn’t she know that I would do anything for her? I mean, I love her. She is the reason that I was born.

—Adele, describing her teenage daughter, Anywhere But Here





The large numbers that quantify this generation are therefore an extension of the early-’80s shift in adult attitudes toward children that began to shape the Millennials as a generational persona. The same is true for the parental preparations that preceded their births, the names they received, the special care showered upon them as babies, and the extraordinary improvements in health that have so far followed them through their life cycle.



Overintense, wanting their children to be perfect, baby boomers who refuse to age without a fight, they drag their sons and daughters into the doctor’s office and make demands. They wave the checks. Their children sit slumped in the chair, not speaking. Every [plastic] surgeon has these horror stories.

—Ann Gerhart, The Washington Post





Simply put, adult Americans fell in love with babies again in the 1980s, a decade in which people committed themselves to having, caring for, and celebrating children—for reasons peculiar to how Boomers and Gen Xers then felt about themselves as America entered a postawakening era.

Thus have Millennial kids become the largest, healthiest, and most cared-for child generation in American history.

Behind the Rising Numbers

After reaching a postwar nadir around the time of Watergate, annual U.S. births ticked upward in 1975 and kept rising through the rest of the decade. There was no mystery about this rise. Demographers had long predicted it. They knew all along that the post-World War II “baby boom,” which began in 1946 and peaked in the late 1950s, would inevitably enter its main childbearing age bracket, at which time it would generate a “baby echo”—an extra number of births. By most Boom-era estimates, the echo would start in the mid-1970s and run out of gas by the mid-’80s. Births would thereafter start falling again.
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But once the national birth rate leveled off at about 3.6 million between 1980 and 1983, it did something demographers did not expect: The rate didn’t start to drift down. Instead, the birth rate rose again, to 3.8 million in 1987, 4.0 million in 1989, and 4.2 million in 1990. By the late 1990s, the annual number of births had stabilized at around 3.9 million—roughly 20 percent higher than if the fertility of women at each age had remained at mid-’70s rates. This fertility boost provided a quantitative exclamation point to the mood shift that was producing all those new infant seats in all those new minivans with all those new “Baby on Board” signs. Quite without anyone planning it, the “Me Decade” ‘70s ran smack into the “family values” ‘80s, an era of resplendent natalism.

During the 1980s, older Boomer women (past age 30) were mostly responsible for this fertility boost. This started with first-wave Boomers in the early ‘80s and moved on to later-born cohorts as the decade progressed. By 1990, first-wave Xers in their late twenties were also joining the shift—plus a (temporary) surge in teen births. Since 1975, the only age groups not to have experienced a lasting upward fertility shift have been women in their teens and early twenties.

All this transpired, in part, because one generation opted to retime its births over its life cycle. Boomers, having refused to become young parents in the 1970s, chose to become older parents in the 1980s—while Gen-X moms reverted back to the earlier birth-age norm. So one way to think of the Baby Boomlet is to compare it with the original Baby Boom—which occurred because homecoming G.I.s had their babies late while young Silent parents tried to get a head start in the newly stable era by having them early. Substitute Boomers for G.I.s, Gen Xers for the Silent, the Consciousness Revolution for the Great Depression and World War II, and you can see how Millennials fit in the nation’s demographics. Whereas an economic and military crisis had caused the G.I.s to delay having their (Boomer) babies, a cultural upheaval caused the Boomers to delay having their (Millennial) babies.



You’d think that every baby toy was made to increase IQ points…. Cloth cars, for example, are good for “opening up your child’s eyes to the meaning of size relationships.” Translation: They come in small, medium, and large.

—U.S. News & World Report




Debra Mills, a neuroscientist at the University of San Diego who consulted on the development of “Brilliant Beginnings,” a $40 book-and-CD kit for parents interested in “nurturing the genius in your child,” acknowledged there are no studies linking brain growth to specif c infant activities. Nevertheless, she said, the kit is a useful guide to the enriching experiences a baby needs.

—The Washington Post




Words like “smart” and “genius” show up a lot in toy names [because] Mom and Pop have to be persuaded that buying them will improve the kid’s chances for MIT.

—Robert La Franco, Forbes




Parents with a coldly utilitarian focus on the infant cerebellum—parents pestering their toddlers with Japanese-language flash cards—are at least paying attention.

—George Will





Some experts argue that baby booms and busts, because they often just reflect the parental timing of births, aren’t a good indicator of how adults truly feel about having more children. However, this argument assumes that people see the future as clearly as they see the past. Until a fertility rebound happens, no one knows how likely it is, since not even the delaying parents can foresee that a more baby-friendly era is yet to come. Women in the early 1940s could not count on the ‘50s mood change, just as women in the early 1970s could not count on the ‘80s mood change— which is why both baby rebounds came as such surprises.



The burst of national generosity toward the McCaughey septuplets says good things about our spirit and the love so many Americans have for children.

—E. J. Dionne, columnist




The circus of fame surrounding record-breaking multiple births turns the truly wondrous experience of having a baby into some kind of competitive “birth-off,” like the community bake-off to see who can get the most cupcakes out of the oven.

—Abigail Trafford,The Washington Post




We believe family balancing is something that can bring great joy.

—Catherine Reed, who used a new “microsoft” technology to select the preferred sex (female) of their second child





There is good evidence, moreover, that Gen Xers are aiming to have more babies than Boomers entirely apart from the issue of timing. Women born in the early ‘60s are the first cohorts on record to tell Census surveyers that they intend to have more babies over their lifetime than earlier-born women. Other polls have consistently indicated that Gen Xers, from youth onward, have placed more importance on family formation as a future goal than Boomers did at like age. Back in 1974, at the height of the Boomer youth era, only 55 percent of college freshmen declared that “raising a family” was an “essential or very important” life goal. In 1998, near the end of the Gen-X youth era, the share of college freshmen who felt that way reached 78 percent, an all-time high.

A special bond connects older Boomer and younger Xer parents with the children they have raised since the early 1980s. This bond did not develop gradually as these kids passed from birth through childhood. No, it was there from the beginning, starting with the act of conception and the birth of millions of babies. Had parents not chosen to defy the behavioral trends of the prior era, this bond—and, no doubt, many of these babies—would have never existed.

America’s New Love Affair with Babies

During the era of Gen-X babies, adults went to great efforts not to produce children, resulting in a vast new demand for contraceptive technologies and for sterilization and abortion clinics. During the Millennial baby era, by contrast, adults have gone to great efforts to produce them. This has made fertility technology one of today’s hottest medical frontiers. Sterilization rates, which rose sharply in the 1960s and ‘70s, pla-teaued in the middle ‘80s and have since fallen. The national abortion rate, which ramped up during the Gen-X baby era, hit a peak in 1980 and has since declined (through 1996) by 22 percent. Meanwhile, the share of all births declared to be “unwanted” by their mothers has also declined— with an especially sharp drop in unwantedness by black mothers.

The “wantedness” of these Millennials is further illustrated by the huge rise in births by women well into midlife, for whom having a baby poses added health risks and financial burdens. From 1981 to 1997, the fertility rate of women aged 45 to 49 rose by an astounding 88 percent. In that latter year, the Census Bureau began to report births (114 in 1997) by women in their fifties. The rising number of older mothers, plus the spreading use of fertility drugs to encourage pregnancies, has led to a predictable explosion in the number of multiple births. From 1980 to 1997, while the number of singleton babies rose by 6 percent (itself a significant rise), the number of twins rose by 52 percent and the number of triplets by 404 percent. With growing frequency, Americans hear about “super-moms” giving birth to as many as seven Millennials at a time—like Iowa’s Bobbi McCaughey (whose celebrity was buoyed by her postbirthing book, Seven from Heaven) and Texas’s lanet Chukwu, seven of whose “Chukwu octuplets”survived.

For those who couldn’t have a normal pregnancy, science had new answers. The first U.S. infant conceived in vitro, Elizabeth Carr, was born in Norfolk in December 1981. All later in vitro babies have been Millennials. In 1986, only one clinic offered this service. By 1997, 227 did. Every year, Millennial-making technologies have advanced. In 1983, the first surrogate mom donated an egg. By 1997, five thousand fertile woman had donated eggs, a jump of 50 percent over the previous year—in one case, turning a 63-year-old into an expectant mother. Egg prices, once as low as $3,000, soared as high as $50,000 for an ovarian purchase from an attractive, high-IQ student from a prestigious university.
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The percentage of births to first-time mothers in their 40s has doubled since 1950, but is still only 1 percent.

—Census Bureau




Imagine being 48 years old and having quadruplets.

—John Kiely, professor of pediatrics





This late-in-life quest for pregnancies has been propelled by a near-doubling of the rate of childlessness among 40- to 44-year-olds, from 10 percent (of Silent women) in 1980 to 19 percent (of Boomer women) in 1998. The highest childless rates are among women who are employed, affluent, white, and not living in the Sunbelt. In part, this rise reflects a growing number of older women who have decided that they are happier childless, a decision many Silent women felt less free to make. Yet it also points to a growing number of Boomer women who postponed child-bearing in their younger years before finding out, too late, that the option had closed—often because either they or their partners were no longer fertile. Although Gen-X women are likely to pull this childness rate down in the years ahead, it will probably remain high by historical standards. Midlife childlessness, combined with a newfound love of children, has produced a rapidly rising demand for adoptable babies in the face of a rapidly declining domestic supply. Back in the late 1960s, two of every three unmarried mothers gave up their babies to adoption agencies. Today, now that the social stigma facing unmarried moms has waned, only one in twenty unmarried moms lets her baby go. The waiting list for U.S.-born Caucasian infants has grown to at least five years, from the time a couple is accepted by a domestic agency. This has prompted a boom in costly private agencies and, especially, overseas adoptions— which have quadrupled through the Millennial child era. In the early ‘80s, most children came from South Korea, Central America, and South America. Today, the biggest donor countries are, in order, China (girls only), Russia, South Korea, Guatemala, and Romania. The cost per child is now $15,000 to $30,000, plus travel. Some of these children have disabilities, and no children are loved more.



Today’s children cost their parents about twice as much as they cost their own parents (adjusted for inflation).

—American Demographics




In Panama City, Florida, on December 12, 1995, abandoned newborn twins were found crying in a zipped duffel bag. Within three days, five hundred people had phoned in offers to adopt or otherwise help the boy-and-girl pair.

—USA Today
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A number of further demographic changes are working to the advantage of these new Millennial arrivals:

Older parents. Since the middle of Gen X, the average age of mothers at birth has climbed from its twentieth-century low point (age 24.4 in 1974) to its all-time U.S. high (age 27.0 in 1997, and rising). Older parentage has long been associated with better child behavior and higher achievement.

Smaller families. Despite their rising number per birth cohort, the Millennials are spread over more families—meaning that they are growing up, on average, in the smallest families ever. From first-wave Gen Xers to first-wave Millennials, the median number of siblings related to each child has fallen from two to one (meaning that over half of all kids today have one or no sibling). Smaller families mean more parental time and resources per child.

More firstborns. Arriving after a birth dearth, a historically high share of this generation—roughly 40 percent—are firstborns. By the time their parents stop having children, about 10 percent will find themselves to be singleton or “only” children. According to those who study birth order, firstborn and only children are associated with higher achievement, identification with parental authority, aversion to risk, and (some say) social conservatism.

More parental education. Without question, today’s kids have the best-educated parents ever. One Millennial in four has at least one parent with a four-year college degree or higher. Kids born in the late ‘90s are the first in American history whose mothers are better educated (by a small margin) than their fathers.

Slowing down of family breakup. The ongoing rise in single-parent families remains a major challenge for the Millennials. But this growth has slowed down since the Gen-X child era, and the legions of single parents now include fewer divorced moms and more never-married moms—a trend that is creating a very different family environment.

What’s in a Millennial Name?

The names given to people as babies don’t reflect their own hopes and dreams, but rather the hopes and dreams of their parents and the era in which they are born. As such, those names remain forever fixed in their grown-up minds as a testament to the mood of their childhood era. “Go, Amanda! Nice shot, Justin!” will forever ring in Millennials’ ears as memories of their childhood ‘90s, much as “Dick and Jane” books have for Boomer memories of the ‘50s.



We went through Dallas-Fort Worth airport customs last week. They had three bathrooms. Three? There was one entrance for men, one for women, and one for “family” restrooms for adults and small children.

—Jon faugh







TEACHER: Your little boy is Charlie. PARENT: My son is not Charlie. My son is Carlos Arturo Garcia Bustamante Rodriguez de la Fuente de Velar.

—Los Angeles Times





Nowadays, you can go to a middle-school choir concert, peruse a program with two hundred names, and not see two first names spelled the same way. The diversity of these names partly reflects global immigration, but also the Boomer and Gen X penchant to bestow unique and crafted names on their offspring. Back in 1951, the top ten boys’ and girls’ names accounted for 25 percent of all names. In 1999, those lists together accounted for just 12 percent.

Names have become harder to pronounce and spell. Where nearly all the top names for Boomer males have only one syllable (Bob, Bill, John, Dave) and for Boomer females only two syllables (Mary, Susan, Karen, Linda), always with standard spellings, the names Boomers prefer for their own kids are polysyllabic, complex, and often hard to spell. Not since 1991 has any one-syllable boy’s name made the top ten. Gen Xers have amplified this trend—especially African-American single moms, many of whom have given their babies totally original phonic names (as in a family of three daughters named Mica, Mooca, and Moca). One can imagine adult Millennials, tiring of the need to spell out their names (a problem their parents seldom faced), returning to simpler names for their own children.

Where G.I.-given Boomer names reflected a yearning for a world that was modern, simple, democratic, and friendly, Boomer-given Millennial names reflect a yearning for a world that is traditional, pious, mysterious, romantic, even mystical. Many of these new names are taken from the Old Testament, “American Girl” stories based on musty Victorian diaries, Celtic lore, and other archaic sources. Parents seldom shorten them into easy nicknames: Matthew and Joshua become Matt and Josh less often than they would have in earlier generations. Gen-X parents are continuing this pattern with a new set of gender-concealing names such as Ashley, Tyler, Taylor, and Madison.

Madison, now the third most popular name for girls, is perhaps the most curious new choice. Apparently, it became popular not because of any interest in the fourth U.S. president, but because the Splash mermaid, played by Daryl Hannah, chose her name by reading a Manhattan street sign. (The name Hannah is close behind, at number six.) The twentieth century’s most enduring names are Sarah for girls—that’s the only top-50 girl’s name that was at all popular sixty years ago—and Michael for boys, which has ranked number one without interruption from 1964 through 1998. In recent years, that may reflect the popularity of Michael Jordan, whose last name has also been on the rise for both boy and girl babies. Meanwhile, several of the discarded names and nicknames once common among G.I. and Silent Generation men have found a new venue, as names Boomers and Gen Xers give their male dogs. Here, Fred! Down, Skip! Sit, Butch!

Second-Generation Immigrants

In California, what are the two most popular baby names these days? José and Maria. That, in turn, mirrors one of the most important demographic realities affecting today’s kids. A very large share of them are the offspring of a steeply rising immigration wave that has been sweeping America since the mid-’60s—making them the generation with the largest share of “second-generation” immigrants in eighty years.

Clearly, one important precondition for the rising immigrant inflow was America’s societywide embrace of more tolerant attitudes toward minority groups during the Consciousness Revolution era, combined with declining public support for the institutions entrusted with policing the nation’s borders. Much of this boom has been from regions abroad that have not contributed significantly to American immigration before. By 1990, half of the inflow came from Latin America (one-third from Mexico alone), another one-fourth from Asia, and only 15 percent from Europe. Between 1970 and 1990, the number of Americans born in Latin America rose from 1.8 to 8.4 million. Meanwhile, the number born in Asia rose from 800,000 to 5.0 million.



The United States of the 21st Century will be undeniably ours. Again. It’s Manifest Destiny…. We are not only numerous, we are also growing at a rate seven times that of the general population.

—Christy Haubegger, publisher, Latina magazine




Her lips are devil red
And her skin’s the color of mocha

—Ricky Martin, “Livin’ La Vida Loca”





To date, only 2.4 million Millennials, or 3.5 percent of the entire generation, are themselves immigrants. But some 14 million Millennials are the children of immigrants, mostly Gen Xers. That number has grown by half since 1990—and now accounts for an astounding 20 percent of this entire generation, up from around 6 to 8 percent for Boomers. More Millennials can be expected to immigrate to the United States in future decades, of course, but in all likelihood Generation X will remain the largest/zrsf-generation immigrant cohort group of its time (known for preserving their native cultures), with Millennials making a mark more as second-generation immigrants (who tend to be more assimilationist). Not since the early years of the twentieth century, back in the G.I. child era, can you find such a large percentage of U.S. kids with first-generation immigrant parents.



The anti-immigrant demagogues warn that immigration is the road to Balkanization. They are wrong. At the start of this century there were (as a percentage of the population) 50% more foreign-born U.S. residents than there are today. And yet the Irish and Italians and Jews and Poles and Chinese and Japanese ofthat immigrant wave assimilated so remarkably into the American mainstream that today they are the American mainstream.

—Charles Krauthammer, columnist





By the standard measures of American life, the Millennial children of immigrant parents face daunting challenges. A third of them live below the poverty line. A third of them have no health insurance. Three in five immigrant children (and two in five second-generation-immigrant children) live in overcrowded housing. Yet balancing such hardships are, typically, parental memories of much darker and less hopeful times in native countries plus close families that know how to thrive despite material hardships. Despite their poverty and lack of health-care access, for example, the babies of immigrant mothers actually have a lower mortality rate than those of native-born mothers—due to healthier diets, less drug abuse, stronger marriages, fewer bouts of emotional depression, and more reliable support from relatives.
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True to the tradition of second-generation immigrants, Millennial children of foreign-born Gen Xers can enjoy certain advantages that native-born kids may lack. Their families tend to be stable, with breadwinners dedicated to the work ethic. They often reveal very high achievement aspirations, get arrested less, and score higher on school tests than third- or fourth-generation immigrants within their same ethnic group. Their health tends to be better than that of native-born kids. The biggest fear of many immigrant parents is not poverty, but watching their children become drawn to the American youth culture, which from an immigrant’s perspective can appear destructive of religion and family. Even so, many immigrant workers who initially intended to return to their native country have ended up staying here once they realized the new possibilities in life their Millennial children are likely to enjoy.

As a group, Millennials appear to fit the usual pattern of second-generation immigrants. Many of them want to trade the language and culture of their parents’ nationalities for the common elements of their new home. Roughly half of these second-generation immigrant kids— one-tenth of the entire Millennial Generation—do not speak English at home, but a study by the Russell Sage Foundation concluded that these kids are showing “rapid linguistic assimilation” across all ethnicities and socioeconomic levels.

Because Latino immigrants have been so numerous, and because their fertility rates are high (about double the native-born American average of two kids per mother), the new immigration wave has significantly enhanced the Millennial birth boom, especially in the ‘90s. This can be tracked by looking at the geographic distribution of the baby boomlet. Through the mid-’80s, annual births rose in all but four states, and by more than 10 percent in 22 states. But once rising immigration (mostly to the Sunbelt) began to overlap with internal migration by young families (also mostly to the Sunbelt), the boomlet became geographically lopsided. From the mid-’80s through the late ‘90s, California, Texas, and Florida accounted for roughly two-thirds of the total birth surge. Add Arizona, New York, and Illinois, and you have the geographic nexus of Millennial brownness.

These states are becoming quite familiar with a new Millennial family demographic: the “mixed status” family, anchored in the United States by a child citizen. Roughly half of all children of immigrants (that is, 10 percent of all Millennials) are living in families in which at least one parent is not a U.S. citizen. In New York, 15 percent of Millennials live in such families; in California, 30 percent; in Los Angeles, 47 percent. Through the ‘90s, several laws were changed to the advantage of “mixed-status” child citizens, entitling them to a vast array of cash payments and government services (including health care), which are usually denied to their undocumented parents.



Thefact that [Russian children] had arrived in this country without English was much less important than the fact that they came from educated, middle-class backgrounds and had been taught early study habits that made them good at school.

—Sylwia Kapucinski, The New York Times Magazine




Let us say someone earning $2,000 per year in Guatemala in 1980 immigrates to the U.S. If this person ends up in a U.S. job that pays $10,000 per year, he would certainly be richer. However, since $10,000 is in the poverty rate for the U.S., the number would show up in U.S. statistics as both an increase in the poverty rate and earnings inequality.

—Robert Nelson,Forbes





Thanks to this recent immigration surge, Millennials have become, by far, the most racially and ethnically diverse generation in U.S. history. Nearly 35 percent of Millennials are nonwhite or Latino, versus only 14 percent of G.I.s. Not much of this change comes from African-Americans,who gain little from immigration and whose fertility rate has fallen in recent decades. This “browning of America” is partly Asian but mostly Latino. Among Millennials, Latinos of all backgrounds are the largest minority group (16 percent), followed by blacks (14 percent)— making this the first U.S. generation in history in which blacks are no longer the largest of all racial and ethnic minorities. In four states (Hawaii, California, New Mexico, and Texas) and the District of Columbia, white Millennials are in the minority. And in Los Angeles County, Latino Millennials are a numerical majority. “The civil rights slogan of African Americans was ‘We Shall Overcome,’” notes Christy Haubegger, 30-year-old founder of Latina, a bilingual magazine for young women. “Ours is going to be ‘We Shall Overwhelm.’”



It may seem obvious, but health professionals say there’s one easy way to keep children in school more days: Encourage them to wash their hands. Not just once a day, but four times a day. And let them sing out while they scrub. Yankee Doodle is recommended.

—Associated Press





Regardless of their skin color, and regardless of the diverse national origin of their parents, Millennials share the common bonds of being more wanted, protected, and cared for than the Gen Xers who preceded them. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the great concern that parents and governments have shown toward their health.

The Rising Well-Being of Babies

The story of Millennial health starts from conception. No generation has been tended with such care through pregnancy. Starting in the mid-1980s, when prenatal classes began to be featured on TV sitcoms, the share of expectant mothers who went through Lamaze training (or its equivalent) rose sharply—from one in four in 1987 to one in two by 1992. Today’s expectant mothers treat their in utero Millennials with unprecedented fuss. They take prenatal vitamins. They worry about their diet and exercise. They even worry about their worrying—and train themselves to avoid stress. Since 1990, the number of pregnant women who smoke cigarettes has fallen from 18 percent to 13 percent. Prenatal alcohol use has similarly declined.

The share of women who use intensive prenatal care has doubled, even if much of this rise has occurred among the well-educated, affluent women whose babies are less at risk. But baby health does not always reflect socioeconomic standing. Of all racial and ethnic groups, the healthiest babies belong to Southeast Asian immigrant mothers. The newborns of unmarried black mothers continue to encounter an unusuallyhigh number of risk factors, which has recently become the focus of new government attention. In the late ‘90s, a federal “Healthy Start” program began targeting communities with high infant mortality rates and sponsored the first-ever prenatal hot line.

When the moment comes to welcome the newborn Millennial, a mother today is able to select from among an ever-widening array of options, from the high-tech choice of induced births, now nearly one of every five, to such low-tech choices as midwifery, home birth, even new-age birthing tanks. Often, Boomer and Gen-X parents choose some blended birthing process, a uniquely ‘90s blend of high-tech and mother nature extremely unlike the way the parents themselves were pulled by forceps into the world a few decades ago. If for any reason a newborn is truly unwanted, civic leaders or church groups no longer urge policies that put the baby at risk in order to shame or punish the mother. Many communities are setting up “safe haven” programs where distraught parents can safely deposit their babies, no questions asked, rather than abandon them to die.
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This has helped further reduce infant death. Throughout the twentieth century, U.S. infant mortality has steadily declined by about 3 percent per year—or by nearly 50 percent from the first to last cohort of every twenty-year generation. In this respect, the Millennial record since 1982—3 percent per year improvement—is merely average by historical standards.



We used to blame childhood accidents on fate or God’s will or “stuff happens.” Now we believe the adult is responsible for the child’s safety. Accidents are really preventable injuries.

—Heather Paul, National Safe Kids’ Campaign





Yet there’s a story behind this number. In previous decades, much of the improvement in infant mortality was due to dramatic high-tech advances like incubators and infant surgeries, which prevent death immediately after birth. By the time Millennials came along, new easy fixes were getting harder to locate, despite huge new sums spent on elaborate care (like the “surfactants” now used to protect the lungs of preemies). In 1970, a two-pound had onlya 5-percent chance of living. By the mid-1980s, 90 percent of the two-pounders were surviving, at an average cost of $100,000. Through the Millennial birth years, the survival rate for tiny babies has remained at that high level, but has not advanced much further.



What is filling Molly’s backpack? A French looseleaf binder, aFrench workbook, a science binder, an English binder, a social studies binder, a math binder, a planning agenda, an English workbook, hardcover copies of Jack London’s Call of the Wild and White Fang, a hole puncher, a dictionary and a thesaurus (both paperbacks), index cards, a hat, a scarf, pencils and pens, lip gloss and a scrunchie.

—Kate Stone Lombardi, The New York Times





Where America has seen stunning improvement during the Millennial baby era has been in the prevention of infant death after thirty days, when parental love and care can be far more important than surgeons or high-tech intensive care units. Health experts marvel over the stunning parental compliance to warnings in the early ‘90s about Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (urging parents not to let their infants sleep facedown). From 1992 to 1997, the rate of SIDS deaths dropped by half. Overall, for all persons between the ages of 30 days and 5 years, the U.S. child-mortality rate fell faster in the 1990s than in any earlier decade since World War II.

Mixed in with this good news is a not-so-good trend toward more preterm deliveries and “low” and “very low” birth-weight babies. This is a deceptive trend, though, because in past decades many of these babies would not have survived—either because medicine could not have saved them or because parents and doctors would not have bothered. Now it can and they do. The broadest measure of a newborn’s health is the Apgar score, by which pediatricians routinely measure how loudly babies cry, respond to touch, and so forth. The share of American babies receiving a “healthy” Apgar score rose from 59 percent in 1985 to 67 percent in 1995, much of it thanks to healthier pregnancies.

The Rising Wei I-Being of Kids and Teens

The recent adult crusade against all the causes of youthful illness and death has benefited older kids, too. Through the Millennial child era, the mortality rate has declined significantly for every youth age bracket, with an especially sharp 15 percent decline in the teenage death rate during the 1990s. Compare this with a 20 percent rise in the teenage death rate during the 1960s, back when young Boomers were driving fast around Dead Man’s Curve and getting high in Itchycoo Park.

Accidents are always a major cause of death for kids—and for Millennials, accidents of all kinds are down. All the infant car seats, bicycle helmets, poison hotline stickers, kidproof pill caps, and the myriad other child safety devices have made a real difference. Entire companies, and local consulting trades, have grown up around the new demand for more baby-safe households. Federal recalls of child products (swallowable toys, collapsing cribs, and baby walkers that tumble down stairs) have become frequent and well publicized.



Even kids’ bodies have changed: Whereas Gen X celebrated the thin, frail torpor of heroin chic, nearly all the kids at The Block still have a healthy smidgen of baby fat.

—Jonathan Last, describing a new mega-mall near Los Angeles




Teenage boys consume an average of three soft drinks a day, triple the amount from 20 years ago.

—abcnews.go. com




Before long, Generation X may be replaced by Generation XL.

—Laura Beil, on rising rates of child obesity





Environment poisoning is way down, as kids have become central to the nation’s progress against pollution. If the air and running water in most regions has been getting cleaner, it’s thanks in part to adults responding to ads featuring kids. Newsweeklies still run fretful stories about children and lead poisoning, yet fewer than 5 percent of today’s Millennial toddlers have lead levels in their blood above 10 micrograms per decaliter—a threshold exceeded by 90 percent of Gen-X toddlers in the late 1970s. Public authorities are moving with vigor against industrial and medical uses of mercury. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has been setting pesticide exposure limits with explicit regard to child health. Pediatricians are now handed a new “green book” on child environmental risks to accompany their traditional “red book” on infectious diseases.
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On one hand, we are telling kids to just say no to drugs, but on the other hand, their pediatricians are saying, “Take this. You’ll feel good.”

—Sidney Wolfe, Public Citizen’s Health Research Group




Everyone seems to want to “fix” us. Kids who misbehave are fed Ritalin and labeled as ADD or ADHD. There is always a reason why a child acts up.

—Elizabeth Romberg, 18




I prescribe [Ritalin] because I recognize I can’t change the larger social and cultural factors.

—Lawrence Diller, pediatrician





Vaccinations are up. After an early-’90s scare, with the brief return of old scourges such as mumps and whooping cough, full-series immunizations have risen into the 80-90 percent range, due largely to the refusal of public schools to admit kids who lack proof of them. Millennials are routinely protected against diseases (including measles, mumps, chicken pox, rubella, and hepatitis B) against which their parents were never immunized. The level of teen AIDS (nearly all involving HIV acquired at birth) peaked in 1993 and is slowly declining. Pregnant women are now routinely tested for AIDS, and those who test positive are treated with drugs that significantly reduce the risk to their fetuses.

Despite the one in seven children who lack health insurance, routine medical care is better for Millennials than for any earlier child generation. Physician visits are up. Heart disease, anemia, epilepsy, and blindness are all down. Teeth are whiter, straighter, healthier. Physicians now test ears of newborns, so immediate treatment can begin for those with any hearing impairment. Eyes are sharper, with ophthalmologists advising parents to put sunglasses on their 3-year-olds. Skin is softer, thanks to super UV-block sunscreens and doctors who warn parents about the lifelong ill effects of child sunburns. Sick days lost by eighth and tenth graders have declined through the Millennial school era. Stature continues to climb, although at a slower pace than for Xers—indicating that Millennial may be reaching the natural limit. And contrary to popular impression, the average age of sexual maturity for girls—today about 12.5—has shown no downward trend. It remains the same for Millennial girls as for Boomer girls in 1960.
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Kids’ emotional health appears to be improving. Controversy rages over whether this is linked to the more aggressive use of medication to treat kids diagnosed with mental or emotional problems. But the trend itself is unmistakable. Until recently, many health experts had practically given up hoping for any turnaround in the teen suicide rate, which had been steadily rising since the late 1950s—that is, through the adolescences of Boomers and Gen Xers. But in the mid-1990s, just as the first Millennials reached their teens, this rate turned a corner and began heading down, for both sexes and for blacks and whites alike. Because suicide is often not a clear-cut cause of death, pathologists often like to compare any change in the suicide rate with trends involving apparent accidents over which the victim has some control (shootings, falls, drownings, and so on). With the Millennials, these accidents are decreasing too, suggesting that the suicide decline is no statistical accident.



Ritalin, Ritalin, seizure drugs, Ritalin.…“ So goes the rhythm of noontime as [an East Boston school nurse] trots her tray of brown plastic vials and paper water cups from class to class, dispensing pills into outstretched young palms.

—The New York Times




Just as a pair of glasses help the nearsighted person focus and see the world more clearly, so can medication help the person with ADD see the world more clearly.

—Edward Hallowell and John Ratey,Driven to Distraction





Where Millennials do face a number of new health and safety risks, many are widely regarded as the unintended side effect of something adults are trying to do for their benefit.


	» Kids have been prescribed so many antibiotics, to treat everything from earaches to pinkeye, that they are now threatened by new bacteria that acquire resistance to those drugs.


	» Mental retardation and some other serious chronic conditions are slowly rising, perhaps due to the rising share of older moms having babies and the rising share of very premature or very low-birthweight babies who now survive.


	» Passenger-side auto airbags have killed several dozen children.


	» Heavy school backpacks, stuffed with books, are causing some back injuries and drawing complaints from kids and pediatricians.


	» Joint injuries are plaguing girl athletes, whose participation in competitive contact sports has been encouraged by parents and schools. Arthritis looms as a problem for their young adulthood.


	» Repetitive stress injuries of the arms and wrists now afflict some teenagers who spend long hours keypunching on computers.






We have a gigantic educational assembly line that coercively processes students and treats them with Ritalin or therapy if they cant sit still in the cage.

—Camille Paglia




For my son to adapt to the demands of this high-performance culture, I have to medicate him with stimulants and stand beside him day in and day out, making sure he reads his books ….Ifwe lived in a village in which dozens of kids ran freely through the streets and there were nearby forests for building forts and creeks for trapping minnows, my son would be busy and satisfied.

—Caroline Wellberg




It was like the sky was blue again. The colors came back. It was a total change from the medication stupor.

—Nancsy Allee, 18, describing how she felt when she stopped taking thirty behavior-modification pills every day





Three child afflictions have grown dramatically over the Millennial child era:

Asthma. From 1980 to 1994, the reported rate for asthma among children under age 4 has risen by 160 percent; and among children aged 5 to 14 by 75 percent. Office visits and prescriptions for asthma have skyrocketed, and many school clinics are now outfitted with cots and inhalers. Adult asthma has also increased, but by not nearly as much.
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Obesity. When health experts choose a fixed ratio of height to weight that defines 5 percent of children in 1960 as “obese,” they find that by 1994 the incidence of obesity had risen to 12 to 14 percent for grade school kids—roughly a 250 percent increase since the days of Boomer children. Broader measures of “overweight” show similar increases. Many of these kids also have elevated cholesterol, high blood pressure, type-2 diabetes, and other heart-disease risk factors that are associated with excessive weight. As with asthma, adult obesity has also increased—but again, by not nearly as much.
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Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). An estimated 3 to 5 percent of school-age kids—one or two students per classroom—are now diagnosed with ADD (or its “hyperactive” variant, ADHD). Experts think the ADD/ADHD affliction rates have risen sharply over the past two decades, but no one knows how much, since the diagnosis is based on subjective factors. Ritalin (alias methylphenidate, a mild stimulant related to cocaine) has shown some success in treating these disorders. Since 1990, Ritalin prescriptions have risen eightfold, and some 3 million Millennial kids—roughly 80 percent of them boys—are believed to take the drug regularly. In the late ‘90s, doctors began prescribing stimulant therapy for ADHD at younger ages—at age 5 or 6 rather than at age 7 or 8. “As we hurry kids along and put more expectations on them, they’re going to display more symptoms of ADHD and I think there’s a tendency to start treating them younger,” says Mark A. Stein of the Children’s National Medical Center in Washington, D.C



Social conformity and mental health are becoming the same terms. The person with a different perspective is seen as a candidate for medication.

—father who refused teacher suggestions that his 7-year-old daughter be medicated for ADHD




Many of these [ADD] cases probably wouldn’t even come about in a classroom that was thoughtfully designed for typical boys’ temperaments… one in which the teacher understood that so much of boys’ outward agitation and rowdiness is often just masked emotional pain.

—William Pollack, Real Boys





There is no ironclad explanation for the rising incidence of any of these three child afflictions. Yet one common Millennial thread ties them together: All have been directly and credibly linked to the more structured, regimented, and indoor lifestyle of today’s children and teens—a lifestyle that results in less free play at recess, less unsupervised exercise, and less unorganized outdoor activity.



About 1,000 protesters, dressed in black and many carrying black balloons, picketed a convention of psychiatrists Saturday to demand they stop prescribing mind-altering medications to young people, [chanting] “Don’t drug our kids…. Just leave our kids alone”

—Associated Press





The link is easiest to recognize for obesity, since a more controlled lifestyle that lowers the metabolic rate is likely to be followed by weight gain. The link for ADHD has been hypothesized by many doctors—and can be intuited by any parent who has noticed how serene many unmed-icated kids (boys, especially) can become after a long day of vigorous activity. As for asthma, weight gain has long been known to trigger symptoms. Beyond weight, experts are focusing on two other possible triggers. The first is too much youth contact with indoor pollutants—perhaps created by today’s sealed, energy-efficient homes. The other is too little contact with germs which, combined with comprehensive immunizations and frequent use of antibiotics, does not allow the young person’s immune system to mature normally.

Today’s preferred response to any threat to children nowadays— prophylaxis, enclosure, rules, inactivity, and composure (chemically induced, if necessary)—may on balance be helpful to kids, but with the side effect of exacerbating these high-profile maladies.

One circumstance is shared by every Millennial affliction. Once discovered, a child problem soon becomes a public priority. To guard against drug overprescription, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration recently set child-dose limits for every drug. To deal with asthma, the federal government recently established children’s health centers at eight universities. Automakers now must give airbags “off” switches. Even backpack solutions are being studied. Across the board, all levels of government are becoming more activist and effectual in protecting Millennial children.

On health and safety issues, Millennials have emerged as generational public property to an extent far beyond any other living generation at like age, with the significant exception of the G.I.s. Today’s 80- and 90-year-olds spent a lifetime watching their major needs—from child-era nutrition to Depression-era jobs to postwar housing to old-age health— become nationalized, largely at the expense of other generations. The same agenda-setting public preoccupation that riveted on the G.I. (elder) age brackets in the 1960s and ‘70s has clamped on to Millennial (child) brackets in the 1980s and ‘90s.

New Millennial health and safety priorities seldom produce much partisan wrangling—mainly because every time the debate first stirs, those who wish to short-shrift children invariably end up losing. Culture-wars arguments persist, but for Millennials, both sides’ agendas join in a cocoon of protection. One side defines child needs as a civic issue requiring bigger public services, while the other side defines them as a moral issue requiring firmer rules to motivate better private behavior. To which most Americans say: You’re both right. So, through the ‘90s, both pro-child agendas, liberal and conservative, were put in place. Through the Millennial-child era, government has offered carrots to kids and sticks to parents, again and again—exactly what government so plainly did not do during the Gen Xer child years.

Through the ‘80s and ‘90s, as American parents bore and raised these special children, they hoped that other Americans—from neighbors to leaders—would give top priority to the physical well being of these kids. These neighbors and leaders have not let them down. The result is the largest, healthiest, most cared-for youth generation in living memory.



Parenthood having become the new religion of the aging yuppie class, for a new parent to acknowledge unhappiness or dissatisfaction of any kind is blasphemy.

—Michael Kimmelman, The New York Times Magazine






CHAPTER FIVE
KINDERPOLITICS (political economy)


Sometimes when I’m sad, I sit and watch the power station.

—TAMMY, in Election



[image: ]n anti-child spirit is loose in the land,” Sylvia Ann Hewlett wrote in When the Bough Breaks, published (in 1991) just as the oldest Millen-nials were turning nine. “True, some children continue to be raised in supportive communities by thoughtful, attentive parents, but the larger fact is that the whole drift of our society, our government policies, and our private adult choices is toward blighting our youngsters and stunting their potential.”

Even when she wrote it, Hewlett’s message was becoming so widely believed that it served less to inform readers about a problem they didn’t know than to motivate them to do something about it.



Save the Next Generation!

—editorial, Los Angeles Times, after the 1991 Rodney King riots




This child does not need drug education. That child needs protection, that child needs order, and that child needs love.

—William Bennett, on a crack-house child (1990)




It takes a village to raise a child.

—Hillary Clinton





Americans understood that they were living in a newly individualistic era, and they liked the openness, affluence, and lifestyle freedom it seemed to bring into their lives. Yet poll after poll showed that they also worried about America’s weakening sense of national cohesion and looked with special alarm at how unmet community needs were endangering the livesof their children. Already in the ‘80s, they were mobilizing public leaders (especially at the local level) to pay more attention to small children. By the mid-’90s, as first-wave Millennials grew older and as Hewlett’s message became mainstream, one major newsweekly invented a new word— kinderpolitics—to describe the growing voter determination to translate America’s fears about kids into aggressive public policies that would protect their health, stop their crime, improve their learning, filter their media, and perhaps, over time, shape them into positive examples of civic virtue.



What our children need above all is to be redeemed.

—William Raspberry





The Millennials’ first perception of the public world and the adults who run it has thus been dominated by two basic elements: first, by a confident individualism, which kids see reflected both in rising personal optimism and in a booming free-market economy; and second, by a disturbing social fragmentation, which kids see reflected in the vast distance now separating persons and families—by income, race, language, and lifestyle. Meanwhile, adult efforts to resolve this challenge by retooling America’s political economy toward youth have issued in a third perceptual element: The Millennials’ dawning awareness that they have been earmarked to supply the sense of community their parents cannot.

What the Millennials have noticed, upon first glimpse of the adult world in the ‘90s, has been entirely unlike Boomers’ first glimpse in the ‘50s. Boomers also grew up in an era of rising affluence—but that affluence was widely regarded as institutionally planned in an era of growing income equality, a strengthening middle class, and serious worries about too much conformism. Boomer kids were not supposed to furnish answers to civic institutions in disarray; instead, they were supposed to raise questions for civic institutions that had grown monumental.

These Millennial impressions bear even less resemblance to those of child Gen Xers in the ‘70s. Back then, the individual was at war with the establishment. Polls showed Americans hugely discontented with their personal lives and with the various unwanted burdens placed upon them by family and society. The economy churned, sputtered, stagflated, and disappointed just about everyone. Young Xers got the message: They weren’t here to furnish questions or answers, but simply to stay out of the way and focus on the immediate and practical.

The era of the Millennial child dawned when individualism had triumphedand when the new economy was releasing a hundred million income-earning free agents, prompting Apple ads to declare on nationwide TV that “1984 Won’t Be Like 1984”—an Orwellian prediction Millennial never knew about until well after it was repudiated. Suddenly America witnessed the emergence of a brash new breed of 30- to 40ish Boomer—the workaholic, market-oriented, antitax, antibig, high-tech, PC-toting, Dockers-jeaned, Reagan-voting “yuppie” of 1984—and, often, a new dad or mom too. Fifteen years later, one can point to that year, and that Boomer, as heralding a turbocharged economic upswing and a fantastic social unraveling that defines, thus far, the alpha and the omega of the American experience to this rising generation.
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Parents of poor kids are better educated and working more than at any time in the last twenty years.

—Caitlin Johnson, connectforkids. org




If we were a nation of white suburban kids, we’d still have the second highest rate [of child poverty] among western industrialized nations.

—J. Lawrence Aber, National Center for Children and Poverty







When I was a child, a restaurant meal was an occasion. A weekend at a hotel was a fantasy. But these are now routinely within the reach of families with moderate incomes. They are, in fact, looked upon as part of the basic entitlement package.

—George Cantor,Detroit News




These kids are completely sheltered … growing up with lots of money and opportunity, things that Generation X never had until now and never expected to get and probably doesn’t deserve.

—Joe Bexton




This generation of children has been spoiled rotten. The amount of wealth held by today’s American children is absolutely appalling. They expect anever-rising tide and a world of endless consumer choice.

—Dan Conley





Millennia Is and the Long Boom

On August 12,1982, around the time the very oldest Millennial were still crawling on carpets, the national economy was swamped in a bad recession and downwind of a decade of stormy bear markets. That day, the Dow Jones Industrial Average closed at 776.92—lower (in real dollars) than it had closed on any day since 1953. Anyone who hasn’t been living underwater knows what’s happened since then. Over the next fifteen years, the Dow rose to well over 10,000—a ninefold improvement, even after adjusting for inflation and even ignoring the still-faster rise of high-tech companies on the NASDAQ.

So did fate decree that the entire Millennial childhood should coincide, thus far almost perfectly, with the most monumental financial boom in American history. Whether or not they deserve it, anyone has to admit that, as a generation, they are lucky.

Millennials have never, on the whole, witnessed economic trouble. During the Gen-X child era, from 1965 to 1984, the U.S. economy experienced an average of ten weeks of recession per year. During the Millennial child era, since 1985, it has experienced an average of two weeks of recession per year. And those two weeks were all due to a single Gulf War downturn that was so quick and mild that Millennials may fairly be described as the first generation ever to reach age 18 without even a single recollection of an economy-wide bust.

During the Xer child era, the overall trend in the unemployment and inflation rate disappointed the nation by rising. Kids grew up hearing about national leaders getting cashiered for the failure of their economic policies. During the Millennial child era, the overall trend in the unemployment and inflation rate has delighted the nation by falling—to levels unseen since the early 1960s. Kids now grow up hearing about voters who want to deify the Fed chairman.

A major force behind the Long Boom has been a gradual rise in the personal satisfaction adults derive from their work—in part, perhaps, because they now feel freer about when, how, and where they work. This has fueled a dramatic rise in dual family incomes and longer average workweeks—especially among women. Seven of every ten mothers with children under age 18 are now in the labor force, up from six in ten in 1985 and four in ten in 1970. This trend has been augmented by the surge in women’s education, giving Millennials kids the best-educated moms in U.S. history. Kids today can watch their (and their friends’) moms ascend to positions of influence and power that would have been unimaginable to most previous generations. When Boomers were children, working wives rarely outearned husbands. When the first Millennials were born, one in six did. Today, nearly one in four does.

By 1997, the share of children with no resident parent in the labor force declined to the lowest figure ever recorded (9 percent). For single-mother families, many spurred by a new welfare law, this share fell to 28 percent from 39 percent in 1985. Back in the early ‘80s, Americans looked with pity at the grindstone workweek of the typical Japanese worker. In 1999, the International Labor Organization reported that Americans now lead the world—including Japan—in hours worked per capita.



Give me the strength to change the things I can, the grace to accept the things I cannot, and a great big bag of money.

—13-year-old, warped.com




Many teens today believe money can buy friends.

—Neena Marupudi, high school student




We have what’s called the Beverly Hills clique; they all have Lexuses.

—Elainia, 17




I think happiness stems a lot from comfort, and you can’t really be comfortable without lots of money. So as superficial as it sounds, I think we’ve been forced to group money and happiness together.

—Josh, 17





Unlike young Gen Xers, young Millennials see workaholism as a pervasive condition of the adult world. On the positive side, this has delivered a bushel of dollars to their doorsteps. During the Xer child era, productivity and family wages went from robust growth (through Nixon) to no growth (through Carter). During the Millennial era, that pattern was exactly reversed. The American economy has steadily sped up—from no growth or fitful growth in the ‘80s to a long and breathtaking acceleration in the ‘90s. From 1981 until 1994, the median income of families with children showed little gain. Since then, average family incomes have surged by about 10 percent, reaching $45,000 overall and $54,000 for married couples.
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The abundance of prosperity leads to bitter competition in everything. Everyone is vulnerable.

—Rusty Fein, 17




Our society has become so superficial, so obsessed with money and success, that we are forgetting what really matters—family, real friends, and good old-fashioned values.

—Emily Tavoulareas, 17





Meanwhile, America witnessed a surprising turnaround in the share of kids experiencing real destitution. The poverty rate for children rose through much of the Xer childhood era, peaked in the early ‘80s just when the first Millennials arrived, and has been trending downward ever since. The total decline—from 22 percent in 1983 to 18 percent in 1998— is not large, but becomes a lot more impressive when you look separately at each racial or ethnic group. Since 1983, the poverty rate for non-Latino white kids has fallen from 14 to 10 percent; for black kids, from 47 to 36 percent; and for Latino kids from 40 to 34 percent. White and Latino kids are now at their lowest poverty rate since the late ‘70s—and, since 1996, black kids have been at their lowest poverty rate ever.

That’s just the official poverty rate, which measures only pretax cash income. When you apply the Census Bureau’s newer measure of “total-income” poverty, which accounts for taxes and in-kind income like food stamps and Medicaid, the decline is even more impressive. For African-American families with children, this poverty rate has been cut in half since 1983. The trend both confirms and helps explain the economic and civic revival seen in many black urban communities through the ‘90s.

Of course, not everything about the “new” economy is rosy for the Millennials. Many kids fervently wish their parents weren’t so stressed out by work. Despite all the hype about higher productivity, the fact remains that the lion’s share of family income growth in the late ‘90s was directly paid for by longer hours. Many kids also feel firsthand their parents’ anxiety about the faster pace of competitive change. They sense the fears about downsizing and outsourcing, along with the allure of moving ahead (or the dread of falling behind) in an era of raging economic mobility.

Whatever the reason—whether to assuage their anxieties or fulfill their callings or to buy a million-dollar home with an indoor gym— Boomer and Xer parents put on a tremendous display of the work ethic for their Millennial children. And like all parental displays, it will likely be interpreted by Millennials as both a gift and a warning. The old adage “behind every hurried child is a hurried parent” applies in full to these kids of the soaring Dow.

Millennials and Social Fragmentation

Any generation that comes of age wanting to tear down, smash, and break up the “establishment” probably grew up at a time when society’s political and economic institutions were powerful enough to feel intimidating and unifying enough to feel dictatorial.

That’s how many Boomers recollect the giant new edifices of their childhood—Marshall Plan and NATO, Social Security and AFL-CIO, Interstates and Apollo missions, Selective Service and CIA, loyalty oaths and schools painted in army-surplus green, the “new industrial state” and the “military-industrial complex.” These and more reflected a vision of America forged during the New Deal and World II, just before the Boomers came along. Adults trusted institutions and built them in a giant square geometry that in turn seemed to impose its squarishness back on the adults. That was a time when most Americans believed that together as a nation they were more than the sum of their parts.

Come the 1990s, the public world from a child’s perspective had entirely changed shape. America was no longer run by midlife world-war veterans; instead, it was run by midlife values-war veterans. During the Boomer childhood, confidence in the efficacy of government rose over the duration of their childhood, culminating in the “Great Society” Congress of 1964-65. During the Millennial childhood, politics has become increasingly irrelevant. “The era of big government is over,” proclaimed a Democratic president in a year of legislative “train wrecks” and “national health” fiascos—at the midpoint of one of the least consequential decades in American political history.



The village mentality run wild…. Big Brother’s intervention as we have never seen it before…. Americans have never experienced such an intrusion in their family lives.

—Henry Hyde, describing an Alabama program that provides fifty social worker visits per year to “at risk” families





If today’s adults don’t care as much about big unifying national things, what do they care about? The politics of meaning. Personal root-edness. Inner values. Spiritual energy. Empathic gestures. Not top-down, but bottom-up. Not centralized A-frame organizations, but M-frame networks. Not commands, but requests. Not shame, but guilt. Not the economics of poverty, but the culture of discontent. Not us, but me. Circa 2000, most Americans believe that as a nation they are less than the sum of their parts.



If students dressed alike or conformed to standards of dress they would become more productive, disciplined, law-abiding citizens.

—editorial, The Washington Post (1988)





Gen Xers recall, as kids, the upheaval that gripped America when the establishment was toppled. They witnessed the triumph of individualism over community and of markets over government. But by the time Mil-lennials came along, the new values regime was fully in place. They have no more recollection of Woodstock, Watergate, or Jimmy Carter than Boomers do of the New Deal, Pearl Harbor, or Franklin Roosevelt.

Given the Millennials’ location in history, the theme of lockstep institutional repression, a theme that so disturbed young Boomers, finds little resonance in the new youth mind-set. The public trend that is making a deeper impression on today’s youth is quite the opposite—the ongoing fragmentation of American life.

Here’s what Millennials see, in the adult world:

They see lifestyle fragmentation. They cannot recall an era of two political parties, three TV networks, and four major sports leagues—an era in which the “average” person’s beliefs or lifestyle might usefully be described. For them, politicians are squabblers; media audiences are segmented into an infinitude of special-interest magazines, cable stations, and web sites; and pro sports are less about teams than stars. As for opinions and fashions, the only ones worth noticing belong to self-authenticating “niche groups,” each focusing zealously on a sex, race, religion, ideology, occupation, or hobby—and occasionally (as with the Branch Davidians, Heaven’s Gate, or the Michigan Militia) breaking out in maniacal midlife fury.

They see geographic fragmentation. In the middle ‘80s, what Joel Gar-reau calls “Edge Cities” began springing up around new work and shopping areas. By the late ‘90s, these exurbs became their own source of unzoned sprawl and strip-mall ugliness. Fights often brewed between younger parents who wanted sidewalks (often Gen Xers who worried about the safety of their small kids) and older parents who preferred the unkempt gravel look (often Boomers whose kids were grown up or had cars).

They see racial and ethnic fragmentation. In 1984, Jesse Jackson launched the Rainbow Coalition, declaring America to be “a quilt of many patches, many pieces, many colors, various textures.” Today, after endless national debates over ethnic pride, hate crimes, nullification juries, affirmative action, and balanced textbooks, multiculturalism has entirely displaced assimilation as a national goal.

Millennials are noticing less mixing in the schools, because that’s exactly what’s happening: The decades-long trend toward integration in public schools has begun to reverse. The Harvard Civil Rights Project now reports that the share of black students attending majority-white public schools reached its all-time apogee (of 44 percent) in 1988, the same year the first Millennials entered first grade. By 1996, it had fallen back to 35 percent, where it had been in the early 1970s. The decline has occurred in virtually every region—and for Latinos as well as African Americans. Some of it is due to self-selecting geographic mobility. But with cities across the country phasing out their desegregation plans— most recently, Buffalo, Nashville, Mobile, Minneapolis, and Seattle— much of it is due to declining enthusiasm for school integration. With the passing of the G.I. Generation, the idea of bringing the country together racially has lost much of its appeal.
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In the 1980s, there was a sense that adult need for self-actualization trumped children’s needs. Now, I think the cultural value of parental altruism, of sacrificing for kids, may be returning.

—T. Berry Brazelton (1991)




I think there is something profound going on, a backlash to the thinking in the ‘70s and ‘80s that families could evolve away from basic values and exist without those foundations. It doesn’t work.

—Linda and Richard Eyre, Teaching Your Children Values (1991)







[I]n the past few years, a rally-’round-marriage movement has begun to stir among psychologists who worry about the impact of divorce on children, legal scholars who argue that a children-first policy should be written into divorce law, and marriage counselors who have come to believe that divorce is a cure worse than the disease.

—Anna Beth Benningfield, American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy (1991)





Most important, Millennials see income fragmentation. When the first of them were born, only a few of their parents had yet noticed this trend. In 1984, with Mario Cuomo’s “Two Societies” speech and Charles Murray’s book Losing Ground, the public at large first became acquainted with the growing gap between rich and poor. By century’s end, after rising sharply in the (Reagan) mid-’80s and again in the (Clinton) mid-’90s, the gap had grown dramatically.

While the share of children living in absolute poverty has declined, the gap between those living in struggling families and those living in prospering families has widened. Since 1982, the average real income of the lower two-fifths of all families climbed by only 8 percent (to $20,000 in 1997), but the average for the top one-fifth climbed by 38 percent (to $134,000) and for the top one-twentieth by 70 percent (to $235,000). For all families with children, the income ratio between the poorest and richest has nearly doubled over the last twenty years. So where Boomers discovered the “yuppie” on the edge of midlife, and Gen Xers stepped into the 90210 world coming of age, Millennials have opened their eyes as children to see this trend already in place.

In their education, the growing share of Millennials in private or “home” schools no longer know what a randomly chosen fellow citizen looks like. Those going to public school can often see up close what Jonathan Kozol calls the “savage inequalities” between rich and poor school districts—sometimes due to heavily organized parental spending designed to end-run judicially imposed state equalization formulas. In Chicago, Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow-PUSH Coalition persuaded two classrooms to trade places for a day. The inner-city kids, from a school that annually spends $5,000 per student, visited a plush suburban school that had three new gymnasiums, two Olympic-size pools, and elegantly appointed chemistry and computer labs, thereby learning what $15,000 per student can buy.

In their neighborhoods, many Millennials number among the 9 million people living in what Mary Gail Snyder calls “Fortress America”— gated luxury neighborhoods full of enormous houses purchased by dual-income parents who might not have time to enjoy them, let alone clean them. Gated residents don’t have to worry about unwelcome passersby, including schoolchildren from less affluent families. Silver Oak Elementary School near San Jose, California, has two entrances where parents can drop off their kids: one in the front for the general public, the other for kids in the exclusive gated Silver Creek Country Club community that sits right behind the school, with its 1,500 $2-million homes, all surrounded by a stylish green fence and guarded gates.
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Autos are another income classifier, distinguishing some older kids who have pricey new ones from classmates whose families don’t make that much all year. Among younger kids, lines are drawn between those whose moms crowd into elementary schools with their truck-sized SUVs and those who still arrive via the slow yellow bus.

What about toys? Parents are resigning themselves to a hard fact of life: There is no collector Beanie Baby so expensive or Pokémon hardware so obscure that some parents won’t want to buy it and some kids won’t want to flaunt it.

Or the vacations. Gone are the funky old summers at Camp Granada. Many packagers now offer weeks with private chefs preparing gourmet foods, Humvee racing in the Mojave Desert, major leaguers teaching how to throw a curve ball, theme parks that let kids swim with dolphins for $179 a day, or Sail Caribbean cruises on fifty-foot yachts for kids wanting to study marine biology.

Yes, there are a whole lot of really rich kids these days. And there are still plenty of poor ones. The gap between the two groups is glaring. What’s behind it?



After a 19-month string of school shootings, an invisible undercurrent in the workplace—parents’ anxiety about their teenagers—has exploded into high visibility. A collective impulse to embrace adolescents and find new ways to keep them safe swept like a seiche this week through offices and factories.

—Sue Shellenbarger, The Wall Street Journal After Columbine





The first place to look is the changing American economy. The rise of knowledge-intensive innovation and the quickening of immigration and global trade has widened the market-determined spread between high and low wages. Over the Millennial childhood, workers with high educational credentials have received a growing wage premium. At the low end, immigrants are swamping the supply of unskilled labor.



That’s fine that they apologized and stopped sending the magazines, but that’s not enough.

—Charles Barefield, who filed suit against Penthouse magazine, which had sent a subscription letter to his 13-year-old son




If I tried to use [the V-chip] with my son, he’d laugh at me. If I can’t figure out how to program a VCR, what am I going to do with a V-chip TV? I’dhave to ask him to program the shows so he can’t watch them. Does thatmake any sense?

—Kelly Marcus




Just because they’re stupid doesn’t mean they’re not dangerous.

—Katherine Kinnick, whose complaints caused wrestling toys to be pulled from Wal-Mart shelves.




It helps just to have something else to look at.

—Tammy Katzeff, web-porn researcher for Cyber Patrol, describing the Happy Meal toys she keeps on her desk




I want my kids to be very protected, and innocent, and if we have to break the Internet to do it, then I am ready.

—Joe Bexton





Then consider family structure, which unquestionably trumps the economic impact of race alone. Among all families with children, black families get only 52 percent as much income as white families. But among two-parent families, black kids are raised with 84 percent as much income. These days, in other words, what matters most is whether a family has one or two parents. In both black and white families, single parents earn only about 30 percent of what two-parent families make. The Millennial black-white disparity is mostly due to the lower share of black kids growing up in two-parent families (two in five) than white kids (three in four).

For Latino families, recent immigration also plays a major role and explains why they have roughly the same average income as black families though they are much more likely to be intact. Many Latino Millenni -als are growing up in the poorest two-parent families in America, a circumstance more easily borne by parents (who recall their family origins) than by their children (whom parents try to shield from demoralizing comparisons with their native-born peers).

Family structure not only works to push down the bottom of the income distribution, but to pull up the top. The reason: married women in the workforce. Even when Mom is living with Dad, she’s still pulling in big extra bucks. Over the Millennial child era, moreover, her rising educational credentials have enhanced her earning power. That’s not all. If she’s a high earner, she’s increasingly likely to have stayed married—and (say some social scientists) to have married a high-earning dad in the first place. In 1998, among married-couple families, the median income for those in which the wife worked full-time was $68,000, versus $42,000 when the wife didn’t work at all. That’s a big gap, and it’s been growing. Since 1981, the former figure has risen by 9 percent in real dollars, while the latter figure has declined by 7 percent.

The growing American diversity in family wealth has also added to the wedge between rich and poor kids. The fantastic rise in the Dow has widened the gap between families who had the assets or incomes to buy into the market early (especially Boomers) and those who didn’t (especially Xers). Intergenerational dependency within the family is also more unequal than ever. Some Millennial have rich grandparents who cushion their families with huge gifts and bequests, while others have needy ones who require time and money from busy parents.

When you apply all these economic forces together, you can see that the “tale of two Millennial cities” is largely a contrast between two sets of kids: those with two-income Boomer parents—with highly educated soccer moms, bursting stock portfolios, and gift-giving grandparents— and those with one-income Gen-X parents, many of them never-married black moms or recent Latino immigrants.

One intriguing generational aspect of the Millennial child era has been first the tolerance, then the defense, and eventually the exuberant celebration of a new “overclass” of midlife Boomers who long ago once accused their own G.I. parents of materialism. Looking back, the G.I.s’ boxy cars (often condemned by Boomer radicals as “obscenely big”) were no match for the SUVs owned by millions of Boomers today, and G.I. materialism pales against Boomer-owned houses that contain 50 percent more stuff (in tonnage) than their parents’ houses did. In retrospect, young Boomers did not reveal a dislike for affluence per se—but rather for the conformist and security-enhancing purposes to which they saw it put during their childhood.

This has made many Boomers oddly indifferent to the growing national prosperity of the ‘90s as well as to the lopsidedness of its distribution. To them, money is about individualism and values expression— not about the collective security, well-being, or cohesion of the society at large.



From statehouses to corporate boardrooms to Congress, a movement is building for greater spending on programs targeted for poor young children—but often at the expense of reduced welfare assistance for their parents and other poor adults.

—David Broder and Paul Tyler,The Washington Post (1991)




What this country needs is a G.I. Bill for Kids.

—U.S. Education Secretary Lamar Alexander (1992)




Children’s issues moved ahead of such prominent issues as Medicare and Social Security in the public’s ranking of issue priorities, suggesting the possible emergence of a new “third rail” of American politics.

—Coalition for America’s Children (1997)





At the same time, many Boomers are plenty worried about how the absence of community may endanger their kids. They don’t like to see a generation growing up without any sense of belonging to a larger social whole, with the larger sense of purpose that entails. Boomers don’t want their own children to follow in the path of Gen X, whom they regard as a civic lost cause. At the same time, manyXer parents regret their own participation in the institution-bashing cynicism they feel originated with Boomers. And however fretful they may be about their own kids, many parents in both generations are indignant about what’s happening to other people’s kids. By degrees, the entire adult community is coming to understand that there is only one way to resolve the contradiction between their own preferences and the needs of their kids. They have agreed that the rising generation—not themselves—must develop a closer connection to the national community and to the institutions embodying it.



Are We Doing Enough to Protect Our Children?

—headline, Parade




The U.S. government tracked down 2.8 million delinquent child-support payers in the 1999 fiscal year, versus 1.2 million the year before.

—U.S. Department of Health and Human Services





Millennia Is and Kinderpolitics

“My name is Joan, and I am my kid’s mom,” announces the typical caller to Laura Schlessinger’s top-rated national radio show. By such new habits of expression, parents are transforming their Millennial kids into the defining focal point for a new concept of public space, a new sense of community, a new civic purpose.

Far more than during the Gen-X child era, today’s adults define themselves in terms of their children. In many neighborhoods, Boomer and Gen-X parents have little to do with one another until they interact through their kids (“Oh, you’re Jordan’s dad. You must be Kaitlyn’s mom”)—after which they develop long-term friendships. This child-derived social infrastructure was much weaker, and less needed, among the Boomers’ own G.I. parents, who maintained a strong peer community apart from their kids. Back then, G.I.s kept their doors unlocked for one another, but later learned to lock them against one another’s kids. Boomers learned early to lock their doors (and install security systems) against their like-aged neighbors—but have lately begun to unlock them for their neighbors’ kids.

One way parents have also begun to unlock doors to one another’s children is through government. While adults have become iconoclastic, free-agent individuals, diminishing any sense of community among themselves, at times joyously so, they have demanded that a stronger community life be wrapped around their kids. Lately, two parallel governments have been at work. One—the part that affects nearly every domestic issue not involving children—has reached a state of chronic paralysis and deadlock. The other—the part that affects children—keeps pushing its agenda through the Congress, across the president’s desk, into the lawbooks, and out to the hinterlands with piles of federal cash.

Through the Gen-X childhood era, federal deficits rose from small to vast. Through the Millennial era, the deficits have fallen back to zero and then below zero. Leaders refrain from touching the uncommitted surpluses (for fear kids might need it), while Boomer and Xer parents routinely remind one another that Social Security will ultimately get the axe (to save kids from getting hit by new taxes). Before Millennials arrived, the typical debate over welfare reform focused on saving money and punishing bad parents. The debate preceding the sweeping Welfare Reform Act of 1996 was, by contrast, all about saving children and helping good parents. The 1990s became the first decade since the 1920s in which federal spending on kids rose faster than spending on working-age adults or elders. Through the first half of the 1990s, real federal spending per child jumped by 37 percent, more than twice the rate for the elderly. The growth in welfare and food stamps slowed, but all the other child initiatives (expanded Head Start, KidCare, and the like) more than made up the difference. When superimposed on the spreading income gap between families, expansions in the eligibility of poor kids to government benefits have led to a vast number of child beneficiaries. By the late 1990s, it was estimated that in fully one-third of all pregnancies and child births, at least part of the medical cost was paid for by federal-state Medicaid programs.
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There is no constitutional or unconstitutional when it comes to our children.

—Maureen Kanka, whose 7-year-old daughter Megan was killed by a sex offender living across the street




If you dare to prey on our children, the law will follow you wherever you go—state to state, town to town.

—President Clinton, signing Megan’s Law




Hey you. Anything happens to my daughter, Yve got a.45 and a shovel. I doubt anyone would miss you.

—Mel, to his daughter’s date, in Clueless




Laws Named After Victimized Millennials:

Megan s Law—Megan Kanka, 7

Joans Law—Joan D’Alessandro, 9

Amber’s Law—Amber Hagerman, 9

Jimmy Ryce Law—Jimmy Ryce, 9







Unless something is done soon, some of today’s newborns will become tomorrow’s superpredators—merciless criminals capable of committing the most vicious of acts for the most trivial of reasons.

—Bob Dole (1996)




When educators gather this week in New Orleans for a national conference on teaching young children, Mother Goose rhymes will make room for lessons in anger management, aggression prevention, self-regulation, and emotion control.

—Doreen Carvajal,The New York Times




I just think at this point that a play produced by a high school is a public statement.

—AlecLiem, Florida high school principal who canceled student plans to put on Woody Allen’s comedy Don’t Drink the Water, with gags about a revolver and a bomb




Is Pokémon Evil?

—headline, Time




Banning the cards on school grounds is now more the rule than the exception. Principals and teachers say the cards are an intolerable nuisance.

—Time





At the ballot box, meanwhile, kids’ issues have ascended above all other voter priorities. One reason state and local leaders have risen in esteem relative to national leaders is their greater contact with children’s issues, especially education and adolescent crime. At every level of government, election campaigns have bristled with proposals for child-oriented laws and spending programs—curfews, after-school programs, V-chips, day-care subsidies, parental leave, aggressive antiabuse campaigns, fierce antial-cohol and antidrug initiatives, tougher penalties for crimes committed by or upon children, and a vast array of plans for “fixing” public schools. Back in the Gen-X child era, politicians seldom thought about fiscal “family values,” or proposed new big-ticket child-health initiatives, or demanded tougher laws against child victimizers, or demanded greater regulation of child safety. Now, in the Millennial child era, they do.

Most of these Millennial programs and dollars can be placed under one rubric: safety. And safety has two objectives: protection against physical (outer-world) dangers and moral (inner-world) dangers. These days, practically every federal agency is working on at least one of them:


	» The Consumer Product Safety Commission is focusing on the protection of babies and children—from everything from cribs to vinyl miniblinds—with such pervasive zeal that some are calling it the “Child” Product Safety Commission.


	» The Department of Labor has boosted the enforcement of child labor laws, especially in immigrant sweatshops. It also oversees the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, which allows millions of Americans to take up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave, without losing their jobs, to care for a newborn or adopted child. Lately, the Labor Secretary has proposed going further and allowing states to use Unemployment Insurance funds to support parental leave.


	» The National Transportation Safety Board is exploring whether to require child seats to be available in trucks, buses, and planes.


	» The National Highway Transportation Safety Administration has regulated dashboard air bags and is now inquiring into side-impact air bags, to make sure they don’t hurt kids.


	» The Environmental Protection Agency has made children a new priority in the regulation of pesticides, such as chlor -pyrifos, that have side effects harmful to children.


	» The Treasury Department’s Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms has a national demonstration project, Mosaic 2000, through which twenty-five schools will try to use personality tests to identify children who might commit violent acts.


	» The Department of Justice has agents lurking on the web, cracking down on child-porn collectors and abusers. In 1998, federal agents conducted the biggest internet porn sting in history, with the arrest of sixty alleged members of the Wonderland Club in the United States and thirteen other countries.


	» The Federal Trade Commission has issued its first Internet regulations—expressly targeting the web abuse of kids’ privacy.


	» The Office of Personnel Management has established an Inter-agency Family Friendly Workplace Working Group so that all parts of the federal workforce can share best-practice policy regarding Millennial kids.






I’m kinda glad that there are people like the police who probe juveniles who are out late at night roaming the streets. We have no right whatsoever to be out past the established curfew.

—Chris Thomas, 16




I think curfews can prevent crime because, if the kids stay out after dark, there are more chances of being murdered or raped.

—Amber, 12




I am a middle-aged liberal who has been on the left-wing side of every social issue for the past three-and-a-half decades. So why am I supporting the teen curfew?

—Elizabeth Siegel,The Washington Post





Of course, what the federal government does to help children doesn’t matter nearly as much as what states and cities do with police and social workers. Through the 1990s, local authorities were busy on all fronts. In the weeks following Columbine, state legislatures passed a flurry of statutes regulating teenage behavior—barring them from playing video poker, state lotteries, operating boats without a license, or getting married without a judge’s permission, and more.



While biking through a poor part of St. Paul a while back, I saw what I consider a perfect symbol of Boomer attitudes toward Millennials. A kid of about 10 or so passed me, biking down the middle of the street, wearing a helmet… but no shoes.

—Ben Weiss




After the strangulation death of a 3-year-old Pennsylvania boy, the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission warns that children should not wear bike helmets when playing on playground equipment…. CPSC Chairman Ann Brown said, “Children should always wear a helmet while riding their bikes. Helmet use can reduce the risk of head injury by up to 85 percent in the event of a crash. But when a child gets off the bike, take off the helmet”

—CPSC press release
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Curfews have emerged as a major urban teen-protection tool. Since 1993, when the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a Dallas curfew law, American mayors have rushed to follow suit. Nearly three hundred cities now have youth curfew laws, which typically restrict teens to their homes from 10 or 11 P.M. to sunrise. Curfew enforcement is often strict but seldom severe. It allows enforcement discretion. And it is popular with most urban officials. According to a recent survey by the U.S. Conference of Mayors, 90 percent of urban officials consider curfews a useful gang-fighting tool, and more than 80 percent feel they make streets safer. The biggest impact of curfew laws has been in identifying troubled kids and delivering them to social service agencies to deal with their real problems. Lately, shopping malls have enforced their own private curfews, banning unescorted teens at night and sometimes even on weekends.

New crimes have been defined. States have been especially busy criminalizing behavior that might harm Millennials, empowering police to apply a greatly expanded list of petty and felony offenses. Back in the 1980s, judges began locking up drug-addicted pregnant women to keep them from harming their fetuses. That launched a new trend of get-tough-on-parents laws. In Oregon, it’s now a felony for parents to hit spouses in front of kids.

Workplaces and stores have become child-friendlier. Now that Boomer CEOs are taking over businesses, child-friendly workplaces are the new fad—something they seldom were during the Gen Xer child era, when Silent CEOs were in charge. Companies have more in-house day care, sometimes even in-house schools. Parents have to apologize less for taking time off due to a family emergency. For travelers, shoppers, and diners, child seats await in restaurants, child videos on planes and cruise ships, play areas in malls, changing tables in restrooms (sometimes a third “family” bathroom in addition to “men” and “women”), reserved parking for pregnant women or moms with small children, and huge indoor playgrounds (Planet Play, Chuck E Cheese).

Motor vehicles, always a child safety issue, have now become a bigger one. Back in the late ‘70s, when Gen Xers were kids, only three car riders in ten wore seat belts, no cars had air bags, and “regulatory reform” meant getting rid of safety standards. By the late ‘90s, with Millennial, seven riders in ten were belted, air bags were standard equipment, and safety crusaders clearly had the upper hand. After proposing a nationwide network for correctly installing small-child safety seats, federal regulators prodded industry to improve safety seats for the “forgotten children” ages 5 to 15. School buses have also emerged as a concern, with 35 deaths and roughly 10,000 injuries per year, mostly from lack of seat belts—which NHTSA favors installing at $2,000 per bus. Thanks to regulations, many school buses will also soon be equipped with fancy new mirrors, safety arms that stop oncoming traffic, and sensor alarms aimed at drivers’ blind spots.

Motor vehicles are also dangerous to teens who drive. More teens own cars than ever before, often purchased entirely at their parents’ expense. Even those who don’t own cars are often in them, either with friends or (increasingly) in taxis that take groups of kids to shopping malls or other common locations. Although auto accidents and deaths are trending downward, the improvement isn’t coming fast enough for many public officials who advocate stricter, more paternal rules for teen drivers. In twenty-three states, “graduated licenses” are limiting teens’ nighttime driving, restricting their number of passengers, and requiring parents to attend initiation classes.



The national labs are charged with issues of national security. I’m a parent. I think school safety is national security.

—Mary Green, Sandia National Laboratory, whose engineers are developing new school safety technology




I never thought at any point in my career I would recommend electronic cameras in schools.

—Paul Vance, school superintendent





Bicycling has changed, marking a big contrast between the freer Boomer childhood and the more protected Millennial childhood. Back then, bicycles were simpler, no one wore helmets, and kids biked a lot— to school, on errands, in races, just for fun. Times have changed. From 1975 to 1995, in the 5-to 15-year-old age bracket, there has been a 60 percent decline in bicycling. Urban sprawl is partly to blame, along with greater access of car transport, parental fears of accidents and kidnappings, and simply a lack of free time. But when they do bike, they have much finer equipment—and wear helmets.



Anything that could get [pedophiles] excited is detrimental, irresponsible and reckless.

—Donald Wildmon, American Family Association, who demanded that Calvin Klein remove an underwear ad for preteens




Ten years ago, a harmless play of “doctor” was considered quite normal. But today, the prosecutors label ita crime of violence.

—Blick (Swiss newspaper), commenting on the arrest and detention of a 10-year-old Swiss boy in Evergreen, Colorado, on charges that he molested his 5-year-old sister




I say, shut every damn door you can, so that no child in society gets hurt.

—Claire Mack, member of San Mateo, CA, city council, speaking in favor of requirement to fingerprint any adult who works with children





Air travel is now a child issue. “Stranded?” asks a U.S. News headline. “Going home alone is daunting for kids.” Back in the Gen-X child era, unaccompanied minors were on their own. Now airlines carefully usher kids between connecting flights. Southwest Airlines requires parents to wait at the gate until their kid’s plane actually takes off. Even so, as 7 million kids travel alone each year, often to visit noncustodial parents in distant cities, airlines are reporting a rising number of hysterical calls from parents with stranded kids. For a price, Delta and TWA offer parents the new option of sending a kid home with an airline employee to spend the night.

Schools, especially since Columbine, have been the object of some truly extraordinary police measures. Houston schools have assembled a 177-member police department that is armed, trained in assault tactics, equipped with bulletproof vests and bomb-sniffing dogs, and supported by twenty-four-hour emergency dispatchers. Disrupting class can bring a criminal citation, and refusing to pay school-imposed fines can mean jail time. In Rustin, Louisiana, school officials require students and faculty to wear ID badges with photo, name, and Social Security number. Principals in Loudoun County, Virginia, have asked for a law that would ban wooden staffs from being used as swords in Shakespeare plays. Elsewhere, schools have bolted lockers shut, installed security cameras, and either banned backpacks or required them to be made of transparent material. Some districts are suspending, expelling, even jailing kids for jotting diary notes about guns, writing Halloween assignments about murder, or even jokingly pointing their fingers and saying “bang.”

Lunch hour has become a time of concern to Boomer administrators who may recall how, back when they were teenagers, they demanded and won the right to leave school to get a fast-food burger and fries (then seen as a treat) at some local youth hangout. Now hangouts are deemed bad, and the old closed-campus rules are coming back. “The idea was to keep things simple, with everyone in the building all day, without the potential for distraction,” said Michael Walsh, a Maryland school spokesman defending a new lunch-only-at-school policy. “The idea was to have there be one less car trip, one less kid coming back late to class or not at all, one less opportunity to go off and drink or smoke.”

Before and after school are seen as even riskier times. “It’s 4:00 P.M. DO You Know Where Your Children Are?” screamed a 1998 Newsweek headline. In the Millennial-child era, more parents know exactly where their kids are, every minute of the day. With so many working parents, kids must sometimes be dropped off long before school starts, or linger around the neighborhood until whenever a parent’s workday is over. To address this problem, many communities have crafted new “out of school” programs, either at the schools themselves or at nearby teen centers.

When the Rodney King riots hit Los Angeles back in the Gen-X teen years, not one local high school offered anything after school except sports. Today, most of them do. Colin Powell has called upon American communities to give children “safe places” where they can go after school—a YMCA, a Boys and Girls Club, a church ree room. Clinton’s “midnight basketball” program was ridiculed by Republicans when he suggested it in 1993, but Republican-led Congresses have kept funding such programs, giving $20 million per year to the Boys and Girls Clubs of America. By 1998, said Newsweek, “Among cops, social service types and policymakers, there’s a new awareness that structured activity during out-of-school hours is absolutely critical.” Milwaukee has pioneered adult-supervised “Safe Night” teen parties with four simple rules: no drugs, no alcohol, no weapons, and no arguments.

Sexual harassment is a newly defined problem at school, dating back to the mid-’90s episode when a North Carolina first grader was suspended for kissing a girl classmate. Many schools now ban handholding, the passing of romantic notes, and chasing members of the opposite sex during recess. Litigious parents have become a problem here, but in 1999, the Supreme Court raised the bar by letting child plaintiffs sue only those schools that knowingly tolerate abusive behavior.



Children s privacy became a hot-button issue [in 1998] after a FTC study found that 89% of Web sites aimed at kids collect personal data from them, but only 23% of those sites asked children to seek parental consent.

—The Wall Street Journal




This guy who I was talking to seemed really sweet, so I gave him my info. A couple of days later … he began talking about how he was going to “get me” and described what he was going to do to me (basically all kinds of disgusting things). I felt so vulnerable. He knew where I lived! … Finally, I told AOL administration what was going on. They handled it, and I never heard from the gross guy again.

—Carolyn, 15




All the adults in the media ever seem to talk about is instructions on how to make a nuclear bomb, pornography, and hackers, etc. They don’t see the side we see. They don’t understand what the internet is.

—Lauren, 16




We’re indoors. We’re padded. Parents can feel their child is safe.

—Dick Guggenheimer, Discovery Zone





The internet is giving parents both dreams and nightmares. Six of ten parents say children without web access are at a disadvantage. But eight in ten worry about the sites their children may visit, and two-thirds of parents with school-aged kids and home internet access say they do not allow their kids on line when they are not present. Meanwhile, FBI, Postal Service, and Customs Bureau agents routinely cruise the web, posing as children, tripping up child-porn collectors and would-be abusers. With Millennials in mind, the U.S. Congress has passed two very restrictive internet-censoring bills. The more sweeping first measure (the 1996 Communications Decency Act) was voided by the Supreme Court, and the second (the 1998 Child Online Protection Act) has been nixed by lower courts and awaits high court review. Though fighting these bills, internet companies are encouraging parents to use screening programs such as CyberSitter, Web Chaperone, and X-Stop to control what their kids can see on-line. One-third of all parents of web-linked kids now use these services. Cyber Patrol compiled such a thorough list of 100,000 screened-out sites that porn fans tried (but failed) to buy the links. Congress is debating measures to require schools and libraries to put filters on their computers—triggering a mini-culture war over the choice of screening software. Parents can now choose between screens that block gay sites and ones that block anti-gay sites.



These are our deficits now: the time deficit in family life, the decency deficit in our common culture, the care deficit for our little ones.

—Al Gore




Seventy-seven percent of Americans say that “the problems of raising children in today’s culture” will be an “extremely” or “very important” consideration when they vote for President.

—Pew Center Survey (2000)




I feel sympathy for you [teenagers] that you have this burden. I mean, I think it would be a terrible burden to have the world revolve around you like this country does.… You are the most pandered-to generation—not just by the media, also by the politicians. You notice any time President Clinton—who’s just the best at it, they all do it—wants to sell anything, they slap on, “It’s for the kids.”

—BUI Maker, Politically Incorrect





The pop culture is, of course, the number-one priority of those eager to protect Millennial morals. New technologies abound, from V-chips to small black boxes, affixable to the family TV, that read closed-caption texts and mute out any offensive language. (There are two settings: “tolerant” and “strict”) Music CDs, video games, and even many prime-time TV sitcoms now carry parental advisories.
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Columbine sparked new adult efforts—from both sides of the culture wars—to restrict teen access to the edgier elements of the culture other adults continue to make for them. The WB network pulled a season finale of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (which depicted violence at a graduation ceremony), and President Clinton persuaded theater owners to require photo IDs for kids who try to enter R-rated films. Meanwhile, Laura Schlessinger waged an all-out talk-show war on the American Library Association’s “Go Ask Alice for Teens” web site and its ultra-explicit answers to teens’ questions about sex. Though the ACLU makes headlines by objecting, its strategy shows all the signs of a fighting retreat.

Raising Boomers, Raising Millennia Is

Around the kitchen table and on radio talk shows, Millennials hear their Boomer parents reminisce about the freedom and innocence of their childhood years—supposedly the perfect incubator for raising imaginative children who grow up to become creative adults. Millennials also hear their parents fret about the pressures and temptations and horrifying dangers that force them to structure their kids’ lives more than their own parents ever did for them.

These kitchen-table musings have a basis in truth. Ironically, during the American High, it was the very conformism that G.I. parents imposed on their own behavior that enabled Boomers to grow up in a “permissive” world of loosening rules. And it was the strong ethic of community and institutional trust that G.I.s promoted—for example, the ethic that assumed neighbors would watch out for each other’s kids—that allowed young Boomers to romp without rules or worry. Then came the Consciousness Revolution, when Americans of all ages began to attack institutional obligations as oppressive. The new era would work for kids, many hoped, by giving them so many rights that adults wouldn’t have to bother as much about duties.

Two decades later, having seen enough of that, Boomer parents began to reverse course. They sensed that the needs of kids looked different from the vantage of midlife. And they were right—from the vantage of their midlife. The main reason Boomers could enjoy so much freedom as kids is because their own parents, wrapped up in their civic obligations, had denied themselves freedom. And the only reason their Millennial kids must be buckled, watched, fussed over, and fenced in by wall-to-wall rules and chaperones is precisely because adults today hold their own freedoms in such huge regard.



Politicians like to talk about children. Just throw in a mention of children and you getan applause line.

—Bill Bradley





This era, and these parents, appear to be leading Millennials in anentirely opposite life-cycle direction from the paths their Boomer parents have pursued. Along the way, the focus of government and the identification with community is passing from the generation of yesteryear’s adults to the generation of today’s youths—from “senior citizens” to “junior citizens”—while skipping the generations in between.



I wish I lived in the ‘50s and ‘60s, when kids could run around outside and parents wouldn’t worry about all the things they need to worry about today.

—Emily Tavoulareas, 17






CHAPTER SIX
GROUND ZERO OF THE CULTURE WARS (family)


God has been so good, blessing me with family who ‘ve done all they could

—BACKSTREETBOYS, “The Perfect Fan”



[image: ]othing so troubles most Americans about today’s kids as the condition of the American family. Boomers, especially, have let loose such a pessimistic torrent about the weakness and disarray of family life that it leaves little room for comment, much less dissent.

Beneath all the lurid adjectives, the logic of Boomer pessimism is simple. The first premise is that most families today—in their work roles, gender roles, source of authority, daily schedule, you name it—are very different from the typical family in which Boomers were raised. The second (more debatable) premise is that Boomers, who were the direct result of the earlier type of family, have matured into adults who pretty much represent the apogee of human progress. The Boomer conclusion: Today’s families are producing kids that could put an end to civilization as we know it.



The great experiment: Today’s parents are raising children in ways that little resemble their own youth.

—headline, Time




Determined to correct what we judge to have been the mistake of our own parents, we have chosen to make our commitment to our kids absolute, our involvement in their lives total.

—James Carman,Wilson Quarterly




I just wish I had fewer choices.

—Gen Xer mom, The Washington Post





In broad outline, this is a line of thinking shared by both sides of the culture wars, with conservatives complaining about the weakening of family values and parental character, and liberals lamenting the harms done by an unresponsive government and the untrammeled marketplace.



What’s certainly different about this generation is they are feeling a closeness to their parents, more so than we’ve seen in the previous couple of decades.

—Peter Zollo, Teenage Research Unlimited




What you have accomplished with your lives so far is largely because of the love and support (if not homework help) you received from the members of your fan club in the audience—your brothers, sisters, grandparents, and especially Mom and Dad.

—Craig DeAtley, a father invited by his daughter’s high school class to give the commencement address




It just continues to amaze me how much kids that age really, really love their parents. They are their heroes. I never would have called my parents my heroes. It was all about being away from them.

—Todd Cunningham, MTV





This logic is seldom tested against what is known about how hard most parents are trying to make families work, or whether kids think their families do in fact work. Nor is it tested against the recent yet abundant evidence that today’s kids are doing better—and are actually reversing many of the unwelcome behavioral trends Boomers set in their youth. What it reflects, instead, are a number of impressions Boomers formed before today’s kids ever came along: regrets about what they may have done (or overdone) to family life during the ‘60s and ‘70s; dismay at the Xer offspring of those decades; and, above all, the realization that they are incapable of building the family their parents built, and thus of creating another generation like themselves.

Boomers are surely right about not creating replicas of themselves. But they are surely wrong about their family pessimism.
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Yes, there was a time—twenty or thirty years ago—when Americans staged an angry and passionate debate over the worth, and even the survival, of the American family. But guess what? The debate’s over. And the family not only survived—it thrives, even if in somewhat altered forms. Given the universal distrust now felt for nearly all other institutions (from churches to governments), one could even claim that the family is a more exclusively venerated and popular focus of national life today than it has ever been before in American history.
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The Millennial-Era Family

During the Gen-X child era, the American family endured countless new movements and trends—feminism, sexual freedom, a divorce epidemic, fewer G-rated movies, child-raising handbooks telling parents to “consider yourself” ahead of a child’s needs, gay rights, Chappaquiddick, film nudity, a Zero Population Growth ethic, Kramer vs. Kramer, and Roe v. Wade. A prominent academic in 1969 proclaimed in the Washington Post that the family needed “a decent burial.” The White House Conference on Families, convened by Jimmy Carter in 1979 to celebrate a new “diversity” of family life, resulted in raucous and bitter arguments—and the drawing of the culture-war battle lines that are still with us.



[Today’s] fathers are spending a half-hour more each workday, and one hour more each day off, caring for and doing things with their children than in 1977.

—Sue Shellenbarger, The Wall Street Journal




Seventy percent of men in their twenties and seventy-one percent of men in their thirties said they would be willing to give up some of their pay in exchange for more time with their families. Only twenty-six percent of men over 65 said they would trade pay for more family time.

—Radcliffe Public Policy Center




I always look up in the stands and my dad will be there in his suit and tie. I once overheard my uncle say that my dad missed two big meetings to drive to another town to watch me in a game that I didn’t even play half of. He never told me.

—Lisa, 17





Contrast all this with the Millennial child era, dating back to the middle ‘80s, an era in which every political figure has had to swear by family values to have the slightest chance of public approval. Today, many suburban “minivan cities” have no social focal point other than Gymboree and Baby Depot—eliciting lampoons in Gen-X magazines, like the recent one in GQ (“Kids Are Us”) skewering America’s newfound “religion of child-centeredness.” In her recent book The Baby Boon: How Family-Friendly America Cheats the Childless, Elinor Burkett claims that adults without families often feel treated as free riders and second-class citizens.



It’s a very privileged position to have a parent stay home with the kids. But if you can do it, you should.

—Michael Johnson, 16




The stay-at-home mom is fast becoming the newest status symbol of the conscientious ‘90s…. She is the Power Mom, approaching motherhood as she once approached a profession, [hiring] full-time help because she is so busy.

—Alecia Swasy, The Wall Street Journal





On one side, Bill Clinton’s electoral successes hinged on his “New Democratic” re-embrace of the family, energized by the activism of middle-aged Boomers. Among them was his wife, Hillary, who had earlier written treatises on children’s rights (for Gen Xers), but who later (for Mil-lennials) crafted an It Takes A Village-style communitarian ethic full of civic duties. On the conservative side, another set of middle-aged Boomers—Bill Bennett, Gary Bauer, George W. Bush, among others— have championed a Book of Virtues-style character ethic full of personal duties. One side summons mostly public action and the other mostly private action, but there is near unanimity that “the children,” alias Millennials, have to come first. Liberal feminists are now emphatically pro-mom, and conservative Christians (and Muslims) just as emphatically pro-dad. Today, not even antinatal environmentalists—who now run ads like “Negative Population Growth loves babies”—dare say a bad word about kids. Modern families may be diverse, but their priorities are surely not.

As Cornel West and Sylvia Ann Hewlett have written, “our ‘blackness’ and our ‘femaleness’ pale in the light of an even more fundamental identifier: that of being a parent. After all, we share the bedrock stuff: We are crazy about our kids.” Back in the 1970s, best-selling Ivy League authors weren’t writing that about Gen Xers.

Among the creators of popular culture, the pro-child shift has been just as staggering. If he could remake Close Encounters of the Third Kind, says Steven Spielberg (now a parent), he wouldn’t have the father abandon his family to join the aliens. Bart Simpson’s cocreator Matt Groening (now a parent) has apologized for the antifamily tone of the early episodes. (Where Bart used to roam free, now he’s on Ritalin.) In late-’90s Hollywood, even the most vulgar and violent movies commonly have a story line, characters, and a closing scene that is pro-family and pro-child. Two of the most popular WB weekly dramas, 7th Heaven and Safe Harbor, show parents and kids who struggle each week to keep their families close and together. Not so long ago, movies and sitcoms reflected a hands-off parenting style. Now it’s nearly always hands-on.

Back in the Boomer-child era, parental-advice manuals assumed families were strict, and gently urged more indulgences. In the Gen-X era, manuals assumed families were changing, and usually urged parents to embrace that change. In the Millennial era, the advice manuals assume families are … indulgent and gravely urge more strictness.
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Where Dr. Spock reassured and soothed moms who were steeped in the structured, rule-bound lore of the Great Depression (associated with behaviorists such as John B. Watson), today’s books scold and energize moms who are steeped in the unstructured, feel-good lore of the Consciousness Revolution. Where Dr. Spock gave conversational advice, inviting parents to trust their instinct, the new books are deeply programmed with step-by-step lists, what-not-to-do’s, even exercises and quizzes. Where Dr. Spock wrote one book that was meant for everyone, today there’s a baby book for every race, gender, sexual orientation, ideology, and religion.

Where the Gen-X-era books celebrated the mutual independence of parent and child, the Millennial books celebrate a symbiosis William and Martha Sears call “attachment parenting”—such as sleeping with toddlers and taking them to work. (The “detachment” parenting of the Xer child era, they say, is now “outmoded.”) Where ‘70s-era books assessed parent-child relationships in terms of how they made everyone feel, today’s books assess them in terms of how children are being shaped as future adults. Revealingly, most of the ‘70s child-raising books were dedicated to friends, lovers, and spouses of the writers, while the ‘90s books are mostly dedicated to kids.



Help your children become the sort of self-confident, sensitive, considerate, cooperative, and caring children who enjoy being able to help each other, who get more satisfaction out of knowing that they have done something to contribute to the family and to their brother or sister than they do from one-upping them.

—Peter Goldenthal, author ofBeyond Sibling Rivalry




The teen-agers reported generally respectful, honest and firmly structured relations with their parents …. Nearly 90 percent said they had rules on when to be home at night.

—New York Times/CBS poll




Any parent who allows a child under age 17 to be out past curfew has abdicated his or her role as a parent.

—Elizabeth Siegel, D. C. Action for Kids




Unsupervised, spontaneous play has become a thing of the past.

—Caroline Wellberg





Many of the new Millennial-nurture books have a decidedly Boomer edge—with a “save the world” undertone of child upbringing, a frequent summons to culture wars battle stations, an emphasis on the parent’s own “self-inventory,” a holistic view of health and intelligence, and the use of emotional closeness as a disciplinary tool. Yet some are beginning to reveal a new Gen-X survivalism: Keep everything simple, follow basic rules, and—above all—make sure the baby always feels safe and watched.



As a test, I typed, “My name is Michelle, and I am gay.” The Monkey said, “My name is Michelle, and I am number-number-number.”… Surf Monkey also blocked the word “breast,” as in, “My name is Michelle, and I am eating a chicken number-number-number-number-number.”

—description of Surf Monkey, a “kid friendly” browser, The New York Times




Do not assume that a product that failed to harm your first child will be safe for subsequent children.

—Child magazine booklet




I hardly think it’s appropriate for six-year-olds to be making decisions about which [Pokémon] cards to trade.

—a mother upset because her son’s school allowed him to trade a valuable Taurosfor a mere Doario, The Wall Street Journal




The good news is that the cold war is over. The bad news is that the East Germans won.

—Times magazine, on “hyperorganized, hypercompetitive” youth sports





To be sure, today’s families face plenty of dire challenges. As most experts point out, the one-size-fits-all, married-for-life, mom-at-home Ozzie and Harriet family no longer dominates as an example of how today’s family works—which is equivalent to saying America isn’t heading back to the ‘50s and today’s Millennial aren’t reliving the childhood of their Boomer parents. Instead, experts point to two troubling indicators of what’s threatening today’s family, and with it today’s kids: the rising share of kids not living with two parents, and the rising share of kids with two working parents who don’t have time for them.

These are serious problems. More Millennial are growing up with single parents than was true of Gen Xers, and single parenthood (all other things being equal) is associated with double or triple the risk that kids will get arrested, do drugs, fail at school, or commit suicide. Likewise, more Millennial are growing up with two working parents, and more are relegated, for more hours of the day, to the supervision of third parties. Yet while these trends justify parental worry and public concern, they are by no means the last word on family strength. They require some qualification and perspective.

To begin with, look for the “delta” of family change, trends occurring while children are growing up, not trends occurring before they arrive. When you focus on this delta, you’ll notice that, through the Boomer childhood era, the basic stability of the family was accompanied by early signs of splintering. During the Xer childhood, these changes accelerated. And for Millennials, they have all decelerated—and, in some cases, have begun to reverse.

Back in the early’80s, the common theme of surveys of the state of the American family (by Harris, Yankelovich, and others) was how rapidly and drastically the family was changing. Come the early ‘90s, the common theme became how such change had slowed. In the mid-’80s, the U.S. Census Bureau projected that five of every ten marriages would someday end in divorce—but then, in 1992, the Census backtracked, reducing that forecast to four in ten. The 1990s were a “stabilization period” for the family, announced Census analyst Ken Bryson in 1993. “We’re at a place where the whole thing has flattened out.” That flattening includes both of the family trends that most worry Americans. From 1965 to 1985, the share of all kids not living with two parents doubled, from 13 to 26 percent. Since then, it has risen to 32 percent, with almost no rise at all after 1995. (For black kids, this single-parent share has actually fallen over the ‘90s, which is a huge reversal from its earlier trend.) Ditto for working mothers. From 1965 to 1985, the employed share of all mothers with children under age 18 rose from 35 to 62 percent. Since then, it has risen to about 72 percent (50 percent full-time). And again, as with single parenthood, it has risen little since 1995—despite the recent red-hot economy.

But there’s a bigger story here than just numbers and deltas. Beneath the quantitative shifts lie profound qualitative shifts in family life that are shaping a different kind of child.



The family unit is on the decline, but the desire for family satisfaction is on the rise.

—J. Walker Smith, Yankelovich Partners




Among children aged 9 to 17, 82 percent think a one-parent home is as much of a family as a two-parent home.

—Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor survey




My dad works at home sometimes, and it doesn’t make any difference, or not much. He’s physically there, but mentally he’s isolated.

—15-year-old boy, The Wall Street Journals




More than two-thirds agreed that “it is much better for the family” if the father works outside the home and the mother tends to the children…. The view was most pronounced among Latino parents, 83% of whom endorsed it.

—Los Angeles Times poll





Single Parents, Then and Now

Consider the different kinds of single-parent homes that have been most common in Boomer, Gen-X, and Millennial child eras. In the 1940s and ‘50s, a single-parent child usually got that way because of the death (perhaps in war) of a mother or father—a fate that was five times more likelythen than it is now. Through the 1960s and ‘70s, the fastest-growing and newly dominant category of single-parent kids were those whose moms were divorced (but not remarried) or deserted (but still married). After rising from 5 to 13 percent of all kids by 1980, this combined category has since shown little growth: It plateaued in the early ‘90s at 14 percent, is now back below 13 percent, and has begun falling sharply for the younger kids of Gen-Xmoms. Since 1980, the entire growth in single parenthood has come from two entirely new categories: single fathers and, especially, never-married moms.



One of the things that military families are adamant about is they’re willing to sacrifice a lot of things for their country, but their children’s welfare isn’t one of them.

—Bob Ray, Department of Defense, on the growing number of military families home-schooling their kids
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These single-parent genres represent very different family situations. Boomer kids being raised by widows considered their mothers’ status, and their own, to be the result of larger global or natural forces beyond anyone’s control. After a parent’s death, other family members usually stepped in to help fill any void thereby created. Gen-X kids raised by divorced or deserted moms felt a betrayal and resentment at the rupture of a human promise wholly unlike what the kids of deceased parents ever knew. After divorce or desertion, kids often found themselves in a chaotic and suddenly impoverished world of patchwork child care. For Millenni-als, the divorced mom is a waning trend. The rising trends toward single dads and never-married mothers reflect, yet again, a new era.



Now I am a grown man with a child of my own And I swear Ym not going to let her know all the pain I have known

—Esverclear, “Father of Mine”





The recent surge in single fathers, from 1.1 to 3.1 million since 1980, mostly reflects the growing desire of fathers to vie with moms for child custody. While the ruptures and resentments can still be very real, children now are made to feel more wanted. Even when Dad cannot be there,Millennials are more likely than Xers were to go to bed at night knowing that Dad wants to be there.
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A snapshot: a man and his son are walking down Haight Street. Both of them are carrying Spider Man lunch boxes. Welcome to parenting, Generation X style.

—Ariel Gore, San Francisco Chronicle





Today’s 7 million Millennial children of never-married moms present an entirely novel situation, whose impact—especially to a child’s eye—is not the same as divorce. In these families, there seldom hangs the shadow of life-shattering betrayal because no child-centered family ever existed in the first place. Many of these households have a real or putative father who is still present from time to time. An estimated 80 percent of the biological fathers are romantically involved with never-married mothers at the time of childbirth, and half of them have lived together. “You could still be called a daddy if the mother’s not your wife,” raps Ed O.G. and Da Bulldogs. Over time, these men tend to drift away. Yet whether they are present or not, life in a family with a never-married mom is all their kids have ever known, it’s all many of their friends have ever known, and it’s simply a fact of life in their child’s world. It’s not ideal, but it’s not divorce either.

Yes, divorce is still breaking up plenty of families with children. But even here, there’s a difference. A growing share of all divorces are non-contentious, mediated, and expressly arranged to be as child-friendly as possible. More separated moms and dads make an effort to live close by. In some cases, the children are even kept in the same house, and it’s the mom and dad who come and go. “Although no one keeps statistics on the trend,” reports The Washington Post, “divorce lawyers, judges, mediators, therapists and single-parent organizations all say they have noticed an increase in divorce plans tailored to children’s needs.”

Meanwhile, political leaders, academics, churches, the fatherhood movement, and women’s and grandparents’ groups are joining forces to reverse what Barbara Defoe Whitehead calls the “Divorce Culture.” Louisiana and Arizona have adopted “covenant marriage” laws under which new spouses can voluntarily agree to more stringent conditions for divorce. The governors of Oklahoma and Arkansas have set statewide goals for achieving, by the year 2010, a one-third reduction in the divorce rate. Other states are encouraging premarital counseling for all newly-weds. The new trend has begun to make an impact on many Gen-X new-lyweds, for whom a divorce-free life is most likely to seem a real achievement. Already, they are confounding the old social-science dicturn that the children of divorce are much more likely to divorce themselves. It’s no longer true for Gen Xers.

Filling in the Family Gaps

What’s most important about the slower pace of family change during the Millennial child era is that it has allowed time for everyone to adjust and fill in the gaps. Both single parents and two-earner families are benefiting from new ways of protecting and supervising children that just weren’t there yet for child Gen Xers.

Parents are making new work-life choices. Boomers and Gen Xers are arranging for flexible and part-time work hours, taking kids along on business trips (done with 32 million kids in 1998, versus just 9 million a decade earlier), “sequencing” back and forth between work and non-work, and—especially—finding ways to earn their living at home. Paid work at private homes reached a low point in 1980. Thereafter, it began to ratchet upward even before the internet made telecommuting easier, and it has been climbing ever since. By 1997, 9 percent of all workers, including over 4 million home-based business owners, were doing paid work at home. Fully 30 percent of the U.S. workforce is now opting for what economists call “nontraditional” employment—including contract work, self-employment, and temp jobs—which are refashioning a modern equivalent to the old preindustrial “craft” household.

Other family members are offering kinship care, mirroring the ‘90s-era TV sitcoms that show relatives and siblings helping to take care of kids. The biggest new contributors are Silent Generation grandparents. According to a recent survey by the American Association of Retired Persons, four in ten grandparents see their grandchildren every week, and one in ten is raising or providing regular day care for at least one grandchild. Among nonwhite families, grandparents have become especially visible, often coming to the aid of their single-mother children—or being assigned the child by local authorities in cases of parental neglect or abuse. In 1997, 5.4 million kids lived with a grandparent. Of these, 3.9 million (half of them under age 6) lived in homes owned or rented by a grandparent, up 75 percent since 1970.



I take catalog orders from a lot of teenagers, and I cannot believe how many of them address me as “ma’am”! The local high school kids call myself and my husband “sir” or ma’am,” and my kids’ friends, without exception, address us as “Mr. and Mrs. So-and-So” rather than by our first names, even though I have told them I prefer to be addressed by my first name. This was unheard of ten or twenty years ago. ‘Well, this “sir” and “ma’am” thing takes a little getting used to, but I think on some level I actually like it.

—Susan Brombacher




It’s such a lonely thing. You can’t really talk about it with your friends because they are all seeing their grandchildren and you can see it in their eyes. They are thinking, “You seem like such a nice person. What is it that you’re doing that you can’t see your grandchildren?”

—A grandmother who sued to obtain visitation rights to her grandson




We even offer a class for grandparents, explaining how parenting has changed.

—radio ad, Evergreen Maternity Center





The shift from the era of Gen-X children and “Sun City” G.I. grandparents has been huge—in part because today’s young (Xer) parents generally get along better with their (Silent) parents. In 1973, only 33 percent of young adults felt it was a good idea for older people to share a home with grown children. Fifty-six percent felt it was a bad idea. In 1994, those proportions reversed themselves—to 55 percent versus 28 percent, respectively. Twenty years ago, grandparents had no visitation rights with their Gen-X grandkids in case of parental divorce. The G.I.s tolerated this, but not the Silent: Thanks to new groups like the Grandparents Rights Organization and the National Coalition of Grandparents, every state has now established such a right. In the State of Washington, this right became so intrusive that the U.S. Supreme Court stepped in to curtail it somewhat.



If only each and every one of us, in our private life, in our public acts, could take time to care for children and consider how we are affecting them, we could change this nation for the better in a single generation.

—Robert Keeshan (Captain Kangaroo)




Whether or not you have children yourself, you are a parent to the next generation. [S]top thinking of children as individual property, and think of them as the next generation.

—Charlotte Davis Kasl, author o/Finding Joy





Employers, schools, and government are helping out. Employers are becoming more flexible with hours, and many maintain on-site child care, lactation rooms, health clinics, even on-site schools. Schools are beginning classes year-round—and have structured activities that extend from early morning to evening. In 1988-89, “out-of-school time” programs were offered by 15 percent of public schools and 33 percent of private schools. By 1993-94, those numbers reached 30 percent and 50 percent, and they’re still rising. Meanwhile, in addition to all of its protective activities, government is busily tracking down deadbeat dads through on-line searches—sometimes nabbing them when they visit new moms at the hospital.

Institutional child care has matured out of its chaotic Gen-X-era chrysalis. Back in the ‘70s, child care was often an unprofitable and disreputable activity, run by untrained people in dingy settings. Today, it’s a credentialed, regulated, high-tech, brand-name business—and increasingly bifurcated by the income of the parental consumer. Major corporate players are merging and going high value, high margin, and high brand, with a pricey synergy among such tyke services as language tutoring, expensive toys, gyms, camps, and an edge on slots in private schools. While premium operators such as Crème de la Crème are opening new facilities in high-tech corridors, low-income parents must often scramble to find anything convenient and worthwhile.

Millennials are by far the most day-cared generation ever, but the proportions should be kept in perspective: Only 9 percent of children under age 4 are primarily cared for in institutional settings. Among kids of fulltime working parents, 30 percent spend time in child-care centers and another 17 percent are cared for by nannies or sitters outside their own homes, a service industry with an average 1997 wage of $6.89 per hour. Many skeptics wonder what effect this will have on today’s kids. Most of the studies (including one that has tracked over a thousand kids since 1991) offer mixed news. The good news is that kids in high-quality child care later fare better in school than those who remained with a stay-at-home mom. The bad news is that high-quality child care is often hard to come by, and kids with lesser-quality care later fare worse than if they had stayed home. Perhaps the most provocative finding is that the child-cared kids who fare best are those with part-time working moms.

Heavy doses of institutional care, across a fair swath of this generation, are shaping the early Millennial persona. Child experts generally agree that kids who spend a lot of early time in day care, particularly before age 3, can have difficulty bonding with parents. Karl Zinsmeister warns of the implications of the “rigidity” and “standardization” of this institutional upbringing, a “uniform emotional environment, with scant room for individual expression…. Grace saying, coat donning, one-at-a-time hand washing—these become exhausting rituals in depersonalization.”

The bottom line is: Yes, the family is under enormous stress today, and parents feel enormous pressure not to let their kids down. Beneath the surface clamor of the culture wars, however, Boomers and Gen Xers are judging their own—and each other’s—parental choices less by the outward look of family structure than by how well each parent is making his or her own family work.

Back in the Boomer and Gen-X child eras, parents (especially moms) often felt judged by what their family looked like—in the former case, the brunt was felt by working or divorced women; in the latter case, by moms who bucked the trend and stayed home. Today, the stay-at-home mom is back in vogue, the working or divorced mom fully accepted, and even the never-married mom is better treated and less castigated. A declining share of the public, and a very small share of Millennial teens, think a working or single mom can’t be as effective as other moms. In short, a mom or dad is as a mom or dad does. As a result, more people in that parent’s life— from employers to grandparents to brand-name child-care providers— are energized and mobilized to serve the best interests of the child.



You might argue that it’s overkill and that babyproofing companies are in the business to frighten you and convince you that your entire home needs to be surrounded by bubble wrap, but I’m a paranoid kind of gal, and I’ll buy whatever protection I can afford.

—Vicki Iovine, author ofThe Girlfriends’ Guide to Toddlers




At this so-called Better Baby Institute, the goal is to create physically and intelligently superb beings. They eat no sugar, and stay away from red meat. If they want a treat, they go to the health food store and buy a cereal bar. But they’re sweetened with fruit juice, not sugar. They don’t watch TV at all —only the very occasional nature video … To me, this whole thing smacks of trying to create a “master race.”

—Brian Beecher







I am an Xer circa 1975, and while most of my friends have not settled down to spawn, a few do have kids and are extremely protective of them. Even though they are under 3, there will be no Howard Stern or bad language around them. My friend once yelled at another friend for cursing around his 2-year-old. All of these kids are being taught to trust people. (Xers teaching their kids to trust people!!!!!)

—Joe Bexton




Adults are becoming more concerned with molding their children rather than letting them grow and experience life.

—Danielle Howard, 17




Many of today’s kids lead insulated lives, unable to ride their bikes at will or play hide-and-seek in the town park.

—Eleena de Lisser, The Wall Street Journal





Parental Care in the Millennial Era

Listening to the critics of today’s family state their case, you hear a few basic points repeated again and again. Today’s families can’t possibly be doing a good job, these critics assert, because kids are less supervised, get less parental time, heed fewer traditions, suffer more abuse, and are poorly disciplined. Don’t believe it. Certain assertions about this generation get repeated so often that many people might think they’re true— even when they’re not.

» Kids are getting more supervision.

Given all the lurid news stories about what kids do during after-school “danger hours,” many people assume parents aren’t looking after kids like they once did. On the contrary: Precisely because adults are so worried about “danger hours,” today’s kids may comprise the most supervised and scheduled child generation ever. For most, hardly an hour goes by in which they are not within sight of a parent, a teacher, a coach, a relative, or a child-care provider (with Mom and Dad occasionally peeking in via their internet “kiddiecam”)—or, strapped into a minivan, in supervised transit between various adult-watched activities.

Parents and teachers of small kids don’t need to be reminded of all this. For those who want numbers, the best available come from the University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research, which compared time diaries for (Gen-X) children aged 3 to 12 in 1981 with like-aged (Millennial) children in 1997. The results? Compared with Gen Xers, Millennial kids showed a stunning 37 percent decline in the amount of time (from 52 to 33 hours per week) spent in any “unstructured” activity—with the biggest declines in “free play” and “outdoor play.”

Much worry has been expressed over the number of kids in self-care—that is, kids who spend some time home alone with no adult present. The best research indicates that this number has not grown over the last decade and is not alarmingly large. On a typical school day in 1997, less than 10 percent of all children in grades K through 5 spent any time alone at home; and of those who did, the average time alone was less than 50 minutes. Self-care is least ikely among kids whose parents are middle-income, who do not have college degrees, and who are younger (that is, Gen X rather than Boomer). Interestingly, it makes little difference whether or not the mother is employed.

» Kids are spending more time with their parents.

But surely everyone knows that kids and parents aren’t spending as much time together, right? Wrong. According to the University of Maryland’s “Use of Time Project,” the weekly time spent by parents with and on their children fell sharply from 1965 to 1975—but then rebounded strongly over the next two decades. By 1995, the weekly hours were about the same as they were thirty years earlier. And since families were smaller, this actually meant more parental time per child. The Michigan time-diary study comes to a similar conclusion for changes in parental time from 1981 to 1997. Yet another report, from the Families and Work Institute, also concludes that parent-child time grew—by 9 percent between 1977 and 1997—largely due to all the extra time dads were spending with their kids.

Both the Maryland and Michigan projects confirm that single parents and dual-income parents spend somewhat less time on their kids than “traditional” parents. But because the child-time trend within each family type is steeply rising, the average for all families is also rising, albeit less steeply. How are parents doing this, given the huge increases in their work hours? The answer is simple: Moms and dads are finding more time for their kids by spending less time on housework, on their own personal leisure, and with each other. Fewer nights out and fewer made beds—but plenty of pizza with the kids. That’s the story of today’s typical Millennial family.

While half of all parents (56 percent of dads, 44 percent of moms) think their children would like them to spend more time together, only 15 percent of kids themselves say they want more dad time and just 10 percent more mom time. According to Ellen Galinsky, who interviewed hundreds of kids, what Millennials really want is for moms and dads to be less tired and stressed (30 percent) or to make more money (23 percent). Apparently, kids see lack of money as a cause of parental stress. Forty percent think their time with parents feels too rushed. Whereas three in five parents say they love their jobs, only two of five Millennials think their parents actually do.



Five years ago, the Phoenician was known more for its discreet, poolside cabanas. Now the Funician Club, as it’s called, sees 2,500 children running across its groomed lawn every year.

—The Wall Street Journal







Over 50 percent of teens who do not have dinner with their parents have sex by age 15 or 16. By contrast, only 32 percent of teens who do eat dinner with parents have ever had sex…. Teens aged 15-16 who don’t eat dinner with their parents regularly are twice as likely to have attempted suicide.

—Council of Economic Advisers, “Teens and Their Parents in the 21st Century” (2000)




I eat dinner at home maybe three days out of seven. I just eat snacks when I feel like it. We all have different schedules.

—Samantha Little, 14
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The time-money trade-off remains a sore spot for the Millennials’ moms. Through the ‘70s and ‘80s, the proportion of mothers who said they would quit their jobs if they could afford to do so held steady at around 30 percent. Through the ‘90s, that percentage rose, and now a majority of working women say they would rather work less, if they didn’t need the money to help their kids get a good start in life.

» Families still do things together.

Time spent on traditional family activities has declined, but not much—and that gap is being filled by other kinds of together time. Where 91 percent of today’s moms say they ate family meals when they grew up, 80 percent still do today. Similarly, 78 percent say their parents were usually at home when they returned from school; today, 61 percent say they are at home for their own kids. Counterbalancing this, the share of moms who attend their kids’ school activities (like school plays or sporting events) has risen from 76 to 94 percent, reflecting today’s stronger connection between the social lives of parents and kids. While no data exist on this, surely parents spend much more time moving kids from place to place than their own parents ever did with them.

» Child abuse is on the decline.

The start of the Millennial child era in the early ‘80s marked a breathtaking jump in public fears about child abuse—with the share of Americans worried about it leaping (according to one study) from one in ten to nine in ten between 1976 and 1982. In this new era of hypersensitivity, people have been alarmed by government reports that child abuse is on the rise. In particular, the 1996 National Incidence Study (NIS) carried out by the National Center for Child Abuse and Neglect caused a great stir by reporting a huge jump of over 50 percent in the rates of most types of child abuse (violence and neglect as well as sexual abuse) between 1986 and 1993. Research by the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System shows the problem getting sharply worse in the early ‘90s and then better in the late ‘90s. All these scenarios are troubling: Is the rate of child abuse really going up?

The answer is: Probably not. What the government numbers track is not the actual incidence rate, but the official intervention rate. And in the Millennial child era, experts suspect that rising interventions parallel a rising willingness by neighbors, teachers, nurses, and officers to report possible cases of abuse. As for the trend in actual incidence, the best personal survey data—compiled and analyzed by Murray Straus at the University of New Hampshire—point in the opposite direction: toward a dramatic decline of over 40 percent in the rate of parental violence against children from 1975 to 1992 (with even larger declines in violence against preteen kids). A similar reassessment is overtaking government reports about rising infant homicides and the like: They may be good (and welcome) indicators of rising official awareness, but not much more than that.

» Parents are still disciplining their kids, albeit differently than before.

A number of recent polls suggest that today’s parents have forgotten how to say no to their children. Here, the picture is mixed. According to Parents magazine, 92 percent of today’s parents feel confident about their ability to teach right from wrong, but only 52 percent consider themselves effective at using discipline to enforce what they teach.

When disciplining children, Boomers have problems their G.I. parents didn’t. The Boomer ethic of parallel parenting leaves children a greater opening for playing one parent against the other, whereas G.I. parents followed the Father Knows Best rule of mandatory support from mom.



No child-rearing task saps your confidence like disciplining does, according to the results of the latest Parents poll …. But, despite your misgivings, you’re trying harder and doing better than you realize—better, perhaps, than any preceding generation.

—Parents magazine





HOW DO YOUR PARENTS PUNISH YOU?



Grounding: 37%

Sent to room: 29%

Yell, shout, or swear: 7%

Spank, hit, or whip: 6%

Loss of TV privileges: 4%

—The Oregonian




[Millennials] are the first group of kids savvy enough to know who to call in order to send social workers after their parents when the parents discipline the kids.

—Ray Waters







Forget therapists. Suburban parents, strapped for time or simply unsure about discipline, are turning to tae-kwon-do studios to teach their kids obedience and respect. Once just another after-school activity, the martial arts classes have become something of a cross between counseling and boot camp.

—The Wall Street Journal




There’s no way for the child to tell the doll what to do, because the doll is always telling the child what to do.

—Andrew Wilks, describing the Amazing Amy doll




Be humble but resolute. Obey and respect. Maintain order and balance in all facets of life…. What might seem corny coming from Mom or Dad is hip when issued by a martial-arts instructor.

—Tim Ferguson, explaining why martial-arts enrollment is way up for preteens





The second problem is the Boomers’ penchant for all-or-nothing rhetoric, which inclines them toward doomsday warnings more than consistent follow-through. The third problem is simple after-work exhaustion, perhaps mixed with a little guilt from parental absenteeism. Put all these together, and Boomers can be far bigger pushovers than their G.I. parents were. John Rosemond chides his female Boomer peers for being “the most unliberated women to ever inhabit this country” since they “work all day and then go home and wait on their kids.”
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But there’s another side to this picture. Compared to G.I. parents at the same stage of life, Boomers take a much harder line in the principles and policies they advocate. They are more supportive, for example, of stricter sentencing for adolescent criminals, Zero Tolerance for school offenders, behavioral modification for hyperactive kids, and a vast new genre of defiantly antipermissive discipline theories from the likes of Dr. Dobson or Dr. Laura. And if Boomers don’t excel in practical enforcement, this could simply mean they are pickier about choosing the battles that really matter. When you compare today’s (Boomer and Gen-X) parents of Millennials with earlier (Silent and Boomer) parents of Gen Xers, today’s batch is more lenient on lifestyle issues such as clothing, shopping, language, friends, and chores—but stricter on such bottom-line issues as drinking, drugs, driving, and hours.

Today’s parents are less likely to issue G.I.-style orders than to exercise their will informally, through trust, constant involvement, and even an open admission of their need for help—which apparently is succeeding in getting Millennial kids to pitch in more with chores. When the boom must fall, today’s parents prefer to employ isolation-style punishments (such as a “time out,” silence at the table, or banishment to a child’s room) that don’t require a parent to pull rank but which do compel a child to change attitude as well as behavior. Boomers are less likely to spank or threaten or intimidate than their parents were. While 68 percent of Boomers say they were spanked as children (36 percent “hard enough to hurt” every week), 75 percent say they don’t spank their own kids.

This perceived laxity has prompted culture-wars debates over what the Babywise authors Gary and Anne Marie Ezzo label “child-centered parenting.” They advise “highchair manners” to avoid a “sinful disability called me-ism,” and they defend spanking (only with the hand, never on the face, and never on the skin). Potty training has also emerged as a hot-button issue. In the Boomer child era, 92 percent of 18-month-old kids were toilet-trained. Today, at that age, only 4 percent are—and only 60 percent by 36 months. Conservatives see this as an example of parental weakness, to which T. Berry Brazelton (his work partly subsidized by Pampers) responds: “The tough love, far religious right people are reverting back to where we started in the 1920s.”

Many of today’s parents begrudgingly admit that they’re struggling with discipline—much as they are with many of the other demanding duties of being a parent.

When asked how effectively they are doing their job, today’s parents offer mixed answers. Over half of all women say that today’s mothers are “doing a worse job than their own mothers did twenty or thirty years ago.” Only about one in ten say “a better job.” When asked about fathers, people are more evenly split. Despite the large growth of mom-only families, Americans agree, by a 49 to 41 percent majority, that “fathers today generally play a greater role in raising their children than twenty or thirty years ago.”
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I say, loudly, to parents and grandparents and aunts and uncles and other adults who have relationships with children, “Snoop!”

—Sandra Feldman, president, American Federation of Teachers




Go where they go.… Check out the parties. Check out the dances. Check out the movies. Check out the music. Check out their friends.

—Dr. Len Fellez, author of Guerrilla Parenting




A growing number of parents at wit’s end are turning to spying or drug-detection equipment, not just telephone taps but swabs that you can wipe across clothing or an automobile dashboard and get an instant reading if there are traces of drugs. Some are even hiring drug-sniffing dogs or mounting little hidden cameras so they can secretly tape a child’s room for days.

—msnbc.com




If you have a child or teen whose access to the internet concerns you, install a cable leading from his or her computer to a second monitor screen in the kitchen or living room. Whatever your child is viewing on the internet will be displayed in another part of the house for your viewing.

—Gavin De Becker, author ofThe Gift of Fear




I wonder if you can remember when you were teenagers. Did you want your mother reading your journal and finding out everything about you? We need our “secret lives.”

—Auli’i Nathaniel, teenager







DaimlerChrysler Corp., painfully, has discovered some 100,000possible combinations of car seats, child car seats, seat-belt systems and vehicles that its technicians must master.

—The Washington Post




I forgot to tell you that Sammy is allergic to shellfish and dander, and also, he’s not allowed to watch commercial TV, and no matter what he says, he has to hold your hand when he crosses the street, uh, and also, if you go to the playground, I like to check the sandbox first, you never know what people throw in there, and also, uh, okay, bye.

—Melante, in One Fine Day




How’s My Driving? Call My MOM!!! 1-888-2-CALL-MOM

—bumper sticker inviting motorists annoyed by teenage drivers to call a hot line to inform the driver’s mother




One mother says she was astonished at a recent parents’ meeting at her daughter’s school when another mother stated proudly that she read all her child’s emails. “It was accepted as if it made perfect sense,” the mother reports. “7 thought it was appalling. Parents are in their children’s lives too much. If you can’t write a goddamned letter to a friend, what’s happening to the world?”

—Ralph Gardner, Jr.





But when today’s parents are asked about how hard they are trying, the hedging disappears. Fully 78 percent of today’s parents feel they face a “much harder” challenge than their own (Silent or G.I.) parents, and only 4 percent a “much easier” task. Nine in ten adults—parents and nonpar -ents alike—say it’s “very” or “somewhat common” to find “parents who sacrifice and work hard so their kids can have a better life.” Today’s Millennial kids are quite willing to grade their parents more for their effort than for their self-assessed performance. Four in five kids give their moms an “A” for being with them when needed, and three of four give them an “A” for raising them with good values. (But only 29 percent give their moms an “A” for controlling their tempers.)

More than ever before in the history of polling, Americans have very positive feelings about the personal rewards of parenting and family life. Millennial kids mostly agree. The past two decades have shown a steady rise in the share of all teens who say they eventually want to get married and start a family, and of female teens who agree that being a mother “is one of the most rewarding experiences a woman can have.” In 1975, a poll of high-achieving high school students found only a 43 percent minority saying they would raise their own children “the same way your parents raised you.” By 1998, a 67 percent majority said they would.

So, on balance, are today’s families truly weaker than before?

Families Past and Present

When people compare today’s families with past families, they too often assume that what history requires of parents and children is unchanging. The truth is, history changes, what people do changes—and so, necessarily, the definition of strong or weak families must change.

Yes, an expert can point to plenty of data on family durability and say that families are “weaker” for today’s Millennial kids than they were for Boomer kids. But this argument overlooks the underappreciated flip side of history, the countervailing “delta” of family change, which may be the most important single force causing generations to become so different from one another.

Precisely because the family was such a powerful institution back in the American High, parents didn’t need to work at it so much—and took it for granted. Once World War II ended, family formation and parenthood weren’t a choice, but a social expectation. To the mind-set of that era, everything was on autopilot: Dads earned money and stayed married, moms stayed home with the kids, and both were supported by powerful institutions that, most parents felt, would reinforce their best efforts. The inner emotional tension of this family conformism produced an indulgent-mom, distant-dad, hot-house nurture that sociologist Kenneth Keniston would later declare a cause of the youth fury during the Consciousness Revolution.

Millennials, by contrast, are the products of the opposite set of trends. Once the Consciousness Revolution ended, family formation and parenthood weren’t a social expectation, but a choice, even a profound personal statement. To the current mind-set, nothing is on autopilot. Family lives are full of options. There are many kinds of dads and many kinds of moms, who must cope with weak or discredited public institutions that, they fear, could undermine their best efforts. The tension has produced a parental fixation on control, and a cooler style of nurture, that are together shaping a very different—and in many ways, opposite—kind of generation.

Where Boomers came of age inclined to weaken the authority of powerful institutions that had seemed too all-controlling of their parents (if liberating for themselves), Millennials could come of age inclined to retool and rebuild weak institutions that seemed to offer their own struggling parents too little help.

The families of the post-World War II decades were very effective, measured against the needs ofthat era. The new Boomer kids were raised to provide what parents then felt their society needed, based on the kind of family life it then had. The families of today’s post-Consciousness Revolution era are also very effective, measured against the needs of today.



Although individual parents have little power to influence the culture of children s peer groups, larger numbers of parents acting together have a great deal of power.

—Judith Rich Harris, author of The Nurture Assumption




The family is an enclave, the last bastion of safety, and the children, standing at the center, perched upon pedestals, are being consciously, painstakingly raised to lead lives of quality, achievement, and excellence.

—Neil Murray




A good kid is a good dishwasher.

—Kylie, 9, CA, greatkids.com




I feel that my mom protects me.… Sometimes she’s a little too protective. But I understand why.

—Christen Sutton, 11





Today’s Millennials are being raised to provide what parents now feel their society needs, based on the kind of family life it now has.

There’s good news for everybody here. Culture-wars liberals can rest reassured that family life hasn’t moved back, and isn’t moving back, to some new facsimile of the decade they like least, the 1950s. And, as aeon-sequence, cultural-wars conservatives can rest reassured that the youth product from today’s families will not grow up resembling the youth of the decade they like least, the 1960s.

Thanks largely to the family nurture they’re receiving, today’s Millennial kids, and America with them, appear to be headed someplace else entirely.


CHAPTER SEVEN
RAISING STANDARDS FOR REGULAR KIDS (school)


He has a gift, and when you acknowledge that, then maybe we’ll have something to talk about.

—FRED, in Searching for Bobby Fischer



[image: ] the spring of 1995, fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders engaged in what is rapidly becoming a routine activity for American kids: They sat down with bubble-sheet answer forms, picked up number-two pencils, and took a multiple-choice test. To their relief, they were told that this was a global test, one that wouldn’t affect their grades. What they weren’t told was that results of this test would become the centerpiece of loud new demands for still more tests, higher testing standards, and curricula that teaches to those standards.

This particular test was known as the “Tims” (TIMSS), the Third International Mathematics and Science Study. The results were mixed. The twelfth graders (Gen Xers born in 1977) did very poorly, outperforming rivals from only two of twenty-one nations. “Hey, we’re number 19!” jeered columnist John Leo. America’s eighth graders (Gen Xers born in 1981) did somewhat better, ranking above the median in science but below it in math. The fourth graders (Millennials born in 1985) did extremely well, second only to Korea in science and well above the median in math.



Scrutiny of the nations high schools has never been greater.

—U.S. News & World Report




There’s pressure to achieve in everything. It can make the brightest kid in the world feel inadequate.

—Marilyn Cook, high school principal




Getting into college has become a tough competition because of the number of successful students in our generation. We’re forced to work twice as hard just to receive the same recognition as others who used to be able to get by.

—Whitley Lassen, 17




Schools today stretch kids in ways that my generation was not stretched.

—Gerald Bracey, author ofSetting the Record Straight




Maybe we didn’t need the Department of Education to tell us last week that most of our children cannot write.… Of what news is it that they have no skill writing words of narration or persuasion? Neither do we.

—Virgil Saari




Their parents passed social studies tests by labeling the continents, listing the Bill of Rights, and citing Brown vs. Board of Education. But Michigan s fifth- and eighth-graders who took the new social studies MEAP test last year were expected to discuss issues such as the North American Free Trade Agreement and the effects of airline deregulation.

—Detroit Free Press




Gilbert Grosvenor, president of the National Geographic Society, gave American students a “dismal report card” in geography. When a reporter challenged Grosvenor to name the states that adjoin Texas, he couldn’t.

—The Washington Post





By 1998, after these results had been analyzed and digested, a consensus emerged about what the Tims results supposedly proved—that U.S. schoolchildren started out well in elementary school but then lost ground in the higher grades. Summing up the expert consensus, John Jennings, director of the Center on Education Policy, asked, “What goes wrong as students progress through American schools from early elementary to middle school to high school?”

The Tims furor is a classic example of how people can overlook clear evidence of generational change. The test didn’t track the same children from the fourth through the twelfth grades, as those quotes might imply. It evaluated different cohorts of children, whose scores provide powerful proof that later-born U.S. kids are doing better (vis-à-vis their global rivals) than those who came before. The kids born in 1985 do better at math and science, for their age, than those born in 1981 or 1977. In the year 2000, these three Tims cohorts are graduating from eighth grade, twelfth grade, and college. It’s too bad no one is repeating this test, with these same cohorts, because if they did, isn’t it just possible that the 1985-born Millennials would still hold their high global standing? And that 1989-born kids now in fourth grade would be doing even better?

The findings of our Teachers’ Survey suggest that they would. Overwhelmingly, these teachers indicate that a positive trend is in the making: The further down the grade ladder you go, the better American students are doing, in comparison to kids in the same grade ten or more years ago. When asked whether today’s elementary school kids are more or less knowledgeable and proficient at science than their predecessors in the 1980s, the teachers say “more” by nearly a five-to-one margin. For reading, it’s four to one. For math, civics, history, writing, and foreign languages, it’s two to one or better. In this same survey, teachers give less positive ratings to today’s middle school kids, declaring them better than those of the 1980s in science and foreign languages, about the same in math, but not as good in reading or civics, and not nearly as good in writing and geography. They give even worse scores—in some subjects, truly dismal—to pre-Millennial high school seniors.

This was a survey of just two hundred teachers in one county, but it backed up the good news hidden in the Tims, news that the media and most education experts failed to see: Millennials are becoming a generation of positive trends in educational achievement.
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The Wake-Up Call

The first Millennials were barely a year old when education reform hit its modern ground zero. In the 1983 “Nation at Risk” report, the U.S. Department of Education declared American schools (and, implicitly, their Gen-X students) to be “a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and people.” The report was a national wake-up call. “It is possible that our entire public school system is nearing collapse,” warned UCLA dean lohn Goodlad. Educational experts immediately set to work on studies that were published through the rest of the decade, invariably deriding Gen-X kids for being stupid at math, science, reading, writing, geography, history, just about everything.

Next came the calls for action. In 1989, the nation’s leaders (among them the self-declared “Education President,” George Bush) summoned the First National Education Summit. At that time, they set “Goals 2000,” an ambitious list of eight major goals, one of which was to make the newly minted Class of 2000—alias the first Millennial, then in second grade—number one in the world in math and science by the time they graduated from high school. The summit established a National Education Goals panel to issue annual reports measuring national and state progress toward the eight goals.



Perhaps the most irresponsible goal was the one calling for the nation to be first in math and science. We shouldn’t want first place even if we could have it. Koreans and Japanese score high not only with curriculum we might emulate but also by subjecting children to intense cramming and competitive test pressure …. Perhaps we should aim for fifth, not first. Or perhaps we should seek absolute standards and ignore international ranking.

—Richard Rothstein




I’m 47, and I have 25-year-old teachers telling me what to do with my home life.

—David Kooyman




It’s like what used to happen to us at the college level has now been brought down to fifth grade. The whole feeling is much more pressure, pressure, pressure.

—Sylvia Wertheimer, parent




Homework makes me so depressed and stressed.

—Maxx, Kids Talk




It breaks a mother’s heart to see her child in tears because they have so much homework that supper was their only break in the evening.

—letter to the editor,Lincoln Journal Star




Too Much Homework!

—Time cover story




This war is going on within every American family… the homework war! This war is going on everywhere, and it’s a screecher! It’s awful! And it’s a war of attrition!

—Chris Matthews




Interactive homework is a way to—I dont want to use the word force—a way to help parents recognize they need to talk to their children.

—Marsha Berger, American Federation of Teachers





By the mid-’90s, according to U.S. News, education in America was shifting from an “age of lament” to an “age of accountability”—an age in which candidates rush to endorse this or that school-reform plan, schools replace Social Security as the trump card of politics, and adults under age 50 consistently name education as the nation’s highest priority, ahead of the economy and national defense.

In the new millennium, Americans can look back over dramatic changes in the direction of education from one decade to the next. During the 1950s, schools were pushed to become more democratic, to foster excellence and progress, and to address unmet Blackboard Jungle social needs. The 1960s saw growing attention to student creativity, an erosion of school authority, and entirely new public missions (race, gender, poverty). The 1970s were a decade of experimentation, curricular diversity, rejection of standards, open classrooms, teachers as pals, and the elevation of student self-esteem as a major goal. The 1980s emerged as the decade of alarm, arguments over mistakes made, teacher morale problems, and growing parental discontent. Following this, the ‘90s became the decade of getting back to basics, teaching values, setting standards, and holding schools and students accountable.
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At each turn, the meaning of education to those who teach has changed to a similar rhythm. The ‘60s had been the era of the young draft-deferred male; the ‘70s of Welcome Back, Kotier teachers trying to do something “relevant;” and the ‘80s of deep discontent and flagging collegiate interest in the field. The ‘90s have seen another change—and, again, it’s a real turnaround. The share of teachers who say they’d be a teacher again, which had fallen from 84 percent (in 1966) to 42 percent (in 1981), has soared back up to 67 percent (in 1996). Teacher pay has recouped the large inflation-adjusted decline it had suffered in the ‘70s. The share of teachers with master’s degrees has risen from one-sixth to over half. Teaching now carries a cachet that it hasn’t had since the 1960s as a profession with “meaning”—enticing many Teach for America Gen Xers to test their mettle in the classroom, and many burned-out Boomer professionals to come back to school and do something “real” with their lives.

Parents, meanwhile, are getting more perfectionist and passionate about their kids’ education. For the mom or dad of Millennials, no age is too young to begin preparing them for school. The simple baby flash-cards of the mid-’80s were gradually upgraded, by the mid-’90s, to “lap-ware” programs, “Brainy Baby” videos, and hugely popular, pre- and post-natal “Mozart Effect” CDs (which the states of Georgia and Tennessee now send home with every newborn). No school activity is to be taken lightly. Seven in ten parents of elementary school students now say it is “extremely important” for them to get their kids to do their homework. Four in ten have spoken to their kids’ teachers more than five times during the year and have volunteered to help their teachers more than once during the year. And, of course, no subject can be taught at school without Mom and Dad’s curiosity, scrutiny, and oversight.



I was talking with a friend the other day who has a son in first grade. She was telling me that her son has two hours of homework every night. I was a bit shocked, I mean, first grade? I don’t remember having anyhomework until what they then called Junior High.

—Donna, a 35-year-old mother




When you have homework on a regular basis, you learn persistence, diligence, and delayed gratification.

—Nanine Bempechat, Harvard School of Education




You begin to view homework as just another intrusion into everyone’s overscheduled, late-late-20th-century lives.

—Eugenie Allen




Our whole high-school experience has stopped beingfun and carefree…. No matter how far you step off campus, you still have to think and work on school assignments.

—Lorena, 16




I am weighed down a lot after school with an overstuffed backpack. It can damage your back, you know! There should be a law about the maximum weight a child can carry home.

—Dana, 11




I don’t think the homework is that bad, but the taking home of your whole locker annoys me to death!

—Kate, 11




It’s not OK to have just an average child; you must have an improved child.

—Shari Thurer, psychologist




Sometimes I wonder if parents understand what lengths their children go to so they can sport bumper sticks on their cars proclaiming My Child Goes to Harvard!

—Jenny Hung, 17




[M]ilitary schools dwindled in numbers from nearly 600 in the late 1950s to just 41 by the time U.S. military involvement ended in Southeast Asia in the 1970s. But now … military schools are filled to capacity…. So great is the demand that, for the first time since 1965, a new military school is being planned.

—Washington Times




Here in Santa Clara County, California, Catholic schools are in such high demand that it can be almost impossible to get your children into one.

—Steve Mahne




A lot of kids grow up now with adults breathing down their necks all the time.

—Heather Johnston Nickolson, Girls Incorporated




Mozart in the womb. French lessons at age 2. Software programming at age 4. SAT-prepping at age 10. ARE WE PUSHING OUR KIDS TOO HARD?

—cover, Offspring magazine
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This all mirrors a larger national purpose than merely to teach kids: It’s the urge to shape them into a better and smarter generation than the Gen Xers whose lagging achievement prompted the “Nation at Risk” report.

Through the ‘80s, the new Millennial-era school debate focused mostly on achievement, but by the ‘90s, a deeper debate emerged, about character. Academics became intertwined with other issues about the proper morals-shaping (and culture-shaping) role for schools. Where before, culture-wars liberals had sought more freedom and conservatives more authority, liberals began seeking more authority and conservatives more choice. One side wanted kids to grow up as environmentalists and feminists, and not as homophobes or hate criminals. The other side wanted them to believe in God and revere traditional values. Both sides wanted schools to have the authority, and parents the freedom, to ensure that kids are taught their desired agenda. And both sides feared that the other side (Hollywood, the “Christian right”) intended to interfere with their own plans for their own kids—and for other kids.

School “Choice”

It’s within this context that the word choice has become a new canard in the education debate. From union-hating conservatives to bureaucracy-hating liberals such as lerry Brown, “freedom” of school choice has become a clarion call. Yet what Boomer and Gen-X parents want isn’t “freedom” for kids, like what they remember having in the ‘70s or ‘80s. No, what they covet is freedom for themselves: the freedom to move their kids to the schools they like best, and the freedom to restrict as they please the choices their own kids face on matters of values, behavior, appearance, and peer groups. Adults seek what education journalist Jay Mathews calls a “parent-sensitive environment”—which translates into less sensitivity to the child’s own desires.

While private schools have long been available to parents dissatisfied with public schools, their growing importance—along with new options such as charter schooling and home schooling—is putting new pressure on public schools to change their ways.

For decades, until the end of the ‘80s, private schools had been gradually declining in their share of all students nationwide. Then, just as the first Millennials set out with their lunch boxes, the share started rising— and has continued to rise at all grade levels throughout the ‘90s. Nine in ten private schools have at least a nominal religious affiliation, and church schools have ridden this new wave of parental reform-minded-ness. Back in 1960, Catholic elementary schools were educating 4.4 million Boomers. By 1990, they were enrolling only 1.9 million Gen Xers. Now they’re back up to over 2 million Millennials, with their fastest growth in inner cities. Enrollment at “Bible” or “Christian” schools has meanwhile doubled.

Parochial schools lie at the center of the brewing debate over vouchers, through which public funds would be paid to help subsidize private school tuitions for low-income students. The idea is vigorously opposed by teachers’ unions and most civil rights groups, but draws support from an odd alliance between what columnist Matt Miller has dubbed the “voucher right” (evangelicals) and “voucher left” (72 percent of blacks and 59 percent of all urbanites). Milwaukee began the first voucher program in 1990, but the movement has since stalled. By the end of 1999, public vouchers were reaching only about 10,000 kids in Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Florida, with only a smattering of other programs in the works.

The charter school movement has won less notice but has had a bigger impact on Millennials. By obtaining a charter, private entrepreneurs can use public funds to run magnet schools that can sidestep unions, bureaucrats, and state regulations. In 1992, there was only one charter school in the United States, but by decade’s end, 1,684 charter schools in thirty-two states and the District of Columbia were enrolling 350,000 students (nearly 1 percent of school-age kids)—double the total enrollment gains of parochial schools.



Americas high schools [are] sorting machines, tagging and labeling young people as successful, run of the mill, or low achievers.

—Richard Riley, U.S. Secretary of Education




I see a lot of parents who are chronically disappointed in their kids…. Many say they feel obligated to be disapproving or the kid will never make it in the world.

—William Stixrud, clinical neurologist




Our parents expect us to go to college. It was never such a big deal before. The Boomers would leave high school, and, if it didn’t suit them to go and get a higher education, they would get a job for a while, and when they had the means or the intuition they would go back to school. This is an abnormality now. You would be considered a failure by your peers.

—Kirsten Johnson, 16




Living in the 1990s and being 17 is tough. We have to keep up with the pressures and expectations our parents and society put on us.

—Jenn Silvi, 17




GILES: This is the SATs, Buffy Not connect the dots. Please pay attention. A low score can seriously harm your chances of getting into college.

BUFFY: Gee, thanks. That takes the pressure right off.

—Buffy the Vampire Slayer




We started home school for our oldest son (and lost an income in the process) because the schools were not safe …. However, I have to wonder if this admittedly radical move was good for society as a whole.

—Virgil Potts




Come on. It’s one thing to worry and hope for the best, but it’s an entirely different thing to control every aspect of the poor kid’s friggen life. Many home-schooled people I know will never be able to interact as a person should.

—Kal Ellis




Can I provide a better education than the schools? Academically, of course I can. Why? It’s 1-on-l instruction vs. l-on-20 (or 30).… My wife and I are fully capable of introducing the material.

—Rich Tauchar




Home schooling all of us takes a lot of time, effort, and commitment on their part. As a consequence, my dad and mom do not have much time for themselves. I see them often working late at night in order to keep up with their own work. My mom has not gone to bed before 2 A.M. in a long time.

—George Thampy, 12, the home-schooled winner of the 2000 National Spelling Bee





But by far the biggest and most consequential instrument of parental “choice” has been home schooling, which has shown a 7 to 15 percent annual growth rate through the ‘90s. No one has an accurate head count, but the number of home schoolers has risen from maybe 100,000 in the early 1980s to nearly 1.5 million today (3 percent of school-age Millenni-als), more than the entire public-school student body of the state of New Jersey. The steep rise in home schooling preceded the internet, but is now getting an extra boost from parents who can now telecommute (and thereby teach) at home, and from on-line educational aids.

When charter- and home-schooled children are added to the tally, the total enrollment of students not in traditional public schools rose between 1990 and 1999, from 5.2 million to around 7.7 million kids, or by 48 percent. Meanwhile, the number in traditional public school settings rose by only 11 percent. At the margin, therefore, school “choice” has become a real motivator, moving America toward what teachers’ union official Adam Urbanski calls “a system of schools instead of a school system.”
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Traditional public schools remain the locus for 84 percent of Millennial schoolchildren, but they’re feeling more parental heat. PTA memberships have reversed their long membership slide from the G.I.-parent/Boomer-child era of the early ‘60s (12.1 million) to the Silent-parent/Gen-X-child era of the early ‘80s (5.3 million), and are back up to 6.5 million today. This upswing is partly due to the usefulness of PTA fund-raising to get around state spending equalization formulas— enabling affluent parents to make sure their children have all the latest teaching tools. But the culture wars are asserting themselves here as well. In Loudoun County, Virginia, a hotbed of home schooling, twenty PTAs have been challenged by sixteen conservative PTOs that challenge the status-quo orthodoxy on sex education, phonics, and other matters.

From the 1950s through the 1980s, American parents became gradually less intrusive in public schools. Now, they’re becoming more so. And as they put pressure on public schools to provide more “choice” for parents, so too do they want less choice, ergo more values, for kids.

Values

When parents pull their children out of public schools, the usual reason is values. Parents want schooling to be something that shapes kids, an intellectual and moral process that reaches them deep within, much like a spiritual faith.

Consider The Book of Virtues, Bill Bennett’s landmark Millennial corrective with the medicinal cover. His ten values—self-discipline, compassion, responsibility, friendship, work, courage, perseverance, honesty, loyalty, and faith—are what many midlife Boomers, liberal and conservative, agree that children need to be taught on this lee side of the Consciousness Revolution. Such values seem desperately needed in an era of South Park, Dennis Rodman, and Monica Lewinsky. But they haven’t always seemed so necessary. One reason Bennett’s values are called “traditional” is because many of them were not as stressed by the modern postwar parents who had just conquered global fascism only to confront global communism—and who were not so eager to teach children to be obedient, loyal, team-playing followers of authority. Instead, G.I.s felt their Boomer children instead needed to develop independence, creativity, and if necessary the courage to defy lockstep authority.
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Our schools should not cultivate confusion. They must cultivate conscience.

—George W. Bush




We are witnessing the schools’ rewakening to what was historically one of their most essential tasks, the formation of character among the children in their care.

—Kevin Ryan and Karen Bohlin, Building Character in Schools




I think teens are not getting in that much trouble anymore because they are more worried about their education and their future more than anything.

—Jake, 14




Are you responsible, caring, fair, responsible, trustworthy, a good citizen? Character counts!

—Character Counts poster




We spenda full two weeks on very careful directions on how to walk into a room, pull a chair out, sit down.

—Wilma Rimes, elementary school principal




I willpledge to be part of the solution. I will eliminate taunting from my own behavior. I will eliminate profanity towards others from my language. I will encourage others to do the same.

—a pledge signed by 300 students at Papillon-LaVistaHigh School, Papio, Nebraska




Age fourteen, they got you down on your knees

So polite, you’re busy still saying please

—New Radicals, “You Get What You Give”




Dear God: How come you only have ten rules, and our school has millions?

—kid’s question from Parables, Etc.





Times have changed. Recall how the Boomer child era was a time of fading in loco parentis, of outmoded puritanism, of a fresh God-is-dead rationalism. Adults wanted to unleash kids’ creativity, not suppress it. Then came the Gen-X era. While teachers tried to solve a myriad of social woes, they refused to take the lead. Tell me your values, adults told kids, and we’ll help you get there. By the 1990s, schoolchild Millennial stepped into a moral relativism that now felt tired and outmoded in its turn. Pulled on every side by rapid economic change, cultural fragmentation, and ethnic influx, Americans wanted kids to acquire values that were clearer and less ambiguous—solid counterweights to the freewheeling behavior of adults.

Schools are as much a battleground as ever, but with an increasing consensus about what values adults think kids ought to develop. Politicians of all stripes (including George W. Bush and Al Gore) are eager to get “faith-based organizations” back into public education. Whenever you notice both sides of the culture wars focusing on the same message, it’s usually landing hard on Millennials. Take teasing: Veggie Tales says it’s anti-Christian, whereas Sesame Street says it breeds intolerance. Either way, the message is the same: Don’t!

The culture wars still flare, especially around holiday time (Columbus Day, Halloween, or Christmas) and over sex ed, evolution, multicultural readings, and the teaching of history. But today’s parents widely agree that kids—their own, other people’s, and especially recent immigrants’— should be taught “absolutely essential” American ideals, ones adhered to by all the dominant faiths. “You don’t need to believe in God to believe in trustworthiness,” says Michael Josephson, founder of Character Counts!—one of many new “character education” curricula that schools are using to teach Millennials, particularly in the elementary grades.

“Good character, this thinking goes, is about good habits,” writes Lisa Miller, and the new “character education” curricula have produced a variety of slogans and jingles to drill the point home. In the Character First! curriculum (a joint venture between public schools and a Christian organization), children recite a poem-pledge: “I will look at someone speaking / And I’ll listen all I can /1 will sit and stand up straight / Like a soldier on command.” In another program, students are asked to make a daily pledge to comply with six “Character Pillars” (which kids call “caterpillars”): “Each day in our words and actions, we will persevere to exhibit respect, caring, fairness, trustworthiness, responsibility, and citizenship.” Afterward, they recite the Pledge of Allegiance.
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In “character education,” kids are seldom taught to question adult standards. They are simply told what is expected, encouraged to suggest extra rules to better apply the standard (which often get pinned to the wall: “No pushing in front of drinking fountain”), and then rewarded (often in groups) for good behavior. When kids don’t obey the standard, they are not invited to discuss and explore the reasons behind it. Instead, a punishment or treatment protocol deals with the issue in purely behavioral terms—from detention to expulsion, from an apology to classmates to a recommendation for medical attention. If they are diagnosed with Attention Deficit and Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD), they may be prescribed psychotropic drugs to help them sit still, learn, and not bother others—which most schools are fully prepared (with nurses) to dispense to kids on a strict schedule.



States are requiring more courses, and moving away from the anything-goes, shopping-mall high school that was in vogue thirty years ago.

—Christopher Cross, Council for Basic Education




We recognized we had not challenged our students to the extent they need to be challenged. We’re encouraging a much higher level of performance.

—Nancy Grasmick, Superintendent of Schools, State of Maryland




The team approach—teachers setting their own agendas for small clusters of students—has swept the Washington area, almost completely replacing the traditional junior high school.

—Jay Matthews,The Washington Post




In many ways, the education accountability movement echoes the restructuring process American businesses went through in the late 1970s to address lagging productivity.

—The New York Times




Thousands of public-school pupils (mainly in the lower grades) now sport the look of private or parochial schoolkids. Flashy designer clothes are on the way out. White tops with khaki or navy bottoms are in …

—Investor’s Business Daily




Dozens of parents crammed into cafeteria benches designed for 13-year-olds to watch their children model possible uniforms [in a] fashion show produced by the school-uniform division at Nordstrom.

—Angela Galloway,Tacoma News-Tribune, WA




Exercise [your] authority and say I’m the parent, you’re the child, and this is a good idea.

—Nate Bush, D.C. School Board chairman, on school uniforms (1988)




It’s been market-tested, wows liberals and conservatives alike, and costs nothing.

—MaryMcGrory, columnist on school uniforms




All kids are created equal.

—logo for Scholastic school uniforms




We know the inside person, not the outside.

—Shante, 13, on school uniforms




It’ll be easier to go to school and not be constantly faced with the trouble of keeping up with the fashion trends.

—Katie, 13, on uniforms





Ironically, where young Boomers once turned to drugs to prompt impulses and think outside the box, today they turn to drugs to suppress their kids’ impulses and keep their behavior inside the box. Rousseau the young dreamer, meet Rousseau the graying communitarian. Nowadays, Dennis the Menace would be on Ritalin, Charlie Brown on Prozac.

Not long ago, educators celebrated the differences between the values of different kids. No longer. The new stress is on the values Millennials have in common. If everybody is part of a team, then that, in turn, requires team skills.

Team work

In 1998, the Fairfax County, Virginia, School Board heard from a number of parents who were displeased that their kids did not have the same opportunities as those at Thomas Jefferson High School, a selective “gifted and talented” (GT) school that routinely produces America’s largest number of National Merit Scholars. Speaking out on behalf of what educators call “regular kids,” Lois Spotila said, “These are the kids who are going to comprise the mass of society, and we need to make sure they have the skills they need to be successful, productive members.” The board promptly passed a resolution to provide every student with a “gifted quality education”—by reducing class sizes, subsidizing AP exams, establishing International Baccalaureate programs, and providing more demanding classes at all the county’s high schools.

Until the early ‘90s, school systems often gave more attention to “special needs” programs for gifted or disabled kids than they did to the needs of nongifted, nondisabled kids. In most districts, special-education budgets rose three or four times faster than overall school budgets. From 1967 to 1996, special-ed spending alone rose from 4 to 19 percent of all school spending. While no one regrets the huge recent gains in the quality of GT and special-ed programs, parents of “regular kids” are starting to demand that their kids have better programs too.

The “regular kid” versus special need debate began in earnest after World War II, when educators realized that the war had been won in part through the brilliance of allied scientists. For that reason, the postwar draft deferred students, teachers, scientists, and PhD candidates. In 1959, James Bryant Conant’s influential report, The American High School Today, made the case for fast (college prep) and slow (vocational), as well as medium, tracks. Entering the Boomer child era, the regular kid still ruled. By the time Gen-X children came along, school systems were diversifying their tracks, methods, and curricula. Now, after several decades of stressing the “tails” of the academic bell curves, schools are again starting to focus on the “bell” itself.

While GT and special-ed programs remain strong, the new emphasis is toward mainstreaming the gifted or disabled—bringing kids together rather than splitting them apart. In California and Massachusetts, middle schools are doing away with tracking altogether. Especially in the younger grades, the new purpose of tracking is less to create heterogeneity than homogeneity (by weeding out rule breakers). Some high schools are eliminating the “valedictorian” designation and treating honor roll membership as a private matter (for parents, teachers, and colleges to know) but noi a public matter (for the whole student body to know).

For Millennial, “collaborative learning” has become as popular as independent study was for Boomers or open classrooms for Gen Xers. Kids do projects, and are often graded, in groups. Parents who never experienced this themselves sometimes get upset when their kid receives a bad grade from poor work done by his or her team—or from a student grader. “Hands-on math” is done in groups. The Junior Engineering Technical Society runs a contest that tests teams, not individuals. “Forget Einstein. Think Team!” reads a headline in The Washington Post about the new trend in high school science. Peer review is increasingly being extended to honor code enforcement, prom-night behavior (through the work of Students Against Destructive Decisions), and interscholastic competitions. In Virginia’s Cappies program, students write critical reviews of one another’s plays and musicals that are then published in local newspapers.
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I’ve seen immense changes. The children felt better about themselves. It gave them a sense of belonging.

—Denise McCarthy, elementary school principal on uniforms




Sometimes I really like getting all dressed up and looking nice. That’s why I like uniforms.

—Marvin Smith, 8




Badges promote a sense of belonging.… Badges provide unity since every student is put on the same level and required to wear one…. Ready or not, badges are one of the keys on the road to becoming a more responsible adult.

—Jessica Birt, 17




If I have to wear it, I want it to say something about me.

—Robyn Christy, 15, who painted a purple metallic trim around her school ID badge




A lot of kids … like to put them on the way they like to play soldier.

—Eleanor Holmes Norton, on school uniforms




He acts totally better in uniform than in any other garb, as if the dignity and regularity of the uniform imparted itself to his soul.

—Benjamin Stein, describing how his son behaves when he wears a Boy Scout uniform




It’s the way many children now play—organized and uniformed instead of unbridled and unadorned.

—The Washington Post, on sports uniforms




A columnist in the Orange County (CA) Register wrote an article about the experience of getting school uniforms for her Millennial kindergartner. Her child loved the idea and just couldn’t seem to grasp why her mommy was so worried about conformity and losing her individuality. The columnist came to the conclusion that the reason that her Millennial child wanted the uniform was that she really didn’t understand what a uniform was— thus dismissing the group consciousness of a generation.

—Nancy Ulrich




Are you going to mandate uniform haircuts, too… and uniform glasses?

—Paul Levy





Nothing symbolizes Millennial teamwork more than their standardized appearance. Where Boomers broke dress codes back when their parents had a strong one, Millennials are conforming to new dress codes at a time when their parents have a weak one. Clothing that was tolerated during the Gen-X school era—baseball caps, halter tops, short skirts, baggy pants, jangling jewelry, and gang-message T-shirts—can now get a kid sent home. Kids grumble at this, but nonetheless are moving toward a depunked, degrunged Old Navy or Abercrombie & Fitch-style appearance.

And then there are the real uniforms. The school uniform movement began in the late 1980s, when first-wave Millennials put them on in Long Beach, California, and Washington, D.C. In the early ‘90s, uniforms became popular among inner-city elementary schoolkids. By the mid-’90s, they aged into middle schools—and began to break out into nonur-ban areas—and soon after reached high schools. By 1997, three-fourths of all Chicago schools required uniforms. By 1999, they were appearing at all grades, elementary through high school, in roughly half of New York City schools. In 2000, they became mandatory in Philadelphia schools. They’re especially popular in inner cities. From 1990 to 1997, the share of all U.S. students in uniform has grown from virtually nothing to 10 percent, with another 15 percent in districts that are actively considering them. “The rest of the world goes casual. We go professional,” says David Levin, founder of a charter school that requires every student to wear a school-insignia shirt of some kind.

New school-uniform policies are often hotly debated before they are implemented, but not afterward. That’s because they’re generally popular, even among Millennials, once the community gets used to them.

Time-pressed kids and parents find it simplifies the choices they have to make, and educators like the tone it sets. “You have to dress properly for a job,” says Roanoke school official Ann Harmon, “and education is their job.” When uniforms are introduced, principals report that discipline improves right away, and achievement improves over time.

Standards

“School is different now,” says Chicago teacher Esme Raji Codell. “It’s not like you can come in and teach that Columbus sailed in 1492 and two plus two equals four.” It’s not? To many visitors, that’s exactly what is different about school these days. Enter a classroom today, and you might hear an entire class reciting facts and tables in unison. Why? Because these questions are starting to appear on “high stakes” tests that can spell the difference between success and failure for students, teachers, schools, even governors. Such is the power of the new “standards” movement in public schools.

Standards went out of fashion during the Boomer child years. When Gen-X kids started going to school, educators decided there was no single body of knowledge, so they didn’t teach it. lust as the first Gen Xers were graduating, educators changed their minds and admitted that, yes, there was such a body of what E. D. Hirsch called “cultural literacy,” and that Gen Xers didn’t know it. Now, with Millennials, standards are coming back, with a roar.

The “standards” movement arose out of an original suggestion, stemming from a 1989 summit, that the federal government should establish guideposts for what was initially (and ill-fatedly) known as “outcomes-based education.” This “OBE” plan became enmeshed in culture wars and devolution arguments, accused of political correctness and a power grab from states and school boards, and abandoned. Then the states took over, and essentially the same idea has moved swiftly forward with enormous public support.

One by one, states developed their own multiple-choice tests, like Texas’s TAAS, Massachusetts’s MCAS, and Virginia’s SOL. After an experimental run or two, the tests are given bite. Usually, the first results are highly embarrassing for schools and students alike. Then, the second time, schools and students do better, and public officials bask in praise.



Does it matter to have educational standards?? Does it keep people’s eye on the ball? Absolutely. This is what leadership is all about. We’re not here to make people happy.

—Margaret LaMontagne, education aide to George W. Bush




The test changed the whole school around…. It’s made everything worse. And when I said I wouldn’t take it, they said the realty people were relying on our test results to sell houses.

—Alex Summer field, 17, one of seven Danvers, MA, high school students suspended for refusing to take a state standards test




Kids and schools know there are consequences looming on the horizon if they don’t do well, and that gives this school season a different kind of edge.

—Robert Schwartz, Achieve, Inc.




My father teased me. He said I might be a dropout if I don’t pass. … 7 lied in bed wondering what was going to happen, if I was going to fail or pass. How many would I get wrong? How many would I get right?

—Meghan Collard, 9, on the New York state test for fourth graders




Every parent wants the school system to crack down…. But every parent doesn’t want their kid to suffer.

—Margaret Penn, teacher




Support for high standards came with an unspoken caveat: they were quite all right when they were applied to someone else’s school and some one else’s child.

—Charles Sykes




Some parents, teachers, and students fear that the focus on tests thwarts creativity and character development.

—The New York Times




In many classrooms, the joy and magic of reading is being replaced by drudgery.

—MargaretImmel, Rice University





Texas Governor George W. Bush cited improved TAAS scores as a major credential for his run for the presidency.

“What is different now,” says Jay Mathews, “is that the tests have become a public measuring and punishing stick.” Once the tests fully take effect—which, for many states, remains a few years in the future—the consequences can be substantial. Principals and teachers can be paid bonuses or fired. Florida now gives every school a letter grade, “A” to “F,” based on the state test results. Real-estate values can rise or fall. Students can be graduated or denied diplomas, promoted or forced to repeat grades, given awards or ordered to summer schools (now mandatory in New York City for anyone who scores below the fifteenth percentile), transferred to GT programs or demoted to special ed.

Every state but Iowa now has (or is implementing) standardized testing—and, in twenty-seven states, these tests are linked to everything from grade promotion and graduation to school funding. By degrees, standardized testing is becoming just about the only measure of academic quality that really counts in many school systems. With their students’ promotions (not to mention their own jobs) on the line, teachers are teaching to the tests and reallocating class time to help students with test-taking skills.
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Who benefits most from this? “Regular kids.” With so much pressure on schools to pass the requisite number of students, the priority students are neither the gifted (who are sure to pass) nor the disabled (many of whom can be exempted), but the kids expected to score just above or below the passing mark. When the teaching focus moves back toward the facts and ideas that appear in textbooks, it holds every kid more accountable and tends to equalize the opportunity for kids in different socio-economic strata. When preparing for a standardized test, the quality of family conversations, bookshelves, or museum trips matters less and the quantity of studying helps more—which puts the children of lawyers and of domestic workers on a more level field of competition. This is why principals of urban schools tend to be happier with these tests than their counterparts in the suburbs.

The state standards tests have enriched a standardized test industry, which now totals $200 million in annual sales. The tests have empowered a back-to-basics curricular industry with companies such as Direct Instruction, Core Knowledge, and Junior Great Books. Success for All, which began in Baltimore in 1987 and is now taught in 1,130 elementary schools, follows a very basic and fast-paced set of scripted lessons that the entire class recites orally. Critics call it “robo-teaching”—but it’s getting results. Boomer teachers are often offended by its regimented, cookie-cutter style, while Xer teachers are less bothered by it. The tests have energized the teaching of phonics and arithmetic, and have rewarded behavioral teaching methods by which teachers guide students through small steps toward a successful test score—rather than through bigger steps that may or may not better prepare them for college.
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www.cramcentral.com [is] a very different sort of educational product aimed at smart, college-bound high school students … that offers crash online courses on various topics for advanced-placement tests.

—The Wall Street Journal




Our chances of getting into a good college are dropping every day, as expectations soar, unrestrained. The pressure’s on.

—Tyler Hudgens, 15




The Princeton Review got so many tutoring requests in the ritzy Hamptons this year that it had to rent a summer house to accommodate all the tutors.

—Time




Singapore math and the Japanese math curriculum known as Kumon … are the two Asian approaches that have made the most inroads in U.S. schools. The Kumon method, used as a supplemental curriculum, has spread to … more than 109,000 students in North America.

—The Washington Post




It’s getting pretty grim out there. Colleges want to see that high-school students aren’t sitting around watching Seinfeld reruns all summer.

—Time, on pre-course tutoring




Students see adults—parents, businessmen, lawyers—violating ethical standards and receiving a slap on the wrist, if anything, and quickly conclude that if that’s acceptable behavior in the larger society, what’s wrong with a little cheating in high school or college?

—Donald McCabe, Rutgers University




Eighty percent of the nation’s best students admit to cheating on an exam, a 10-point increase since the question was first asked 15 years ago.

—1998 survey,Who’s Who Among American High School Students




The smartest girl in school caught cheating. It would be scandalous.

—Mrs. Tingle, in Teaching Mrs. Tingle




Last week, the principal of Potomac Elementary School, a top-ranked school in one of Maryland’s lushest suburbs, resigned and a teacher was placed on administrative leave amid charges that they had rigged a statewide achievement test. The whistleblowers? Fifth graders, who allege that they were prompted to modify essay responses, provided correct answers, and given extra time to finish.

—U.S. News & World Report





Standards are becoming consequential because the adults running the schools, from teachers to governors, are being held accountable. With more charter schools available, and with parochial and home schooling more popular, poor scores can induce parents to “walk” with their kids. When enough of them do, this creates real problems for administrators and politicians. Accordingly, a trend has begun among school officials to promise to step down if they fail to improve scores. Aspiring teachers are feeling the standardized-test bite right at the source. Several states have toughened the national teacher-certifying Praxis test so that now only 50 percent pass the test, whereas 90 percent used to pass it.

This all appeals to market-oriented parents, Boomers and Gen X alike. That’s how the rest of the world works nowadays, and they see no reason why schools should be different. However, test results differ from marketplace results in that the outcome can be more easily gamed. School administrators can selectively exclude certain kids from taking the test. Charges of administrators’ cheating, even to the extent of erasing and fixing wrong answers, have already been leveled in some districts.

Millennials are feeling the heat in ways Boomers and Gen Xers could never imagine. Employers are asking to see high school transcripts, test scores, even attendance records. Social promotions are being discontinued. More homework is being assigned in the younger grades. Recesses are disappearing (or, with a heavy adult hand, are being reconfigured as “socialized recesses”). Class periods are lengthening. School years are being extended. Summers are newly serious, with teachers assigning vacation homework, kids packing off to academic camps, and summer schools bursting with mandatory attendees. More nervous students are turning to a rapidly expanding network of tutoring companies such as Sylvan, Score!, and the Japanese Kumon Math & Reading Centers, which alone has 1,400 centers in North America.

Senior year is developing an arms-race quality, as colleges tempt students to make ever-earlier decisions, while becoming ever more selective. By all accounts, the Class of 2000 faced the stiffest college-admission competition in history. The number of stellar student resumes keeps rising, but the number of elite colleges does not. In April 2000, Harvard mailed those dreaded thin (rejection) envelopes to a thousand high school valedictorians—many of whom, back in the Boomer era, would have been accepted.
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Classes are becoming more of a connect-the-dots enterprise. Cliff’s Notes, a badge of shame for Boomer teens, are more helpful than ever. Teachers are starting to return to more formulaic grading systems—x percent for each test, y percent for each homework assignment—to deter nasty arguments with students or (worse) their parents. Kids are fearful of grades and fearful of failing—because the stakes seem higher than before. (“I am afraid to go to school because of homework, not violence,” emailed an anonymous teen on Kid Exchange.) Achieving kids feel the pressure too, as more high-quality students compete with one another (and with foreigners) for a fixed number of slots. Jenny Hung, a California high school senior who took all the honors courses she could, said that “going to bed at midnight was a luxury, one A.M. was normal, three A.M. meant time to panic, and four A.M. meant it was time to go to sleep defeated.”

Surveys confirm that Millennials don’t mind a more structured curriculum, more order, more stress on basics. They prefer those subjects in which they, and the world, can measure their objective progress. They insist they admire their “hard” teachers at least as much as their “cool” ones. They say they like math and science more than the humanities and arts and much more than history—perhaps because the latter subjects lack clear-cut answers or come loaded with excessive ideological freight, or are just taught dully (to the test).

Millennials reveal both a new seriousness and a new distance from school. In this new era of teaching to standards, they don’t go to school to express their inner selves. Polls show them liking school less, with each passing year, but accepting it more, as necessary for the future. If they don’t give their schools the same high grades they give their parents, it’s because—despite the new stress on standards and grades—they still don’t find the curriculum interesting or challenging enough to really engage their energy. A recent Public Agenda survey found that 65 percent of high school students admitted they weren’t trying very hard, and 75 percent said they’d try harder if pushed.



You will continue to see a more and more rote type of teaching and learning. Why? Because the Millennials do much better work when given worksheet-type work.

—Paul Beavers, teacher




We’re not measuring creative writing.… Instead, we are assessing organized thoughts through writing on very specific topics…. These things can be scored by a computer.

—Frederic McHale, describing a new Educational Testing Service plan to grade writing samples by computer




If Bodkin Elementary School Principal Rocce Ferretti had any doubt that the rigid writing program he instituted to beef up his school’s state exam scores was sinking in, that ended when he saw one parent’s Mother’s Day card…. “It was like, ‘Dear Mom, you are the best mother in the world for the following reasons….’” Then it backed up the claim with three examples and summed it up with a conclusion … in the form of an answer for Maryland School Performance Assessment Program exams.

—The Washington Post




The Millennial writing that I’ve seen so far is almost formal, like a technical manual. They write as if they are making pronouncements from on high—much as Boomer teens did, yet it’s missing the emotional passion.

—Lis Libengood




From what little Millennial writing I’ve seen, it seems to me that their writing is dry. Bland. Oh, well.

—Chris Loyd, 17




About half the personal writing I see on chat and message boards comes from teenage girls who write bubbly stuff like “ifu r a hot guy who lives in CA or AZ and is 14-16 then write to me!!!!!!!!!”… Teens’ writing and speech sound more like each other than was the case with Baby Boomers.

—James Landau





But plenty of them are being pushed, by parents. Says Alexandria, Virginia, high school teacher Patrick Welsh, “I’ve seen increasing expectations, anxiety, and downright disappointment from parents … who expect their seventeen- or eighteen-year-old kids to have attained some rarefied state of perfection…. At some parent conferences, I find myself defending bright, talented students whose mothers and fathers act as if they have a defective product on their hands.” Not many of those parents take the time to see what’s really going on in schools, now, in this new era of values, teams, tests, and standards.

Results

So, on the whole, how are Millennial doing?

Before the Millennial child era, there was no “National Report Card,” because adults were less inclined to judge the nation in terms of how children were faring. Now, tellingly, such a report card exists, in what educators call the periodic reports of National Assessment of Educational Progress, also known as the “Nape” (NAEP).

Dating back to the early ‘70s, the Nape has measured the performance of 9-, 13-, and 17-year-olds in math, science, reading, and writing. The largest gains have been made in math and science, for ages 9 and 13. Millennial 9- and 13-year-olds are doing as well or better in math and science than any Gen Xers did at that age. Through 1996, meanwhile, 17-year-old Gen Xers had not shown the same degree of improvement.

Verbal skills show less-clear trends. Millennials have corrected a late-’80s decline in writing proficiency, and are now writing about as well as Gen Xers in the early ‘80s and a bit better than Boomers in the early ‘70s. Reading scores show scant gains through the ‘90s, though the 1998 scores (which have not yet been analyzed for trends) suggest that today’s 9- and 13-year-olds may be reading better than those of a few years ago.
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The aggregate scores for Millennials as a whole, across all four Nape subject areas, reveal only slight progress. Remember, though, that this is a generation with steeply rising shares of minority students, many of them second-generation immigrants. When you disaggregate Nape scores by race and ethnicity, the positive trends come more clearly into focus. All ethnic groups (including Caucasians) are improving faster than the average for all groups. From 1973 to 1996, white students increased their Nape math scores by 3 scale points, blacks by 16, and Latinos by 18. In all four Nape-tested areas, the achievement gap between whites and minorities has narrowed significantly. State tests confirm this: In Texas, Latino achievement is soaring. In California, where Latinos aren’t improving as much, black scores are rising.

The gender picture is cloudier. On the Nape tests, boys continue to score higher on math and science, girls on reading and writing. Other math and science tests show girls closing that gender gap, while other verbal tests confirm that boys still lag behind girls there. On the whole, Millennial boys tend to do better than girls in solo test taking, girls better than boys in grades, Advanced Placement classes, honor societies, and college admissions—that is, anything with a social dimension.



I just got off the phone with the mother of a 9-year-old who’s a wreck because he cant remember his Shakespeare lines.

—Dee Shepherd-Look, psychologist




My friend came home the other day bawling. When I asked her what was wrong, she said that she was getting a Bin physics.

—Katheryn Wright, 17




It was one of the few things a high-school senior could depend on: Maintain a B-plus average and waltz into a major public university. Not any more. These days, even a perfect 4.0 grade-point average doesn’t guarantee admission.

—The Washington Post




At NYU, the average SAT score for incoming freshmen rose from 1283 to 1335 between the high school classes of 1995 and 2000.

—U.S. News & World Report




Offices of admission today are functioning more like offices of rejection.

—Sue Biemeret, high school counselor




We let standards go down over the years. It’s time to get them back to where they used to be.

—John Wentling, general manager of a Delaware McDonald’s that now requires high school transcripts for job applicants




I believe in being consistent in everything I do.

—Thaddeus Jones, 17, who never missed a day of school in 13 years




You need to learn some basic skills before you can change the world.

—fono Spiro, 15




For the leading edge of the Silent Generation, the winning words in the annual Scripps Howard National Spelling Bee were: promiscuous (1937), sanitarium (1938), canonical (1939), therapy (1940), and initials (1941). For the leading edge of the Millennial Generation, they were: antediluvian (1994), xanthosis (1995), vivisepulture (1996), euonym (1997), and chiaroscurist (1998).

—from www.spellingbee.com
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Meanwhile, the number of high-achieving high school students keeps rising. Compared to Gen Xers in the late ‘80s, today’s Millennial seniors are nearly three times as likely to take calculus, twice as likely to take all three major sciences (biology, chemistry, physics), and are taking twice as many Advanced Placement tests. The number of high school graduates who attend college the next semester has risen from 50 percent among Boomers in 1975, to 60 percent among Gen Xers in 1990, to 65 percent in 1996. The high school graduation rate has remained fairly flat, with a late-’90s dip that reflects the recent trend against social promotions.

The relatively faster gains in math and science, relative to reading and writing, suggest that Millennials may develop a rational (left-brained) slant to their achievements. Adults may well be encouraging this shift. In recent years, many schools have reduced the time spent on art, music, electives, and unstructured recess to enable more time to be spent on the basic curricula. A price is being paid. “I wish I had a dime for every time I heard a teacher say, ‘These kids this year aren’t creative at all, nothing like the kids we had five or ten years ago,’” says Paul Beavers, a teacher at the J. T. Moore Middle School in Nashville.

Several of the state standards tests are now in their second or third phases, and scores are improving. In Virginia’s D.C. suburbs, every single school scored better on the 1999 state exam than on the 1998 version. In Texas, 86 percent of third graders passed the state reading exam in 1999, up from 77 percent in 1994. California fourth graders showed a five-point improvement on state reading tests over those same five years. But, as Washington Post education reporter Linda Perlstein asks, “Are our children getting smarter? Or just better at tests?”—to which proponents of state standards might answer, both.

On balance, the Millennial trends reveal some improvement now and prospects for even further gains in the years ahead—a distinct turnaround from the Boomer and early Gen-X middle and high school eras, when nearly every trend pointed in a negative direction.

You’d never know that from the test results that get publicized from time to time, asserting that some shockingly small percentage of today’s students can write a coherent paragraph, know historical dates, locate countries on a map, or understand their civic heritage. On a recent Nape history test, 60 percent of 17-year-olds scored “below basic”—but there were no trend lines comparing it to the past, so “below basic” was merely a label offering no basis for comparison. Perhaps Nape, Tims, and other tests will someday be administered to a random sampling of Gen Xers, Boomers, Silents, or G.I.s—with the results publicly reported. So far, none of the test makers have seen fit to do this.

“Adults concerned about the apparent ignorance of children should remember,” says Gerald Bracey, “that when they were kids themselves, they probably didn’t know nearly as much as they think they did.” In Quail Glen Elementary School, near Sacramento, a fifth-grade class discussed the hit TV quiz show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. The kids remarked that the contestants often gave incorrect answers to questions the fifth graders considered easy. “It’s surprising that adults didn’t get them,” said student Elizabeth Clement.

Fixing the Future through Education

In every political handout these days, you read about the need to “prepare today’s children for the twenty-first century.” There’s less talk about exactly how to do that, save for familiar verbiage about a high technology workforce in a global economy, as though the typical Millennial will be a software manager in a dot-com IPO.

In any era, schools teach a child generation to be parents, citizens, soldiers, leaders, artists, workers, consumers, and more. But the emphasis can and does change, from one era to the next, as educators try to equip children to address a perceived societal need.



We’re setting higher expectations, and students are learning up to those expectations.

—Frank S. Hollerman, Deputy Secretary, U.S. Department of Education




I see more and more black students in my AP classes—middle-class kids as well as kids from poor backgrounds. Reinforced by a wave of African immigrants, these high-achievers are beginning to set the tone for other black kids in the school.

—Patrick Welsh, teacher




“Challenge me.” Two powerful words that kids are saying to their teachers, their schools, their parents.… Seventy-five percent of kids say they’d study harder if their schools gave them tougher tests.

—Ad Council




A 14-year-old [Natalia Toro] who studied the elusive subatomic particles called neutrinos won the prestigious Intel Science Talent Search … the youngest winner in the history of the 58-year-old event.

—Associated Press




There’s no magic. We just reintroduced something called studying.

—Blondean Davis, Chicago school official, on the turnaround in city schools




People here don’t call guys suckers or sellouts if they get good grades. Those who think it’s cool not to study are considered fools.

—Cory Cole, 18




Three little Äs from inspiration Mixed with a little perspiration And just a little grade inflation Three little Äs from school

—“Three Little Äs” MaKiddo




Being smart is accepted and almost borders on being cool.

—Patty Springer, 16





»» In the 1930s and ‘40s, schools prepared the Silent to be book-smart corporate careerists.

» In the 1950s and ‘60s, schools prepared Boomers to be inner-driven, ideal-cultivating individualists.

» In the 1970s and ‘80s, schools prepared Gen Xers to be street-smart free-agent entrepreneurs.

» In the 1990s, schools prepared Millennials to be outer-driven, ideal-following team players.

Thus has each recent generation, including Millennials, been schooled to fix a deficiency seen in the prior generation, in a manner which makes it the opposite (and corrective) of the second-older generation.

Millennials are quite unlike Boomers in how they feel about school, and how they’re doing there. By most accounts, Boomers generally enjoyed school, but battled against the values it represented, and became worse behaved as the rules became more lenient. Millennials tell pollsters they dislike school, but they comply with the values it represents and become better-behaved as the rules become stricter. Where Boomers wanted less structure, Millennials want more. Boomers liked subjects that defied accountability. Millennials prefer subjects in which they, and others, can measure their progress.

And, especially, Boomers did progressively worse at school, from one birth year to the next, accounting for fifteen of the seventeen years of the famous SAT slide. In the Tims, the Nape, our Teachers’ Survey, and other measures, Millennials show early signs of doing progressively better at school, from one birth year to the next.

Just as much as Boomers ever did, Millennial kids are inviting a change in American education that’s as dramatic and far-reaching as all the changes back in the 1960s and ‘70s. This time, though, the changes are running in the opposite direction.


CHAPTER EIGHT
JIGGY WITH IT (pace of life)


Just can’t sit Gotta get jiggy wit’it

—WILL SMITH, “Gettin’Jiggy wif It”



[image: ]ou’ve never seen such enthusiasm and positiveness on the faces of these youngsters,” exuded Colin Powell upon seeing a recent batch of high school ROTC trainees. “Some would say you’re making little machines out of them. I don’t care what we’re making out of them. They’re proud, and these kids are getting something that will hold them in good stead …”

“What’s surprising,” said Janice Cromer, the author of a recent youth survey, “is that the students are so ‘normal.’ They have a lot of regard for adults. The respect their teachers, for the most part. They get along with their parents.” In 1999, a reporter from The Times of London visited a California high school and remarked about “America’s new teen constituency, the suddenly sane.”



Be Happy

—pennant in Tracy’s bedroom, in Election




Why can’t our lives just be normal?

—Ann, to her mother, Anywhere But Here




I don’t have a lot of time to do just whatever.

—Molly, 11




Here they are—a generation of kids moving fast and hard, born in the passing lane of technology and raised on 24-hour news and cellphones. And, early on, they discover the “s” word—“stress.”

—Renate Robey, Denver Post




America’s upwardly mobile, ultra-goal-oriented mindset has made teens feel more stressed than previous generations.

—The New York Times




At the start of my freshman year at Madeira School, the dean of students told everybody that there supposedly was a difference between stress and pressure—that stress was bad and pressure good. He said our school only causes pressure, not stress, which became a joke for the entire student body.

—Isabeau Strauss, 17




If I’m not at school or at work, I’m at home on my laptop, typing essays, looking up French words on-line or researching for information. I took my laptop to Boston when I visited schools, and I took it to the beach. When I think of pressure I think of school and its deadlines.

—Kathryn Griffin, 18
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What Powell, Cromer, time diaries, and opinion surveys are all finding in today’s teens is a new, post-X mixture of optimism and activity. Mil-lennials are busy kids. They’re doers. Their attitudes, and use of time, reflect this.

The Millennial Time Machine

Over the last decade, as money problems have eased, Americans have become obsessed with time. Time is what most people lack, what they value, and what they’re increasingly willing to use money to acquire. Naturally, when older people evaluate younger people, they inquire into how they use time. Of all the misleading reports about today’s kids, nothing has drawn more adult anxiety than the suggestion that, every day, kids have an unprecedented quantity of free and unsupervised time. Time to watch WWF wrestling or Jerry Springer. Time to peruse on-line porn sites. Time to have sex, take drugs, or commit crimes. Time alone.

Wrong. In the Boomer-child ‘50s, kids knew there was more high-risk mischief afoot on those long afternoons than many stay-at-home moms ever suspected. (Where did you go, dear? Out. And what did you do? Nothing.) In the Millennial-child ‘90s, kids can often prove to their working moms that nothing’s afoot by reciting their activity calendar. (Look, Mom, even if I wanted to, I just don’t have the time!)

No less than the workaholic adults of their world, students from elementary school through high school feel they have too little free time, not too much. Long gone are the old Boomer days of kids coming home from school and being shooed outside “to play.” Today, Millennials spend their afternoons getting shepherded from one adult-supervised activity to the next. They don’t have as much time as their parents did, when young, to lie on the grass and stare at the clouds, to sit on the porch and watch the world go by, to climb into a treehouse and imagine castles and pirate ships, to gather some friends, a ball, and a bat, and put together a game of workups. “I don’t have time to be a kid,” 10-year-old Stephanie Mazza-maro told Time magazine.
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Recall the typical Boomer-child sitcom, in which the older sibling seemed more serious and committed, the younger sibling more playful and free. These days, younger-sibling Millennials think their older brothers and sisters had it easy. In our Class of 2000 Survey, first-wave Millennial teens report by sizable margins that, compared to when their older siblings were their age, Millennials have less free time alone, more snoopy parents, more demanding teachers (by a two-to-two majority), and more homework and scheduled activities (by a three to one majority).

These days, kids have less time for what’s merely fun. From 1991 to 1998, according to the Monitoring the Future survey, eighth and tenth graders showed sharp reductions in their share of those who engage “every day” or “at least once a week” in such customary teen activities as going to movies, cruising in cars and motorcycles, or walking around shopping malls. The share who say they never go to rock concerts rose from 60 to 72 percent for eighth graders, and from 51 to 63 percent for tenth graders. Since the mid-’80s, according to the National Association of Secondary School Principals, the share of grade school teens who listen to or watch sports games fell by one-sixth to one-fourth for every sport except ice hockey. The number of kids who regularly listen to or watch football fell from four in five to less than three in five.
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There s a lot of pressure on school administrators to increase standardized test scores, but how productive are we when we don’t make time for essential human functions like eating? It’s not healthy. You dont need a CDC scientist to tell you that.

—Howell Wechsler, Centers for Disease Control




You mostly stuff food in your mouth and go.

—Ann Luu, 15, describing the high school “lunch crunch”




They should get at least nine hours of sleep every night, but only about 15 percent do. And a full quarter get less than six….

—Newsweek




Many baby boomers have vivid memories of being packed off to bed at precisely the same hour every night. Not today’s kids…. The result: An entire generation is growing up without knowing the meaning of bedtime…. All six of the accredited sleep laboratories in the nation that specialize in treating children were started after 1985.

—The Washington Post




Fifty percent of girls age 12 to 17 often feel “too tired.”

—Nichelo deon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor survey





Contrary to popular impression, the teen trend in most types of media use (including reading) is down. TV-watching peaked for teenage girls in the early ‘80s, for teenage boys in the early ‘90s—and has fallen gradually since. From 1991 to 1998, the share of kids who do not watch TV “almost every day” climbed from 16 to 25 percent among eighth graders, from 19 to 27 percent among tenth graders. This occurred even as more kids were getting TV sets for their own bedrooms—until 1998, when parents began removing those TVs. Nearly all surveys report that the share of kids who read newspapers daily, or listen to the radio for any reason, has fallen sharply. The time teenagers spend pleasure reading has also declined—but that’s partly because they’re reading more of what they are assigned to read. Escape reading remains very popular, with mysteries, fantasies, and horror thrillers (popular among girls) among the hottest items on teen bookshelves.
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One activity that is unmistakably rising among Millennial teens is computer use for all purposes other than game playing, which is declining. The proportion of children and teenagers who regularly use the internet, and who read or send email, has grown sharply in recent years. Middle schoolers now spend more time on this than high school students. Teenagers’ use of beepers (which 18 percent now own) and cell phones (10 percent) has also increased, suggesting more time spent tracking down and communicating with friends and family.

For younger kids, the best numbers come from the University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research, which compared time diaries for (Gen-X) children aged 3 to 12 in 1981 with like-aged (Millennial) children in 1997. As mentioned earlier, the pressure-cooking bottom line is that Millennial kids showed a stunning 37 percent decline in the amount of “unstructured” free time, from 52 to 33 hours per week. Some of the biggest declines, by activity:

» Free play and unorganized outdoor sports, down by four hours and thirty minutes (4:30) per week. This includes video and computer games. In total time loss, this is by far the most squeezed activity.

» TV watching, down by 2:00. Since this includes videos and cable networks, the decline in broadcast-TV watching has been even more dramatic.

» Eating and household conversation, down by 1:40. Today’s kids are rushing to eat, and conversations often occur on the fly (or while doing something else). Efficiency foods like Lunch-ables, Go-Gurt, and Juicy Juice are a staple for this generation.

» Church, down by 1:10. Since family church attendance has been stable, this decline suggests that kids are doing fewer nonfamily religious activities—or are doing them in places other than churches (for example, in private homes or school facilities).



Like their parents, [children] seem pressed for time. The afternoons and weekends that many baby boomers spent “just hanging out” have now been taken over by chess clubs, soccer leagues, tennis lessons, and tae-kwon- do.

—Melinda Beck, The Wall Street Journal




I don’t like sitting around I don’t like beating the ground

—TheMoffatts, “Wild at Heart”




Adults take a coffee break They feel perfectly entitled to it. But children are expected to work all day.

—Rosemarie Alley




Maybe I’m spending too much of my time starting up clubs and putting on plays.

—Max, in Rushmore




We’re losing our kids to overscheduled hyperactivity. It’s a question of balance. Dance and karate, these are all good things. Parents are not making appointments with drug dealers for their children. But we want parents to say, ‘Am I overdoing the providing of activity opportunities and underdoing the providing of family time?’

—William J. Doherty, a professor of family social science, University of Minnesota




One mother recalls a recent play date where her son and the daughter of a friend spent the entire afternoon on the girl’s computer—to her mother’s consternation. “She actually begged them to watch TV instead,” the boy’s mother said.

—Ralph Gardner, Jr.




The old childhood ideal of goofing off-—what the grimmer parenting books term “nonstructured play”— isn’t an option.

—Time




Kids aged 9 to 12 play sports for an average of five hours a week, up 50 percent from 1981.

—Newsweek.com




Around the country and in the Washington area, that block of time when the school bell rings and children tumble out onto the playground to do as they please for a half-hour or so has either disappeared or been eaten into by multiplying state and local curriculum demands.

—Alice Digilio,The Washington Post




We are intent on improving academic performance. You don’t do that by having kids hanging from monkey bars.

—Benjamin Canada, Atlanta school superintendent, defending a decision to replace recess with more instructional time




The number of students in year-round public school education increased five-fold from 1986-87to 1997-98.

—National Association of Year-Round Education





Those are the main small-child activities getting scrunched in the Millennial time compactor. Here’s a rundown of the activities that are consuming more of their time:
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» School, up by 8:20 hours per week. This is the single most expanded child activity. More kids aged 4 and 5 (what for other generations were called “preschoolers”) are now in school. More kindergartens offer all-day programs. More grade schools have early morning classes, after school programs, hobby groups, prayer clubs, “extra learning opportunity” programs, and summer school—which is now mandatory in many districts for kids who score low on certain tests and don’t want to repeat a grade.

» Household chores, up by 3:30. Many more chores are done by today’s kids, either alone or (as with grocery shopping) together with a parent.

» Personal care (showering, hair care, dressing), up by 3:00. The let-it-be “nature child” look of the Xer kid era is definitely passe.

» Travel or visiting, up by 2:30. This includes visits to noncustodial parents, who sometimes live in distant cities, or time spent in transit between scheduled events.

» Organized sports, up by 2:00.

» Studying or reading, up by 1:00.

» Other passive leisure, up by 2:30. This includes time on computers (not at games) and other activities (including structured events such as museums and local library programs).

Add this all up, and you can see that today’s kids are busy, very busy, and not in ways most adults think. The expanding activities mainly relate to school, family (doing with family, not just being with family), and other kinds of supervised activities. Many parents fail to recognize this new time stress on kids. They think what their children want is more time with them—but what they really want is just more free time and less stress all around, for themselves and their parents.

Yes, Millennials are busy, and not necessarily in the familiar ways. But is this, in current parlance, “a life”? Recall the recurring themes of this generation described in Chapter 2, how they’re special, sheltered, confident, team-oriented, achieving, pressured, and conventional. From those perspectives, take a look at what Millennials think about the lives they’re leading.



Don’t think life is easy, because when you get older, it is hard work. I used to think life was easy. Now I have to do the dishes every day.

—Nick Coleman, 9




There’s anew cast of kids in Barney.… The kids are not merely different, they are improved: better looking, better dressed…. There’s not much to say about the new kids. They’re interchangeable. Pleasant. Together, they look like a Gap ad…. The new kids all look destined for comfortable lives in Connecticut.

—Carol Snow, salon.com




We blend into a crowd. We’re generic. We’re all Bobs.

—Andy Marshall, 13




TOPANGA: DO you think this is funny?

COREY: NO, I think it’s the opposite of funny. I think it’s… wood.

—Boy Meets World





Millennia Is and Specialness

“Like Mom always says, I’m different, special,” says Tracy Flick in the film Election. Britney Spears would agree: “I’m, like, God has totally blessed me,” she says, with a cheery gratitude one seldom heard from teen stars of earlier decades. Where child Gen Xers had reason to feel like a throwaway generation whose problems older people ignored, Millennials have always felt themselves to be the focus of public attention.

They have ample reason to feel this way. Over the course of their brief lifespans, issues affecting children have risen from the middle or bottom of adult priorities to the very top of the list—especially education, drugs, youth violence, child health, and moral values. In 1996, a survey report by the Coalition for America’s Children concluded that “the children’s agenda has definitely moved … to a public agenda,” which may explain why, “perhaps for the first time ever, children’s issues were observed to play an important role in the election of a President.” In 1998, over half of all adults said that “getting kids off to the right start” ought to be America’s number-one national priority. Some youth issues that had a very high profile in the 1980s (such as child abuse) are declining now that the problem is considered under control—and now that first-wave Millennials are moving on to older age brackets. Others (like family and moral “decline”) have become more prominent just as these first-wavers have entered their teens.
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As citizens and voters, adults are demanding a preferential treatment of today’s kids in public life. When legislatures vote, or politicians debate, it’s often on kids’ issues. When agencies and businesses appoint commissions, task forces, focus groups, and surveys, it’s often to find out more about kids’ issues. Even national issues having nothing directly to do with children—from Social Security to ethnic cleansing to unemployment—are now routinely discussed in terms of their “child” impact. When President Clinton says, “No more nuclear missiles are pointing at our children,” Millennials pick up the cue. Kids always notice who’s noticing them.

All the attention foisted on the 1982 cohort’s High School Class of 2000 has ruffled some feathers just a year or two older. “Long before my high-school Class of 1999 had even graduated,” remarked Lin Jia, “the media began initiating stories on nightly newscasts with Peter Jennings, Dan Rather, or Tom Brokaw following the lives of students in the Class of 2000,” causing her to feel “very resentful” to see her class “being swept into the waste-disposal of time to make room for the Class of 2000.” But 17-year-old Tamara El-Khoury won’t listen to any negativity. She feels “so lucky” to be part of such a heavily-publicized Millennium-marking class.

As Millennials absorb the adult message that they rank atop America’s list of priorities, they naturally come to the conclusion that their problems are the nation’s problems, that their future is the nation’s future— and that, by extension, everyone in America is naturally inclined to help them solve their problems.

The list of what Millennial teens think are the nation’s top problems largely overlaps with issues very close to their daily lives. Compared to their parents, they would place more emphasis on problems of school instruction, and less on problems of sex and drugs—but they still agree that they are the proper focus of public attention. Ask teens which national issues they would be most willing to volunteer time for, and their top choices are mostly child-focused—from child abuse and kidnapping to homelessness and teen suicide. A similar youth slant shows up in their perception of global problems.

Most Millennials are far more trusting than their parents about the capacity of large national institutions to do the right thing on their (and the nation’s) behalf. When teens are asked who’s going to improve the schools, clean up the environment, cut the crime rate, they answer, without irony, that it will be teachers, government, and police. They are also more willing than other recent generations to acknowledge the importance of their own personal choices and actions. When asked about violence in schools, for example, the vast majority insist it is purely the fault of students—not of the culture, guns, or anything else.



Millennial proverbs (fourth graders): If at first you don t succeed, get new batteries. Strike while the bug is close.

Laugh and the world laughs with you.

Cry, and someone yells, “Shut up!”

—www.warped.com




LANEY: Do you know how many gallons of chemicals are dumped into the oceans each year?

ZACH: Don’t you ever just kick back? I know the world has its problems, but would it hurt you to smile once in a while?

—She’s All That




They get up when we tell them to get up, they go to bed when we tell them to go to bed, and they go to class when we tell them to go to class. There’s maybe one hour during any given day where they can even think about watching TV.

—Major General James Lyle, superintendent, New York Military Academy




I need something on all the time— TV, music, something.

—Karina Siam, 15




Say goodbye to a cherished family friend.

—Malcolm’s mother, just before smashing a TV with a mallet, in Malcolm in the Middle.




Average hours of daily TV usage

Adults 50+: 5.5 hours

Adults 18-49: 3.9 hours

Teens 12-17:2.9 hours

—Nielsen Media Research (1999)





This specialness extends to Millennials’ self-perceived role in history, in solving world problems that vex their elders. When asked which groups will be most likely to help America toward a better future, teens rank “young people” ahead of government. When asked whose generation can have the greatest impact on what the global environment will become twenty-five years from now, 86 percent of Millennial teens say theirs, and only 9 percent say their parents’. When asked the same question, their parents mostly agreed, 71 percent saying that kids will have the most impact. Adults see Millennials not only as special children, but also as a generation with a special power over the future.

Millennials and Sheltering

Throughout the ‘90s, Boomers and Gen Xers have tightened the security perimeters around Millennial kids. They’ve done so in every possible place (in homes, autos, web sites, schools), for every possible occasion (prom nights, grad parties, soccer tournaments), through every possible means (family meetings, PTA councils, legislative committees, courts of justice), against every imaginable danger (sharp objects, unhealthy food, predatory people).

This trend is nothing like what these older generations recall from their own youth eras, when adult protectiveness was being dismantled (for Boomers) or was far weaker (for Gen Xers). For Millennials, the edifice of parental care is like a castle that keeps getting new bricks added— V-chips last month, carding at movies this month, graduated licenses next month. The older kids recall the most freedom and open sky, while the younger ones look up at the growing walls unable to imagine what they might see in their absence.

Millennials perceive that adults, parents especially, are getting stricter with them. From 1983 to 1996, the share of 13- to 15-year-olds who complain of being treated “like a child” grew from 30 to 44 percent. Significantly, the rise for 16- and 17-year-olds was much smaller. Given Boomers’ own history of youthful highjinks (or worse), this reinvention of parental strictness elicits from Millennials the common complaint of “hypocrisy.” By more than two to one, the Class of 2000 believes that its own members are being held to a higher moral standard (regarding sex, drugs, and truth-telling) than their parents apply to their own behavior.

Even so, today’s teens widely acknowledge that the rules they must follow are fair. They respect authority and widely support new measures to suppress disorder in the classroom or out on the street—what Public Agenda’s Deborah Wadsworth calls a “plea for order, structure, and moral authority in their lives.” According to a USA Weekend on-line teen poll, 87 percent believe there should be limits on where teens can go in the internet, 75 percent say authorities should be able to search lockers for drugs or guns without a student’s permission, and 50 percent believe an evening curfew is OK.
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Younger kids are even more supportive of extra protection than older kids. A few months after Columbine, older teens wanted to increase rather than decrease school security by a two-to-one margin, while younger teens said the same by a four-to-one margin. When sweeping new rules such as for school uniforms or student identity cards are first proposed, the usual experience is that most teens are initially resistant, yet after those measures are put in place, they change their minds and become supportive. And by huge majorities, they favor harsh punishments (including expulsion) for those who misbehave.

True to the wishes of adult America, Millennials are protected, feel protected, and expect to be protected—even, some might say, overpro-tected.



A lot can happen between 3 and 6 P.M. We make sure all of it’s good.

—Girl’s Club ad, Council on Foundations




If your kid isn’t into soccer, there’s actually no one left in the neighborhood to play with on Saturdays.

—Jeffrey Smith, father of a 5-year-old boy in his second soccer season




These days, extremes of parents insisting that their children carry the weight of their ambitions are becoming increasingly mainstream: the soccer parents of seven-year-olds frothing on the sidelines; parents holding their five-year-olds from kindergarten so they will have an edge the following year…. Perhaps the careerist culture of the Baby Boomers has come unmoored from any greater purpose than self-aggrandizement and, by extension, the aggrandizement of our children.

—Pamela Toutant




I wrote “impossible” next to the item on the board, and the kids razzed me roundly, insisting that anything’s possible. I like that kind of optimism.

—Bill Machrone, at an elementary school National Inventors’ Day




I got three words to say Never say never

—Brandy, “Never Say Never”




It’s fun to accomplish something you’ve been working really hard on.

—Tara Lipinski, 15, Olympic medalist





Millennials and Confidence

In Canada, Millennials have been dubbed the “Sunshine Generation”— and, on both sides of the border, kids and teens do comprise today’s sunniest age bracket. Nearly nine in ten feel positive about themselves, 92 percent say that the statement “I am usually happy” is close (50 percent say “very close”) to how they feel, and solid majorities feel “very positive” about their own lives. Eighty-three percent of young teens are either “completely” or “mostly” satisfied with their lives. These shares are much higher than comparable figures for adults. Since the 1980s, “happiness” among teens has been trending higher, while it has stayed flat or declined for older age brackets.

Where polls show adults believing that being a parent is getting harder, they show Millennials believing that being a kid is getting easier. Among teens, this is a very recent development. In 1994, 68 percent of (Gen-X) 13- to 15-year-olds and 72 percent of 16- to 17-year-olds said it’s “harder” to grow up now than in their parents’ times, but by 1999, among Millennials, those percentages had fallen sharply, to 40 percent and 47 percent, respectively.

What’s true for kids’ feelings about themselves is also true for their feelings about the future. Throughout the ‘90s, most polls indicated that adults had serious worries about where the country is heading over the long term. But those worries haven’t reached Millennials. In our Class of 2000 Survey, 77 percent say they are “very” or “somewhat confident” about the future, while only 19 percent are “worried” and just 4 percent are “pessimistic.” They are equally upbeat about prospects for their own generation. By a three-to-one margin, they believe that, compared with today’s adults, they are personally more optimistic about the future of today’s young people.

“Why are kids so confident?” asked a KidsPeace report. “Significantly, the word ‘crisis’ seems not to appear in the teen lexicon.” The Cold War is over. The Dow only goes up. “Teens have not had an experience where the world kept them back,” says Victor Thiessen, sociology professor at Halifax’s Dalhousie University, which explains why “they’re totally optimistic.”

Two decades ago, Gen Xers feared unemployment and war—words that barely show up today in polls of teenagers who, as far back as they can remember, have known neither an economic downturn nor the loss of more than a few American lives in combat. Recent polls confirm that their biggest personal concerns aren’t war or depression, nor even, as many adults think, crime, drugs, alcohol, or sex—but rather grades (44 percent), getting into college (32 percent), and fitting in socially (29 percent).

Confident is a good word to describe how Millennials feel about life after graduation. Back in the early ‘70s, about 33 percent of Boomer teens planned to attend a four-year college, a figure that rose to 54 percent for Gen-X teens in the mid-’80s. For the Millennials, that figure has now reached anywhere from 64 to 71 percent, according to various late-’90s polls. More than half of all teens agree that “people my age should be optimistic about their chances of having a good job.” Among those in families earning less than $30,000, 54 percent believe the world holds “many opportunities for me.” Among those in families earning over $75,000, that proportion rises to 78 percent. More than four in five teens (including 95 percent of Latinos and 97 percent of African Americans) believe they will be financially more successful than their parents—a percentage that rose sharply during the 1990s. Our Class of 2000 Survey showed only 6 percent expecting to make less money than older Gen Xers and 78 percent expecting to make more.

At the same time, the teen view of success has become better-rounded and less exclusively focused toward one life goal. Over the last decade, “marriage/family” and “career success” have each declined in importance as “the one thing” in life. What’s now more important is the concept of “balance”—especially, balance between family and work. More teens than ever seek to have a good lifelong relationship with parents. A rising share of high school seniors say “making a contribution to society” is “extremely” or “quite” important, while a declining share (though still a majority) say the same for “having lots of money.” In a turnabout from Gen X, Millennials have faith that the American Dream will work for them, and for their own children. “Being able to give my children better opportunities than I had” has reached an all-time high—which, given the opportunities they believe they already have, indicates a great deal of confidence indeed.



Call it the benign side of peer pressure. Today’s high schoolers operate in groups that play the role of nag and nanny—in ways that are both beneficial and isolating. It’s part of the evolution of high school hierarchy, which changes year to year and generation to generation.

—The Christian Science Monitor




I mean, if Amanda Beck doesn’t pay any attention to a unique spirit like Preston … maybe it’s because she’s a little busy ordering around her little conformist flock of sheep. SHEEP! You are all sheep. Baah!

—earth girl, in Can’t Hardly Wait




My favorite thing about the internet is making friends.

—Michelle, 13




Welcome to Nicolette’s Web Page!!! I am 3 years old and I live in Rockaway, NJ, USA. Some of the things I like to do are dance and sing… I’m actually pretty good—if I do say so myself!!!… 7 started preschool in the fall and I LOVE it!!

—pweb. netcom. com





Millennials and Team Orientation

In dress and manner, Millennials appear more teamlike. The growing efforts by schools to teach citizenship and group skills indicate that adults want them to be more teamlike. What’s less obvious is the extent to which today’s kids feel more teamlike. Surrounded by individualistic older people, yet optimistic about their own abilities, Millennials have stepped into a teen world with little cohesion, decided they don’t like it that way, and are trying to turn it around.

The Millennials’ team ethic shows up in their aversion to disorder within their own social setting—starting within their classrooms. When public school students are asked what most needs fixing in their schools, a majority of them mention teaching “good manners,” “maintaining discipline in the classroom,” and making kids “treat each other with respect.” Forty percent say unruly student behavior interferes with their schoolwork. Back in the Gen-X youth era, educators disliked “peer pressure” because they associated it with breaking the rules. Today, educators are starting to harness peer pressure—through student juries, peer grading, and the like—to enforce the rules better.
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The Millennial team ethic shows up in their choice of friends. Honesty and hard work are now the highest-valued personal qualities, even though teens admit that those virtues don’t necessarily lead to popularity. Ninety-five percent report that “it’s important that people trust me.” In choosing their leaders, Millennials say they look for maturity, friendliness, and quality of moral character ahead of an imaginative or independent mind.

Their belief in team play has broadened their capacity for friendship with peers. They are drawn to circles and cliques. Only three in ten report that they usually socialize with only one or two friends, while two in three do so with groups of friends. The proportion of eighth and tenth graders who feel lonely or wish they had more friends declined sharply from 1991 to 1998. A rising share want to stay with their buddies after graduation. Their closer peer bonding may be diminishing their need for close friendships with adults. Teachers report that, compared with Gen Xers of a decade ago, today’s kids get along less well with teachers but better with one another.

The team ethic even shows up in their political views. When Millennial teens are asked to identify “the major causes” of America’s problems, their seven most popular answers all pertain to what they perceive as an excess of adult individualism. Number one (at 56 percent of all teens) is “selfishness, people not thinking of the rights of others;” number two (at 52 percent) is “people who don’t respect the law and the authorities.” Amazingly, “lack of parental discipline of children and teens” ranks number four. In public life, while Boomers complain of the lack of national leadership, Millennials are more inclined to remark on the lack oifollow-ership. These attitudes are especially pronounced among girls.
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The only thing that matters is personality. Personality tells everything about a person.

—Katie, headbone.go.com




A GreatKid is someone who is polite and responsible. And a GreatKid shares all their things and ideas.

—Kandace, 8




Congratulations on your 13th birthday!… This pamphlet will tell you some things you need to know to be a healthy, happy, safe, and productive Teenage Citizen of America … Dress nicely, speak politely, and be sure to report anyone who doesn’t.

—Spin magazine




When teenagers were asked to name the one thing they’d like to possess, above all else, the leading response was: intelligence.

—American Demographics




Hi. I want to tell kids that aren’t popular to get off our backs. I just happen to be popular and a cheerleader and pretty and I consider myself to be nice! I’m not an airhead. I make straight Äs!

—Sherry], headbone.go.com





Teens are well aware of a potential contradiction between their dislike of selfishness and their career optimism. A rising number worry that “people are much too concerned with material things.” Between 1988 and 1996, the share who felt that “there is too much competition in this society” rose from 43 percent to 56 percent. Meanwhile, the percentage believing that “clothes in the latest style” are “extremely” or “quite important” fell by 17 points among girls, 8 points among boys.

This Millennial cliquishness has elevated peer pressure into a much more important teen issue than before, even as they see more positive potential in it than adults normally do. Only about one-third of teens say they are under “a great deal” or “some” pressure from peers to “break rules,” although a larger share report being teased about clothing.

Millennials and Achievement

Back in the heady days of the 1960s, many a Boomer had big plans. So do Millennials. But that’s about where the similarity ends. When young Boomers planned their future, they saw themselves plotting their course by an internal compass, asking how a path felt rather than what it tangibly represented. Millennial teens have turned that around. They prefer timetables to compasses. The majority of today’s high school students say they have highly detailed five- and ten-year plans for their future. Most have given serious thought to college financing, degrees, salaries, employment trends, and the like.

As for enjoyment, Millennials see their preparations as serious and important, but not exactly fun. The share of kids who “try to do my best in school” keeps going up, but so does the share who “don’t like school very much” or “at all,” among boys especially. All their lives, many Boomers have been driven to choose specialties and careers that in some way feel like personal vocations. Millennials would rather strike a balance between what they have to do and what they want to do, rather than merge the two (common among Boomers) or compartmentalize the two (common among Gen Xers).

In college, young Boomers made their biggest mark in the arts and humanities. As young professionals, they became precocious leaders in the media, teaching, advertising, religion—anything having to do with the creative rearrangement of values and symbols. Millennial kids show the opposite bent. They like math and science courses best, social studies and arts courses least. Surveys of eighth and tenth graders indicate that Millennials would far rather spend their free time doing active things with friends than doing imaginative, creative tasks on their own.

Their collective ambitions also have a rationalist core. According to our Class of 2000 Survey, teens have a great deal of confidence in their generation’s lifelong ability to improve technology (95 percent), race relations (69 percent), and the economy (60 percent)—all objectively benchmarkable “modern” attributes—but far less confidence in their prospects for improving more subjective areas such as the arts (31 percent), family life (28 percent), and religion (22 percent). Other surveys reveal teens as more likely than adults to value friendships, but less likely than adults to value the ability to communicate feelings.

Millennials expect to focus more on outer-world achievement, and less on inner-world spiritualism, than their Boomer parents. By the time they reach their parents’ age, they expect to spend less time on religion, roughly the same amount of time on family matters, and more time on careers, government, and technology. While they don’t feel their civics classes are particularly important, they are much more likely than adults (50 to 26 percent) to trust government. And a large majority expects, later in life, “to keep up with politics and to vote” more than their parents do now.
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Every year in my journalism class, we’ve debated whether school-funded newspapers have the right to review and censor a paper that they believe disrupts the learning environment of the school or the safety of its students. Sixyears ago, my students did not trust authority figures, and typically the class would be split. This year, we could not hold a debate because every student agreed that teachers and administrators are adults whose judgment should be respected. “Why should high school students have full rights?’ they ask. “It’s not like we’re professional journalists.”

—Joel Raney, high school English teacher




Just because I’m boring Doesn’t mean I’m dumb

—Dana, 9, girlsgamesinc.com




I am stressed. Quote me on that. At my high school, you have to study and study. My worries areAP classes, SATs, GPAs, and every other three-letter word. I spent all Monday night freaking out because I had to study for an impossible French final and had to get the last issue of the newspaper out.

—Tamara El-Khoury, 17




NO TIME FOR FUN. Students used to kick back when summer came. Now they’re too busy beefing up their resumes.

—Time headline





Millennia Is and Pressure

Not all generations can be described as pressured. To feel “pressure,” youths must perceive that everything they want in life is critically dependent upon their own performance. For some generations, that’s how most youths feel. For others, it’s not.

Boomer teens felt decreasing pressure, from first cohort to last, as early ‘60s hopes of a gleaming technocracy ran aground on Vietnam, youth riots, energy crises, and credibility gaps. Each year, their future seemed to grow more chaotic, less linked to work or credentials, and less subject to institutional rules. Gen Xers inherited that trend. While they were in school, the defining symptom of teen alienation was the widespread perception that success was random and “paying your dues,” at school or on the job, could often be a waste of time.

But lately, in the 1990s, the alienation is receding, the economy is booming, and the pressure is returning. Today’s kids feel a growing sense of urgency about what they have to do to achieve their personal and group goals. They feel stressed in ways that many of their parents never felt at the same age. Pressure is what keeps them constantly in motion—moving, busy, purposeful, without nearly enough hours in the day to get it all done. Things like reputation and credentials matter again. The Gen-X credo— that you can always rebound from failure—no longer seems plausible.

Pressure explains the intensity of today’s competition to get good grades, to get into college, and to please employers. Nearly four in five high school students report “some” or “a lot” of parental pressure to get high grades. The grade squeeze is felt hardest by middle schoolers, 84 percent of whom consider it “very important” to get good marks. It makes no difference that grade inflation is continuing its three-decade-long climb since the 1960s. By 1998, one-third of all eighth graders, and one-fourth of all tenth graders, reported receiving an “A” or “A-” average. So many As merely magnify the penalty of the occasional B or C. This is how the ongoing grade inflation is reinforcing the Millennials’ fear of failure, their aversion to risk, and their desire to fit in to the mainstream. A risky and creative project cannot earn a grade above an A—but, if it misfires, could easily result in a lower grade and blight a transcript.

Today’s teens are far more focused in their anxieties than adults think. Seventy percent worry a lot about finding a good job when they get out of school—whereas only 37 percent of Boomer adults think they do. Conversely, 83 percent of Boomers think teenagers worry a lot about their appearance, while only 37 percent of teens say they do. Compounding the Millennials’ adolescent stress is the nonstop workaholism of so many of their parents, which undermines adult reassurances that the future will take care of itself. To many Millennial teens, it’s as though they see a giant generational train ready to leave the station. Each of them knows they’ll either get there with their ticket punched and be on that train—or be off it and never have the same chance again.

Millennials and Convention

“Today’s teens … reject the ‘too cool to care’ credo of Generation X. They do care, they are optimistic, and they embrace traditional values of home, family life, community, and education.” Thus does a major 1998 survey report summarize one of the most important new trends in youth opinion.

Where Boomer children felt overdosed on norms and rules, and came of age famously assaulting them, Millennials show signs of trying to invite them back. Where Boomer teens had trouble talking to their parents—a major cause of the late-’60s G.I.-versus-Boomer “generation gap”—Millennials seldom report any trouble. Where Boomers warred with their parents over values while implicitly acknowledging their parents’ competence at managing the world, Millennials are willing to accept their parents’ values as stated—but are starting to think they can apply them, and someday run the show, a whole lot better.

Millennials generally get along fine with their parents—agreeing with them on matters of right and wrong, consulting with them on buying decisions, and sharing tastes in clothes and music. Nearly half of all kids enjoy the same kinds of music as their parents—clearly, a much larger share than when Boomers were kids. Fully 34 percent say they enjoy “oldie” rock, not much less than the 44 percent who like rap. The share who report having “very different” values from their parents has fallen by roughly half since the 1970s, and the share who say their values are “very or mostly similar” has risen to an all-time high of 76 percent.



One parent’s take on the profanity issue is to educate the kids on all the cusswords, their proper use so you won’t sound like an idiot to your peers, and proper times and places to use them.

—Lis Libengood




The verb “sucks,” used in a pejorative sense, seems to be making its way into the language of what passes for polite society these days. It has, in fact, become so common a term that a lot of the kids who use it, freely and unabashedly, don’t even appear to be aware of its unseemly origins and implications.

—editorial, The Washington Post




Nearly every adolescent in our country concedes I mean, you know, like, are like, you know, I mean, weeds

—“We Like Like a Lot”StopScandal.Com




the kid with orange hair and a tongue piercing what a joke, for attention and that is all they do it for. not for self expression, any parent who would allow that form of self mutilation should be charged with abuse not being a cool parent.

—ernbird, insidecentralflorida. com




JEN: DO you remember when you were ten and your mom wouldn’t get you that candy bar that you really wanted? Didn’t you ever just… swipe it?

DAWSON: NO.

—Dawson’s Creek




I think corporal punishment would work to a certain degree. I don’t think a student deserves to be beaten for a missed homework assignment, but disrespect and disruptive behavior would be corrected if they received a harsher punishment.

—Andy Morris, high school student




The last true role model in pro sports just retired, and others are biting one another, being arrested for drug abuse, murdering family members, or going on strike to make $20 million a year instead of $19 million.

—Alex Carr, 17, cjonline.com
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In a 1997 Gallup survey, nine in ten kids reported being very close to their parents and personally happy—much closer than twenty years ago. The common ‘90s ad hoc, participatory family style has made it easier for kids to accept their parents’ authority, to seek out and rely on their advice, even to look forward to living near them later on—all attitudes that were far less common among Boomers in their own youth.

Young Boomers, many of whom found it easier to be friends with their parents than to “love” them, took that word and nearly wore it out as an all-purpose anthem of peer solidarity during the ‘60s and ‘70s (with love-ins, love beads, love bugs, and so on). With young Millennials, “friendship” has again become the vaunted norm among peers—and “love” again the norm between parent and child. In fact, Millennials bask in the sense of being loved by parents. In 1995, 93 percent of 10- to 13-year-olds felt “loved” all or almost all the time.

The relationships between today’s moms and daughters are particularly close. In 1998, among families with at least $20,000 annual income, 97 percent of girls reported a “very close” relationship with their mothers, 90 percent of girls and moms reported being “very happy” with their relationship, and 84 percent say they share the same general values. Eighty-eight percent of today’s moms claim to be “more open and honest with my daughter than my mother was with me,” and 72 percent report a “better relationship” with their teenage girls than what Oprah Winfrey calls the “disease of the need to please” situation they recall with their own moms.

Teens of both sexes remain somewhat more distant from dads, but even here 81 percent report being “very” or “fairly” happy with Dad. Since 1983, while the share of kids who say they have “no respect” for Mom has fallen from 3 to 1 percent, the share who say that about Dad has risen somewhat, from 5 to 8 percent. Over those same years, however, the share of boys and (especially) girls who say they can talk to their dads about personal problems has risen significantly.

Millennials give both mothers and fathers far higher marks on matters of guidance and security than Boomers gave their own parents three and four decades ago. Two-thirds of today’s teens say their parents are “in touch” with their lives, and six in ten say it’s “easy” to talk with parents about sex, drugs, and alcohol. In a 1998 teen survey, 80 percent say they’ve had “really important talks” with their parents, and 94 percent mostly or totally agreed that “I can always trust my parents to be there when I need them.” Back in 1974, a majority of Boomer teens reported that they “cannot comfortably approach their parents with personal matters of concern,” and over 40 percent flatly declared that they “would be better off not living with their parents.”

When parents can’t help, 87 percent of teens say they have someone other than their parents to whom they can go for help, and 49 percent say they’ve had one or more teachers who have changed their lives. When asked to name heroes, Millennials mainly name their parents, teachers, or family friends. Beyond their own personal circles, teens find their heroes among workmanlike athletes such as Michael Jordan, Ken Griffey, Jr., Grant Hill, and Derek Jeter. Athletes with self-cultivated “bad” or showbiz images, such as Shaquille O’Neal, Deion Sanders, and Dennis Rodman, score lower. Only 1 percent name a U.S. president or other public figure as a hero—in sharp contrast to the list of heroes rising Boomers would have offered in the early 1960s.

What this is producing, according to teen marketer Kirsty Doig, is a generation of teens who are trying to reverse many of the dominant social and cultural trends of our time. “These kids are fed up with the superficialities of life,” says Doig. “One of the macro trends we’re seeing is neotraditionalism.” Millennials overwhelmingly favor the teaching of values in schools—including honesty, caring, moral courage, patriotism, democracy, and the golden rule.



Nothing in standard Millennial upbringing stimulates self-reflection. Unfettered success, arranged and realized, doesn’t lead to introspection.

—Neil Murray




He is very spiritual and loving…. While most kids tend to argue with their parents a lot at his age, Zac [Hanson] treats his parents with the ultimate respect at all times.

—boomerang.nu




There are wars, death, pain, grief, suffering, famine, plagues, poverty, and world problems every single second of the day, and yet S Club 7 still manage to act like life is some big fun thing which is absolutely great.

—“Death to S Club 7” web site




Feeling well

Life is swell

—Kara’s Flowers, “Sleepy Windbreaker”




The youth of the ‘90s know how to be declarative and outspoken without having an attitude.

—Frank Gregorsky





Perhaps the biggest difference between today’s teens and their Boomer parents is that Millennials think their generation will do a better job of collectively embodying those values. When asked whether “values and character” will matter more or less to their own generation when they’re parents, they answer “more” by a two-to-one margin. On traditional values, Millennials hear their parents talk the good talk, but they themselves aren’t satisfied with mere symbol and gesture. They intend to walk the walk.


CHAPTER NINE
ZERO TOLERANCE (conduct)


Now this is not gonna be pretty. We’re talking violence, strong language, adult content.

—BUFFY, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer



[image: ] n November 1997, Alice Morgan Brown, the principal of Baltimore’s Northern High School, announced over the school’s public address system that all students should pick up their report cards after school. At the end of the day, after 1,200 students disobeyed her request, she suspended them all—thereby carrying out the largest suspension in the history of American education.

Ms. Brown’s message to her students, indeed to the entire generation, could not have been clearer: The rules have changed. Faced with this change, teenage America has been sprucing up its conduct. Nearly everywhere, and especially in urban areas, teenagers have reduced their sexual risk-taking, substance abuse, crime, and violence.

The waning years of the Bush presidency and the opening years of the Clinton presidency—just before first-wave Millennial hit their teens— marked the turning point for teenage misbehavior. Teen sex appears to have peaked around 1990, crime and school violence in 1993, and teen homicides in 1994. Curiously, substance abuse reached a low in the 1991— 92 school year, after which it leveled off or (for marijuana and tobacco) began slowly rising again. Blame or praise late-wave Gen Xers for all this: They set the table for Millennials—who, in the years since, have shown clear signs of redirecting most of these trends in a positive direction.



For 25 years, we asked our teenagers to raise themselves, and they didn’t do a very good job of it. That’s why youth violence has gone back down—the adults are back.

—Jack Levin, Brudnick Center on Violence, Northeastern University




If someone asked me to do something wrong, I would ignore them or ask them why.

—Ryan, 7




Not all experiences are good, Bianca.

—Katto her younger sister,in 10 Things I Hate About You




The culture at large may seem increasingly debased—sexualising singers, actors, and models at a younger and younger age—but teens themselves appear to be thinking harder than ever about the potentially grave consequences of sex, namely unwanted pregnancies, disease, and death.

—Newsweek




We grew up dreading our teenage years because of all the bad things that would happen. We would do drugs, carry guns, have sex all the time …. However, as we got here, we realized that the ones who were like this were few.

—Elizabeth Romberg, 18




Pigeon-holing kids as honor students or hoodlums adds a lot of pressure, and not just for the kids being categorized. Joe argues that he and other average kids suffer as much, if not more, from adults’ desire to make all Millennials into perfect kids. “That’s the way it is,” Joe says. “You’re either absolutely perfect or [you] go out and drink and party. And if you’re not either, then you’re kind of pushed around in between.”

—The Missoulian





You wouldn’t know it from the media. You can barely pick up a newspaper or watch the TV news without seeing some anecdotal story about how badly teenagers behave. From time to time, some real data arrive showing that teens aren’t so bad and that their behavior is actually improving. But that’s a more complex and less mediagenic story line. It never leads the news. (Which is better TV—a breathless reporter interviewing weeping teenagers behind yellow police tape and flashing sirens, or a sober reporter reading numbers against a backdrop of teenagers behaving nicely?) When positive teen trends are reported at all, credit is often given less to what teens are doing than to what adults are doing— their robust economy, tougher rules, stricter sentences, more aggressive social services, and new “character education” programs.

The roaring economy helps teens pay for cars, clothes, and cell phones, but has little to do with their improving behavior. The last decade of front-to-back economic growth (the 1960s) had soaring rates of youth sex, youth crime, and youth drug use—and the twentieth-century decades with the best-behaved teenagers (the 1930s and ‘40s) defined an era of economic emergency. So much for that explanation. What about tougher crime laws and stricter sentences? That’s led mostly to the warehousing of Gen-X miscreants, with no direct impact on teen crime (aside from the sobering influence of their example). A better case could be made for a conservative-style focus on personal responsibility and a liberal-style focus on public intervention, but these factors only tell part of the story.

At root, what’s going on is this: Partly because they have to but also because they want to, Millennials are becoming a corrective generation. They’ve started to reverse the negative youth trends that Boomers initiated in the ‘50s and fully launched in the ‘60s, and that Gen Xers propelled in the ‘80s and pushed to culmination by the early ‘90s. There’s still a long way to go, but Millennials have turned the corner. In part, that’s because of what Boomers and Gen Xers are demanding of them in schools, on the streets, and at home. But it’s also the result of negative object lessons these older generations are setting for them, in public and private life, and in the culture.

Zero Tolerance

Where Gen-X teens grew up amid mixed adult messages that ranged from “If it feels good, do it” to “Just say no,” Millennials have confronted one starkly simple slogan: “Zero Tolerance.” Those two words—known in some circles as “ZT”—have dramatically altered the teen landscape of the 1990s.
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The concept of ZT arose at the end of the ‘80s, out of national alarm over skyrocketing murder rates, crack cocaine, graffiti, and “wilding,” exacerbated by anxiety over the rising nastiness of the pop culture. This was the era of George Bush’s “weed and seed,” of drawing a line between Gen-X teens and younger children.
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If someone is falsely accused in this atmosphere of zero tolerance, they could find themselves being expelled because someone doesn’t like them.

—Kent Willis, Virginia ACLU




In this “zero tolerance” approach in schools, there isn’t a whole lot of attention paid to why the kid might have broken the rules or to what happens to the kid afterwards, as long as he gets his punishment and isn’t around to bother the “good” kids. What seems to be happening is a trend toward morally separating kids…. This ties into Boomers’ virtue-obsession and narcissism: “My kids get the best, but I don’t care about yours”

—Ben Weiss




We do not know what produces teenage serial killers and have no proven way to deal with them. But we have seen what unfounded panic gets us: scared children, empty desks, delayed lessons, and ill-considered discipline for students who do little more than lampoon the reigning paranoia.

—Jay Mathews,The Washington Post Magazine




[W]e’re going to protect the rights of everyone before we protect the rights of someone.

—Bill Bosher, school superintendent, Chester County (VA)




You must look at kids as potential violent actors. Unacceptable acts must be met swiftly and harshly.

—Charles Ewing, professor of law and psychology, SUNY Buffalo




A lot of educators tell students, “Think of your principal as your pal.” I say, “Think of me as your judge, jury, and executioner.”

—Principal Snyder, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer




Kids don’t realize, but what you and I said in school twenty years ago, they could get expelled for today.

—Shirley Gue, school board member




What’s the difference between school and prison? At school, you don’t get cable TV.

—Steve Chapman,Chicago Tribune




How can you help us make Fresno High more of a safe place than a prison? There is a fine line between making us feel safe and making us feel like we can’t get out of here.

—Paul Clement, 17, in a question to Al Gore




[W]e may be overreacting, but if we don’t, if we underreact, and something happens, we had the opportunity and we didn’t take it.

—ClifLauritzen, police officer on Zero Tolerance





The specifics came from two cities, Cincinnati and New York. In 1991, frustrated by lagging achievement linked to discipline problems, Cincinnati schools became the nation’s first to impose a “zero tolerance” rule. Henceforth, schoolchildren who committed even small acts of incivility were shamed, punished, often suspended, and sometimes expelled. The results were so good and so quick in coming that Texas imposed ZT rules statewide in 1993. The year after, in the Safe and Drug-Free School Act of 1994, Congress required schools to expel any student found in possession of a weapon or lose their eligibility for federal aid.

Meanwhile, New York’s new mayor, Rudy Giuliani, was just beginning to apply a no-nonsense “not one broken window” theory of urban policing. The basic idea is that if you crack down on all the little stuff—the panhandlers, graffiti sprayers, and squeegee people—then the muggings and murders will decrease too. This new ZT approach to police enforcement made an impression on the longtime head of the American Federation of Teachers, Albert Shanker, who had long insisted that teachers couldn’t teach, and students couldn’t learn, unless bad kids were removed from classrooms. Thus did the major teachers’ organizations begin to sign on to ZT. While the main impetus came from culture-war conservatives, their liberal adversaries soon followed, developing what columnist John Leo describes as “a surprising taste for draconian punishment as a way of coping with the mess their no-rules ethic helped to create.”

Through the rest of the ‘90s, under pressure from mostly Boomer parents and media, school systems and police departments began applying ZT to kids across America. This was no Gen-X-style “three strikes you’re out” crackdown on repeat offenders. No longer would kids get off with just a warning for their first strike. For any Millennial kid, no matter how perfect the report card, no matter how flawless the past behavior, the message was clear: Utter one threat under your breath, write one darkly worded essay, get caught once with any banned substance, have one brush with the law, and—in the words of Sterling, Virginia, Middle School Principal Charles Haydt—“You’re only one day away from it happening.”

Under ZT, the “it” is the boot. “The country is witnessing a vast increase in detentions, suspensions, and even expulsions,” reports The New York Times. Millennials face severe punishments for infractions that, a decade ago, often went unpunished. Roughly a quarter of all eighth and tenth graders report having been suspended from school at least once, at times for behavior that occurred away from school.

Certain behaviors (threats, diaries, essays, kissing, pinching) that were mostly ignored among Gen Xers are now routinely punished among Millennials. And other behaviors that before brought only minor wrist slaps (fighting, threatening a teacher, first-time marijuana possession) can now lead to instant expulsion. In some districts, grade school rough-housing is now looked upon as violence, which teachers can be forbidden to handle with only a lecture. Instead, by school board edict, they must report it, which starts an administrative process with quite specific punishments for which leniency is rarely granted.

Many schools now enforce their rules “24-7,” every hour of every day, and troublemakers face a coordinated front among the schools, police, and community leaders. In Chicago, if a kid gets in police trouble on Sunday, he’s automatically in school trouble on Monday.

Penalties are often automatic. This lack of discretion, though it draws many complaints from parents, is actually one of ZT’s biggest selling points for schools—which would otherwise face endless arguments (and lawsuits) about racial or class bias in who gets shown leniency and who doesn’t. In many districts, the principal has no choice but to “write up” the kid, call in the school police, and set in motion a punitive process that’s hard to stop. “It is not so much the issue of whether the threat is serious,” says Edwin Merritt, school superintendent in Trumbull, Connecticut. “You don’t differentiate.” This is very unlike the circa-1960s G.I.-teacher, Boomer-child era, when case-by-case discretion was the norm, and arguments were rare. So, too, is it unlike the Silent-teacher, Gen-X-child era, where less classroom order was expected and misbehaving students could easily slide by—until they either reformed or turned criminally violent.

Many districts support ZT with an infrastructure of new punitive rooms and “alternative learning centers” for kids with disciplinary records or criminal convictions. In the Gen-X youth era, alternative schools were created for kids with medically diagnosed “emotional disabilities” (ED) under the special education rubric. In the Millennial era, other placements—with more of a punitive and custodial intent—are providing repositories for kids who are not labeled ED but who are either chronic disrupters or have committed a ZT-covered act. In the middle 1980s, the Fairfax County (VA) School Board held roughly forty to fifty expulsion hearings per year. Now it is hearing six hundred cases a year. In the late ‘90s, Chicago tripled its expulsion rate. Large school systems now have to hire full-time teachers whose daylong job is to preside over in-school suspension or time-out rooms, expulsion hearing examiners, and full-time on-site police officers.



Well, you asked for a horror story. You got a horror story, you know? I don’t understand the problem.

—mother of a middle-school child who was jailed for writing a Halloween story about the deaths of teachers and students




A 17-year-old junior was expelled from his suburban Chicago high school after the paper clip he shot with a rubber band struck a cafeteria worker, drawing a small amount of blood.

—Associated Press




We’ve got kids getting kicked out of school for saying “bang-bang” to each other.

—Vincent Schiraldi, Justice Policy Institute




While she dressed, she glanced at the TV and saw the Columbine tragedy unfolding in front of her, live. One of her first thoughts was that the school on the screen looked just like hers. The kids wore the same Abercrombie & Titch and Gap clothes. The cars in the parking lot were the same makes and vintage, which is to say largely imported, not cheap, and not old. “It made me think, ‘That could happen here.’”

—The Christian Science Monitor




Take off hats in stores. Bow to the police officers when you pass.

—laws of Young AmeriTowne, Colorado




You re going ghetto on me. Don’t go ghetto on me.

—teacher to student, Knowledge Is Power Program, South Bronx




Reverend Jackson has done a lot of wonderful things for our country, but I think he’s really picked the wrong case here. This is not Selma.

—Kenneth Arndt, school superintendent in Decatur, Illinois, where Jesse Jackson failed to top school officials from expelling seven students for fighting at a sports event




It’s a good thing that Christ wasn’t born in Florida, because Joseph would be doing a quick four or five years in prison.

—Bob Focht, a lawyer representing a 19-year-old boy who came to a courthouse intending to marry his under-age pregnant girlfriend, but who got arrested by police instead





Following a publicized rash of school shootings in 1997-98, and especially after the 1999 Columbine murders, schools have ratcheted up—and criminalized—their ZT enforcement. With the onset of more in-school police with arrest authority, in a setting where Miranda warnings aren’t required, kids increasingly face a double dose of public punishment, from schools and courts, for offenses that range from the serious to the petty. In Langley, Virginia, two Class of 2000 seniors who sprayed “00” on nearby street signs were caught, suspended, forced to pay for the cleanup, and prosecuted. In Oneonta, New York, a Halloween prankster who planted a rooftop bomb was not merely expelled, but his name and photos were ordered expunged from the school yearbook. One student was suspended for suggesting “you will die with honor” when asked to compose a fortune-cookie message, and another for saying in a class discussion that she understood how unpopular students could react as they did at Columbine. One student was arrested for splashing other kids by stomping in a mud puddle and another for writing a Halloween essay about the bloody deaths of students.

In the wake of such cases, schools are talking about pushing the ZT schema to new frontiers. A growing number of states and cities are fining or even jailing the parents of chronically truant kids. Some are proposing that students be made to wear identity cards bearing bar-coded Social Security numbers. Others are calling for a national registry of school disciplinary incidents, listing the names, dates, and charges down to the smallest kindergarten sandbox incidents. There’s talk of applying the “Mosaic 2000” diagnostic test to probe for potential violence and mandate counseling for kids who, based purely on this multiple-choice test, reveal supposedly dangerous tendencies. (In some school districts, if you write about “the dark side of life” and are known to have access to guns, you face mandatory counseling.)

The ACLU doesn’t like it, school boards have mixed feelings about it, principals feel trapped by it, and students fear the grindings of its machinery, but there’s no question that ZT is on a roll. Especially after Columbine, when nearly every district notched up its rules, enforcements, and penalties, American schools are becoming no-nonsense places that—no surprise—are producing no-nonsense kids.

Policing the Little Things

There’s still a way to go on discipline. Experienced teachers in our Teachers’ Survey consider students of all ages, elementary through high school, to be louder, more profane, worse dressed, less respectful, and generally harder for adults to get along with than students were a decade or more ago. Those same teachers acknowledge that while the rules on the worst behaviors (weapons, drugs, fights, taunts) are tougher than they used to be, the rules on petty behaviors (dress, respect, absenteeism) haven’t changed as much.

In response, the ZT attitude is starting to move beyond guns and drugs into a more systematic climate-improvement mode, led by school systems that want to do to less-than-perfect Millennials what Rudy Giuliani did to squeegee workers: crack down hard on petty misbehaviors in the hopes that everything else will improve as a result.

What Boomers are enforcing is much the opposite of what G.I.s enforced on them around 1960. Back then, adults looked upon youthful misbehavior, and their attendant “Gee, Officer Krupke” alibis, with a sympathy and tolerance that increased by the year. (Meanwhile, the teen crime rate was in the early stages of what would become a four-decade rise.) Nowadays, an Officer Krupke would have none of it—a fact brought home to high school kids in Amtierst, Massachusetts, who weren’t allowed to produce West Side Story in part because its celebration of teenage violence couldn’t pass muster today.

School systems are cracking down on classroom manners. In its 1998 Davis v. Monroe County decision, the U.S. Supreme Court warned that a school can be sued if it shows “deliberate indifference” to a child’s sexual-harassment complaint, so many schools no longer allow boy-girl touching or teasing. Some have added new “shaming” penalties for petty acts— such as teachers sporting soccer-style red or yellow cards on which they write offenders’ names, or special porches where miscreants must sit in view of student passersby, or the Knowledge-Is-Power Program rule that requires everyone to leave the room and return quietly any time a teacher declares a student out of line.



As sad as it was to see our school turn into a chapter from the book 1984 (in which Big Brother is constantly watching you), every citizen of West Rogers Park is now aware how sorely the new security is needed.

—Beth Pollack, whose high school was terrorized by a gunman




To end school violence… we as teenagers shouldn’t shrug comments off as jokes. We should report [them] to adults.… [W]e should make it the popular, right thing to do.

—Katie, channelone.com




Fire drills are mere child’s play compared with student rehearsals for armed intruders.

—Newsweek




North Carolina has quietly launched a program that allows students to call in anonymously or fill out a Web-based form to report on classmates who might appear depressed or angry—or who just scare them.

—Wired News




In the beginning they were sort of chuckling about it. Now they realize we are tracking them through the day. It’s much more serious.

—Sam Karlin, principal of a Philadelphia high school that uses bar-coded student IDs that set offa siren if a student skipped school the day before.




DAWSON: The night is young.JOEY: SO are we.

—Dawson’s Creek




ROSEMARY: Do you think we’re going to have sex?

MAX: That’s a kinda cheap way to put it.

—Rushmore




Hormones mein’ at the speed of light But that don’t mean it got to be tonight

—Christina Aguilera, “Genie in a Bottle”




People shouldn’t experience the act of love until they are in love.

—Annette, in Cruel Intentions




Sometime you’ll kiss someone and know that’s the person you’re supposed to kiss for the rest of your life.

—Josie,in Never Been Kissed




DADDY: DO you know what happens at proms?

BIANCA: Yes, Daddy, we’ll dance, we’ll kiss, we’ll come home. It’s not quite the crisis situation you imagine.

—10 Things I Hate About You





Vulgarity has recently become an adult target, partly because it’s linked to other bad behaviors. “Profanity is the way disrespect is expressed,” says Maryland school board member Doyle Niemann. By word count, Millennials are clearly more vulgar than Boomers or Gen Xers were as youths—or at least, more than nine of ten respondents in our Teachers Survey think so. Yet they are, on the whole, less profane than the pop culture adults provide them. And if you inquire into their intentions, their profanity is not as inherently disrespectful. When Boomers said “Up against the wall,—–,” they truly meant the next word as a contemptuous insult. When Millennials say the same word, it’s more likely to be just a synonym for “guy.” Language inevitably evolves from one generation to the next, and while many adults wince at the innuendoes in phrases like “this sucks” or “that bites,” kids see absolutely nothing sexual in them. Even some racial epithets have far less meaning to Millennials than to older people. (By contrast, the expression “to shag” a girl, a baffling expression to American adults, can sound obscene to a kid’s ears.) In school systems where profane words have been deemed unacceptable, their use has reportedly declined.

The early report card on ZT is very favorable. Often, it produces an immediate, measurable drop in criminal activity. It makes schools demonstrably safer and more orderly, thereby contributing to better environments for learning values, teamwork, and basic skills. It also makes schools less fun and more pressured, which may harm schools’ ability to teach self-motivation, creativity, and imagination.

The Millennial-era crackdown stands in marked contrast not only to what Boomers faced in their own youth, but also to today’s broad social tolerance of coarse or aberrant adult behavior. The characters portrayed by Mike Myers {Austin Powers) or Adam Sandier {Big Daddy) talk and behave in aggressive, harassing, vulgar ways that would get a kid suspended. A U.S. president commits clandestine sex acts and deceits that would get a kid removed from his school. WWF wrestlers do something every few seconds that would get a kid arrested for a felony. Jerry Springer’s guests engage in stupid and hysterical antics that would land a kid in a time-out room, counselor’s office, hospital, or police station.

Do kids know this? You bet. Do they know they’re being held to a higher standard? Yes. Does this double standard bother them? Not as much as you might think. Polls show that today’s teens want more discipline and order in schools. After gazing up at a chaotic, over-the-edge adult world, Millennials can return and find comfort in their own more structured environment—quite the opposite from what Boomers saw, or felt, as teens.

Sex

Some early signs were already there, before the data began rolling in. A 1993 Washington Post article described new teen “virgin clubs” and “vocal virgins.” A year later, Mademoiselle heralded a “New Chastity” in which teen abstinence had become a badge not of repression, but of strong will and character. In 1994 and ‘95, Newsweek, The New York Times, and Vogue weighed in with articles about “virgin cool,” “virgin pride,” and virgin “smart, sassy, and hip.” In some teen circles, sex that had once been tagged “carefree” was now being labeled “careless.” Meanwhile, “True Love Waits” signatories were blanketing the Washington Mall and state capitols with hundreds of thousands of virginity pledge cards.

Then, in the mid-1990s, the results of three federally supported surveys on sexual activity appeared—two in 1995, funded by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, and another in 1997, funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. What all three studies had to say surprised most teen-trend watchers. Since the late 1980s, for the first time since sex data had been tracked, teen sex was declining. Between 1988 and 1995, among high school girls and boys alike, the proportion with sexual experience had fallen from 54 to 48 percent. The share having had more than four partners had similarly dropped. Sex rates for men were falling a bit faster than for women, and for blacks and Caucasians faster than for Latinos (leveling the rates somewhat among those three groups). The only disturbing sign was a rise in the share of girls reporting a first sexual encounter before age 14 (up from 11 to 14 percent).



I don’t fool around. We, like, hug and stuff. But that’s it. And none of the guys ever pressured me.

—Elie, 16, Seventeen




Believe it or not, public displays of affection (PDAs) are not considered to be hip by the students ofLangley High School.

—The McLean (VA) Connection




I wanna be ready for what you do… ‘Cuz I don’t know when you’re gonna make your move

—Fiona Apple, “Shadowboxer”




You ain’t gotta get physical, ‘cuzPll still respect you, girl

We can just slam and kick it though, on another level, baby, yeah

—Imajin, “No Doubt”




Like all great romantics, Shakespeare realized love was a lot more likely to end with a bunch of dead Danish people than with a kiss.

—Dawson, Dawson’s Creek




Deborah White, Miss Teen Clovis County, said that even though she, like everybody else, sometimes feels evil, demon-planted desires deep within her loins, she was keeping herself pure and waiting for marriage … She told us that if we were patient and waited until child-conceiving age before learning anything about sex, that would make it so much more speciali Isn’t that rad’?

—The Onion




“Virginity is cool” she says. In fact she is the fifth Santa Monica high-schooler to say this in the space of a few minutes round a table in her garden. They were an easy bunch of virgins to assemble— one of Amelia’s friends had simply asked for volunteers after school the day before—and they were by turns shockingly adult, charmingly honest and mildly pornographic in their choice of words…. Yet somehow they avoid being hopelessly square, wearing their virginity more as a healthy lifestyle choice than an awkward secret. It could almost be vegetarianism.

—The Times {London)




“Anyone our age who thinks they’re ready for sex is so dead wrong.”

“I haven’t done much, and I’m proud of it”

“I’m nota professional on this topic.”

—three teenage girls, Rolling Stone




You don’t need a boyfriend. Nobody needs a boyfriend. What you need is fun and frolicking with boys around.

—Kayte, “I Need Justin,” www.girlgamesinc.com




You have two groups of people: those who think Brandy’s a virgin, and those who think Brandy’s lying. Well, I can’t please everybody.

—Brandy




Between 1993 and 1999, the share of Oregon teens who would advise a classmate to wait until they are older or married to have sex rose from 61 percent to 73 percent.

—Oregon Youth Risk Behavior Survey
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These studies also showed major improvements in teen use of contraceptives. The proportion of teenage girls using birth control at first intercourse rose from 48 percent in 1982 to 65 percent in 1988 to 77 percent in 1995—with black teens showing the biggest jump (from 36 to 72 percent). Teenage boys reported similar increases in condom use. While suburban girls mostly used condoms, pills, or vaginal devices (with an annual failure rate of 6 to 16 percent), urban teens were turning to more effective Norplant and Depo-Provera shots (with failure rates of 0.4 and 0.05 percent, respectively). One result of this has been a steep decline in the pregnancy and abortion rates among girls under age 18, down to their lowest levels in nearly three decades.
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By the late ‘90s, the pop culture began taking note. In stark contrast to the Gen-X role model Doogie Howser’s much-hyped loss of virginity, a newer crop of teen-drama stars (Donna in Beverly Hills 90210, Dawson in Dawson’s Creek, Cody in Step by Step, all three teen leads on Family Matters) now celebrate their virginity—as do major characters in recent teen films such as She’s All That and 10 Things I Hate About You. Teen celebrities such as tennis star Anna Kournikova have boasted of their sexual chastity the way Gen-X teen stars once did of their sexual athleticism.

Why this Millennial sexual counterrevolution? Call it a sex-ed trian-gulation—three forces that have together produced a turnaround. On one side of the culture wars, you’ve had Joycelyn Elders, SIECUS, the Alan Guttmacher Institute, and various other sex-ed and condom advocates, warning that unsafe sex can kill, that promiscuity spreads disease, and that sexual harassment is morally wrong. On the other side, you have MTV’s Dr. Drew, Laura Schlessinger, Christian conservatives, and other abstinence and “resistance skills” advocates, warning that premarital sex (safe or not) violates a moral code, can get a girl pregnant and make her either an unwilling mother or a fetus killer, and may leave all parties physically wounded, emotionally scarred, and in mortal sin. Who’s ahead in the debate? From the Millennial perspective, both sides have made their point. Today’s teens are having less sex, and what sex they’re having is safer.

The third factor is generational. When Boomers were on the brink of their push for sexual freedom, the midlife G.I. Generation struck teenagers as “hung up,” sexually repressed, incapable of letting go. As Millennials look up the age ladder at middle-aged Boomers, they see the reverse. To their eyes, today’s 50-year-olds seem far too sexually obsessed and pleasure driven. The Millennial periscope extends from people they know, in their families and hometowns, to people in the news. To them, the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal was a big Comedy Central joke gone bad. In the context of their own world, and what their parents and teachers were telling them, it was irresponsible—and (worse) distasteful. Mean-time, the pop culture’s Boomer producers and Gen-X scriptwriters have decided that sexual gross-out humor is what teenagers want to see, so they have to deal with that, too.



If you’re in high school and you’ve never gotten any—whether you don’t want to or just can’t—you can stop worrying: You are now officially in the statistical norm.

—Rolling Stone




It’s all about finding “the right one”— as opposed to sleeping around.

—Kirsty Doig, Youth Intelligence




Teen demonstrators at the 1997 Washington for Jesus march brandished buttons that read “Pet your dog, not your girlfriend” and “Stop your urgin, be a virgin.” They prayed for “the strength not to have sex,” and so many pledge cards were staked in the Mall in Washington, D. C, that they looked like a layer of snow.

—Wendy Murray Zoba, Generation 2K




I never thought I’d be so happy to be a virgin!

—Randy, in Scream




They’re old enough to date when you determine they’re old enough to date, not before. And that may be sixteen, and that may be twenty.

—Ten Fellez, author, Guerrilla Parenting




What is the proper age to get married? Eighty-four, because at that age you don’t have to work anymore, and you can spend all your time loving each other in your bedroom.

—Judy, 8, creativity.net




What’s different is that now gay kids… know that they’re gay before they have sex.

—Ritch Savin Williams, psychologist




Some health and physical-education experts contend that many students withdraw precisely because of the overload of erotic images [of] so many perfectly toned bodies [which] cannot help but leave ordinary mortals feeling a bit inadequate… [and] has left many students fretting that somebody might be lusting after them. Concern about the presence of gay students was mentioned several times as a reason not to shower.

—The New York Times




I bet living in a nudist colony takes all the fun out of Halloween.

—13-year-old, www.warped.com




The supposed recent oral sex trend is coming from no data at all.

—Debra Haffner, Siecus





A Gen-X “don’t repeat your older sister’s mistake” phenomenon has also come into play. Millennial girls have looked up the age ladder and seen that sex is risky. It doesn’t get you far in life—especially if you end up with a baby, no man, and perhaps a disease, too. For boys, there are other new dangers: An unwanted sexual advance can lead to a lot more trouble than in the “boys will be boys” days when their parents were young.

Small wonder that Millennials are starting to put sex a little more on the shelf, crafting a sexual ethic that looks to be based more on responsibility than morality, reflecting, says Youth Intelligence’s Kirsty Doig, “a backlash, a return to tradition and ritual. And that includes marriage.” Small wonder that rising percentages of teens oppose casual sex, or that (according to a federal survey) 9 percent of boys and 16 percent of girls in middle and high schools say they’ve taken a virginity pledge. In high school, group dating is popular, and many middle schools are shifting from dances to “fun nights.”

And small wonder that physical modesty is returning to fashion. Adults might think that, amid an R-rated culture with sexual innuendo standard sitcom fare, getting naked with each other means nothing to today’s teens. Not so. Go to a public gym and see who gets naked in the locker room. It’s older people—not teenagers, who in all likelihood are showering in their swimsuits and changing clothes under a towel. In a sharp reversal from the Boomer-youth days, Millennials “don’t undress in front of each other,” says Illinois teacher lohn Wrenn. Even after playing a varsity football game, “they just want to go home, all muddy, so they could have their privacy.” Kids are agreeing with Wendy Shalit, that “embarrassment is natural.” The new modesty is especially apparent among boys, who have to worry more than Boomers ever did whether their chest is “cut” and “buff,” and navigate a high school social scene in which sexual preference is a far more open topic of conversation.

This new aversion to nudity suggests that the Boomer-era ranking of sexual intimacy—what constitutes first, second, and third base, and so on—could be changing definition. In A Tribe Apart, Patricia Hersch describes a teenage girl who told a boy that she’d have sex with him, but only as long as he didn’t see her without her clothes. One kind of sex that could be increasing is oral sex, seen by many teens as a less intimate act than intercourse. Perhaps (as they hear tell) it’s not even sex—or, as one Arlington, Virginia, middle schooler explains, it’s “a sexual thing that keeps us from having sex.”

Lastly, of course, there’s the new kind of sex, cybersex. Millennials didn’t create it, but they know how to find it—and some do, amid much public outcry. But virtual sex doesn’t get anybody sick, pregnant, or sued nearly as often as the real variety, and a person can say “no” at any time with a click of a mouse. Besides, tech-wise teenagers will tell you, kids don’t scan porn sites or dip into sex-chat rooms nearly as much as adults might think—and (kids insist) not as much as adults do.
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According to polls, younger kids show even more reticence toward sex. More than half of the kids who responded to a recent internet poll declared that premarital sex is “never OK,” and a 1999 Time poll of 12- to 14-year-olds found that 76 percent believed it was “very” or “somewhat” important to wait until marriage before having sex.

By decade and generation, here’s how the bottom line has shifted since World War II: In the 1940s and ‘50s, when the Silent were coming of sexual age, adults didn’t think much was going on, and there wasn’t. In the ‘60s into the ‘70s, the Boomer era, adults didn’t think much was going on, but there was. From the late ‘70s through the mid ‘90s, the Gen-X era, adults figured a whole lot was going on, and there was. Now, in the dawning Millennial era, adults still fear that a lot is going on, but that’s not necessarily true—and less may be going on with each passing year.



These [middle school] kids were raised knowing about AIDS, so they’ve seized on oral sex as a compromise. They see it as safe and casual.

—Margaret Sagarese, author of The Roller Coaster Years




None of the teens I interviewed said they had been encouraged to be more promiscuous by what they learned online…. But others say that what they’ve read online has convinced them that they shouldn’t be having sex…. In fact, founders of teen sites like Razzberry and gURL point out that conversations about chastity, virginity, and “How young is too young for sex?” are among the most popular topics in the sexual areas of their communities.

—JanelleBrown, salon.com




Cybering is kind of like phone sex, where you’re describing sexual stuff you want to do to each other—only you’re typing instead of talking. When this guy asked me to cyber, I felt weird. I thought it would be interesting to see what it was like, but I was totally grossed out at myself for feeling that way. Not knowing what to do, I signed off.

—Jennifer, 14




In the ‘70s, people were like bees, wanting to get a little nectar from every flower in the garden. But this generation seems more concerned with finding that one man, one woman. And, you know, I gotta say, it’s kind of cool.

—Bill Schreiner, Love@AOL




You still have girls having babies, because they want someone to love. But not as many. It’s all the diseases. It’s how hard it is, taking care of a baby. And more girls planning for their future.

—girl, 14, Oakland, California




Best I can say is, it’s just not cool to have a baby anymore. The young women see the reality. Their friends with babies can’t do the things they used to do. The fathers just walk away. And they’re saying, “That’s not gonna happen to me.”

—health service counselor, Oakland, California




Depo-Provera has proven to be the most inconspicuous of all the birth- control methods [because] unlike birth-control pills that can be discovered, parents can’t detect signs that their daughter has gotten the shot and don’t have to grant permission for a teen to get it.

—Knight-Ridder





Substance Abuse

When considering the Millennial experience with illicit drugs, two facts must be kept in mind. The first fact is that, in recent U.S. history, the worst youth drug abusers by far—whether you’re talking about pot, cigarettes, alcohol, or pills—are today’s 35- to 45-year-olds. These are last-wave Boomers and first-wave Xers, dubbed “Generation Jones” by pop-culture writer Jonathan Pontell, most of whom reached their late teens in the ‘70s when the drug culture was at peak postwar potency. The second fact, stemming from the first, is that not since Prohibition has any child generation had to cope with parents who are (or once were) such heavy abusers themselves.

According to data gathered by the federal government and other sponsored agencies, here’s what’s been going on:

Illegal drug use began rising gradually in the 1960s, steeply in the ‘70s, and then peaked in the early ‘80s, after which it declined until the early ‘90s, whereupon it began rising slightly again—even as, ironically, teen sex and violence began falling. Teen marijuana use has climbed back to its late-’80s levels, but remains well below the peak levels of around 1980.

Alcohol—the drug that imposes the largest social costs (from accidents, crime, domestic violence, and job loss)—was a huge Gen-X success story.

[image: ]
Throughout the 1980s, alcohol consumption plunged sharply among 12-to 17-year-olds, more modestly among high school seniors. Through the ‘90s, it leveled off among younger teens and rose slightly among high school seniors. In 1979, one of every two teenagers reported having drunk alcohol in the prior month, whereas in 1998, less than one in five did. The share of 12- to 17-year-olds who admit to monthly binge drinking has fallen from over 20 percent in the mid ‘80s to under 10 percent now. Arrests for drunkenness and drunk driving declined by more than half from the early ‘80s to a low point in 1993, and have since risen slightly (back to the levels of the early ‘90s, but far below those of a decade before).

Among 12- to 17-year-olds, cigarette smoking fell through the ‘80s and into the early ‘90s, at which time it gained new popularity among girls. It spiked up a little in the mid-’90s and has since leveled off. Among high school seniors, teen smoking remained flat through the ‘80s, rose slightly (from 28 to 35 percent) in the ‘90s—remaining below its ‘70s peak—and is showing signs of declining again.

Teen use of more dangerous drugs—cocaine, crack, heroin, stimulants, and the pharmacopoeia popularized in the ‘70s—declined through the ‘80s to near-zero levels in the early ‘90s and has risen only slightly since then.

In a nutshell: For youth substance abuse, the ‘70s had a bad record, the ‘80s a good one, and the ‘90s a mixed one. But the late 1990s produced some hopeful signs.


» In 1998-99, most rates of abuse among twelfth graders declined.

» In 1997-99, most rates of abuse among eighth and tenth graders declined.

» An annual survey asking students whether “In my school, marijuana users are really popular,” found that those who “agree strongly” fell from 20 percent in 1996 to 10 percent in 1999.

» The share of teens who feel that rap, rock, or pop music stars “make drugs seem like an OK thing to do” dropped from about half in 1995 to about one-third in 1999. (However, the share who feel that way about TV and movie stars remained unchanged.)

» A 1998 survey that asked teenagers if marijuana should be legal found those under age 16 opposing by nearly two to one, those age 17-18 opposing by a bare majority, and 19-year-olds favoring legalization. (Whether today’s 16-year-olds will change their minds as they grow older remains to be seen.)
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Girls didn’t want to date drug dealers anymore. Girls felt they were unreliable. That had a big effect.

—Richard Curtis,
John Jay College of
Criminal Justice




I’m not going to risk my life for someone stupid.

—Topaz Thompson, 14,
who refuses to date boys
who take or deal drugs




See, I don’t need no alcohol
Your love makes me feel ten feet tall

—Lauryn Hill,
“Nothing Even Matters”




Today the culture of sobriety extends down to adolescence, and kids are cleaning up quicker.

—Rolling Stone




The best antidote to drinking and drugs is friendship.

—AlexBerke, 15




We’ve been very hard-put to find new [heroin] initiates among African Americans. It has really been very difficult. It’s like finding a needle in a haystack for us.

—Richard Curtis, National Institutes of Health




I am proud of myself because I don’t
sell drugs.
I am proud of myself because I don’t
steal cars

Danielle Patterson,
middle schooler, “Who I Am”




The Forbidden Fruit: Fake Drugs. Kids are scarfing up Crave, flavored-sugar candy that comes in what looks like a large vial (actually a surplus medical test tube).

—Rolling Stone





Exactly what is causing this strange mix of substance abuse trends is the subject of much conjecture among academics and argument among politicians. Conservatives pursue hard drugs, praise tough sentencing and the Reagan-era “Just Say No” campaign for successes, and blame Clinton and Hollywood for backsliding. Liberals pursue the tobacco industry, which they blame for its advertising and other corporate misdeeds, and complain about harsh sentences for nonviolent drug offenders. Both sides of the culture wars agree that teen drinking is bad. Perhaps as a consequence, that’s the area that has consistently shown the greatest improvement.



On Thursday, an officer dressed as the Grim Reaper will remove one student from a classroom every 15 minutes. The students’ faces will be painted white, and they’ll wear black robes to represent the “walking dead”—or students who die in alcohol or drug-caused crashes. These students will return to their classrooms, but they won’t speak or take part in activities the rest of the day [and will] stay out all night with adult chaperones. The parents of two students will be told that their children have been killed by a drunken driver, and share their reactions at Friday’s assembly.

—Gresham Outlook, describing the Gresham (OR) Police Department’s antialcohol program for high schools




We have the power to lead these teens and tell them what brands are hot. We need to leverage that power and make it cool not to smoke—and brand that concept.

—Linda Platzner, publisher,Teen magazine




My coworker’s 15-year-old is faced with being forced out of a gifted-and-talented high school into a much less desirable one because she was caught smoking. She was told that there are 800+ kids on the waiting list to replace her.

—Marcus Ruopp, high school student




Kids don’t see [drinking] as a big problem. It’s a regular thing, not like they’re rebeling. There is no pressure to drink.

—Mary T





Cigarettes remain a puzzle. Nowadays, the best-behaved, high-achieving teenagers—many of them the offspring of nonsmoking parents—can be spotted with “jacks” in their hands, or even chewing tobacco in their mouths. It’s too facile to blame Joe Camel, or Congress, or cigarette machines, or bogus IDs, or retailers who openly sell smokes to teens. Today’s kids are under more pressure than kids used to be. They live in an accelerated culture. A greater percentage than ever before are on Ritalin or other prescribed psychotropic drugs. For some of these kids, cigarettes may serve a calming purpose. Once kids are hooked, the heightened pressures at school may make breaking the habit harder than a decade ago. And, among teen smokers, all the constant lecturing from middle-aged Boomers (known by today’s teens to have had far worse teen drug problems) may be sparking a mild sense of rebellion.

The successful antismoking campaigns tend to be those that abandon adult moralizing (what some call “The Big Talk”) and instead apply positive peer pressure. In Florida, kids themselves designed antitobacco ads that were so effective—cutting middle-school smoking by over 50 percent over two years—that the tobacco lobby leaned on the state legislature to eliminate funding for them.

Whatever today’s teens are doing with alcohol, tobacco, and harder drugs, they’re not doing it as self-destructively as older generations did as youths and are still doing as adults. In the ‘90s, as in the ‘60s, substance-abuse fatalities remain primarily a Boomer problem. In 1979, the drug-overdose death rate nationwide was approximately the same for teenagers and adults in their forties. By 1996, the teen rate was basically unchanged, but the rate for fortysomethings was ten times higher than it had been before. Today, in other words, overdoses are mainly a malady of the middle-aged. Social historian Mike Males queried Los Angeles County hospitals to find out the age and number of people who died from heroin, cocaine, crack, or methamphetamine in 1997. The final count: adults, 250 deaths; teens, zero deaths.

Throughout U.S. history, dangerous drugs have tended to mean different things to different generations. “Other generations take drugs (like pot, cocaine, and LSD) so they can be messed up,” wrote a Gen Xer on geocities.com. “Kids today take drugs (like Prozac and Ritalin) so they can be normal.” For Boomers, marijuana and more potent drugs offered a ticket to another world, a means of reshaping reality, a badge of youthful defiance, a symbol of their desire to escape. For Gen Xers, illicit drugs lost most of their political symbolism, instead becoming highly personal instruments of alienation—or business. For Millennial, drugs (including cigarettes) are just another choice that brings personal results—a high-risk choice, at that—which, like all such choices, must be handled with care.



About 120,000 juveniles are being held in custody each day, nearly 10 percent in adult facilities, a number that has soared 73 percent over the past decade.

—Associated Press




Regular features include stories from a gallery of convicted juvenile offenders.

—Law for Kids web site, USA Today




The children are a lot tougher in their sentencing than adults. They know how to get a message across.

—council member, Montgomery County, MD, which has an experimental jury program through which youths age 12-17 sentence juveniles charged with petty offenses




Today there are about 650 youth courts nationwide, vs. just 50 in 1991. They handle mostly nonviolent first-time defendants. Record of Bronx Youth Court in past two years: 68 convictions, 2 acquittals.

—U.S. Department of Justice





According to a 1999 report of the Partnership for a Drug-Free America, “The tide appears to be turning…. [Tjeenagers are disassociating drugs with critically important badges of teen identity…. In kids’ minds, marijuana is less and less associated with popularity…. Attitudes are changing in the right direction, and when attitudes change, behavior changes usually follow, gradually at first and then, if trends continue, steadily.”

Crime

The year 1993 was truly a horrible one for youth crime. The nation’s biggest cities were setting murder records. Newspaper headlines screamed about carjackings, drive-bys, and gang executions. A brief plateauing of the crime rate during the next year did not deter criminologists from making dire predictions. “This is the lull before the crime storm,” said James Alan Fox. Beware “superpredators,” said John Dilulio. Here comes a juvenile “time bomb,” warned U. S. News in a sobering cover story about “an ever greater bloodbath” in the wings.

In the years since, America has enjoyed a plunge in youth crime, the speed and distance of which has no precedent since the birth of modern data. What’s more, the most dramatic drops have occurred in the worst crimes (such as murder and serious violent crime) and in the most accurate and comprehensive measures of crime (victimization rates, not arrest rates).

From 1993 to 1998, the rate of murders committed by youth aged 12 to 17 fell by 56 percent, and the teen murder victimization rate fell by nearly as much (48 percent). Both those rates are now below where they were before the late-wave Gen-X murder binge, and barely higher than the late-’70s rates for Boomer teens. The teen murder-rate reductions in large urban states has been staggering: down 54 percent in California, down 55 percent in Texas, down 66 percent in Massachusetts, down 78 percent in New York. In a dramatic reversal from the Gen-X youth era, when the murder arrest rate doubled while the rate for older adults fell, the Millennial murder rate is falling considerably faster than the rates for older generations.



Something’s happened in the school, Ma.

—Frank Jones, 7, after an elementary school shooting in Mount Morris, Michigan





From 1993 to 1998, the rate for all serious violent crime (murder, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault) committed by youths aged 12 to 17 fell by 45 percent, and the victimization rate fell nearly as much (38 percent). These rates are the lowest ever registered for these measures, dating back to 1980. In all likelihood, the overall youth victimization rate (and perhaps the offender rate) is lower now than in any year since the 1960s. The violent crime rate (including “simple assault,” which roughly doubles the total) shows Millennial teens producing a lesser drop—but a far greater improvement than for older age brackets. Teen arrest rates for most property crimes are hitting their lowest levels ever. Through the first six months of 1999, there were large further reductions in all these crime and victimization rates.
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On April 21, a day after the massacre just one state away, sixth-grader Susan Turan joined her classmates in practicing a new drill called Code Red. First they locked the door to their classroom in Marshall Middle School in Wichita, Kansas. Then they placed their chairs on top of the tables and pushed the tables against the wall, out of the windows’ line of sight. Then they crawled beneath the entire pile. At first they were too slow, and although Susans teacher didn’t say too slow for what, nobody needed to ask. The second time, Susan reports proudly, “we got it down to 20 seconds.”

—Time




Recently my high school started locking all the doors to the outdoors except the main one. We even have gone so far as to have a police officer patrol our school. I feel somewhat violated, but I understand the reasons behind it.

—teenager, Kid Exchange




Local teachers will say that, even immediately after a shooting, most students are less interested in grief sessions or discussions than in just getting on with their day…. [They] just wish adults would quit overreacting and get a grip.

—Susan Nielsen, Seattle Times





Over the same period, teen gang activity also declined, especially among blacks. Leaders from the high-crime era have been convicted and incarcerated, new truces have been negotiated, and new youth programs created. Most cities are now much better at mobilizing community institutions, from church groups to fathers’ groups, to create more opportunities for kids, after school and at night.

In urban America, when teenage and child Millennials look up the age ladder at Gen Xers in their twenties, they see a quarter of them in prison or dealing with probation officers, many of them absentee fathers who can’t help their children or marry the women who bore them, barely literate, with poor work habits and no marketable skills. Who wants to follow in those footsteps? Thus arises the “older brother” syndrome, the tendency of a successor sibling (or generation) to heed the negative object lessons of the next-elders in their lives. This is why crime, like so much else, reaches a point where it becomes nonlinear. For two generations in a row—Boomer and Gen X—it had been getting worse. But Millennials are drawing the line.

Yes, there is one major crime indicator that makes Millennials look worse than Gen Xers: Today’s teens are being arrested more than those of a decade ago for “status” offenses such as loitering, drunkenness, DWI, and drug possession. But that’s the exception that proves the rule—or in this case, all the rules now being enforced by ZT police tactics. More arrests mean more police activity, not more crime. According to a 1999 report from the National Center for Juvenile Justice, “arrest increases … can reflect positive policy changes.”

School Violence

Forget what you’ve seen, read, or heard to the contrary. School violence is down, way down. Fifteen people died violently at Columbine, but rebroadcasting the scene a hundred times doesn’t make it fifteen hundred—though you might think it does, from all the hearings and commissions and metal detectors.

Here are the facts. According to the official data compiled by the National School Safety Center, the number of violent student deaths at schools was much lower in the late 1990s than when the NSSC first started compiling these at the beginning of the decade. Violent deaths at schools declined from a high of 55 in the 1992-93 school year to 25 in 1998-99. If you exclude Columbine, there were only 10 violent deaths (including suicides) in that year. Of these 10, only 3 were intentional homicides by other kids—and of these 3, only 2 were committed with guns. Now consider: There are over 20 million teenagers who attend U.S. schools each day. Each of these kids is much more likely to be struck down by lightning or run over by a freight train than to be killed by one of his peers. Even of all teen murders, and these aren’t very numerous, only one in a hundred is committed in a school.



I have a small collection ofLPs. I have a nicked Eurythmics record that sounds like the school shootings: Here comes the rain again (bip) Here comes the rain again (bip) Here comes the rain again (bip). … My record will “bip” until I lift up the arm and set it down one groove over.

—Chris Loyd, 17




People coming in trench coats Am I going to die’<

—Amberly, highwirednet.lycos.com




Just because we have chains and spikes doesn’t mean we’re going to go shooting people.

—Patrick Connor, 15, on a post-Columbine dress code




The athletes and stuffare really popular…. They’d makefun of the Trench Coat Mafia. They’d say, “White trash,” and “Why don’t you comb your hair?” and “Are you Gothic, man?” and “You need some new clothes.”

—Mindy, 15, Columbine High




At Columbine High School, we will have zero tolerance for cruelty, harassment, excessive teasing, discrimination, violence, and intimidation.

—Frank DeAngelis, principal, Columbine High, at its reopening




School shootings are rising because of cliques at school.

—Amanda, 13





And that’s not all. From 1991 to 1997, 30 percent fewer high school students reported ever bringing a weapon to school, 20 percent fewer said they got in fights, 25 percent fewer skipped school because they felt unsafe, and 50 percent fewer feared being mugged, raped, or shot. In the fall of 1998, before Columbine, three times as many students in grades 3 through 12 believed that school violence was going down rather than up. In urban schools, the ratio was five to one.

Although Millennial kids, on the whole, are feeling safer these days both in and out of school, they have acquired a special dread of mass gun killings, for much the same reason many people fear airline travel: When it happens, it’s horrible, spectacular, the lead on the nightly news, the cover on all the newsmagazines. Why has this crime suddenly become a Millennial trademark? Each side of the culture wars has its own preferred explanation—on one side, guns and hate; on the other, a jaundiced culture and derelict parents. There’s some truth to all these explanations, certainly. Yes, many adults today keep a lot of firepower hanging around their homes without much supervision. And yes, the Harris-Klebold goal of being portrayed in a Spielberg-Tarantino movie does have a jarring ‘90s ring to it. But the question worth asking is why, when other teen crimes are ebbing, these peculiarly horrible incidents—at lonesboro, Pearl, West Paducah, Fayetteville, Springfield, Littleton, Fort Gibson— keep happening.

Media hype is one answer, but some other patterns are discernible. Unlike the bulk of the more urban, bicoastal school killings of the early ‘90s, these have been committed by Caucasian males in small to middle-sized towns, mostly along a swath from the central South through the southern Great Plains. Rather than one youth gang attacking another, these Millennial-era crimes were instead acts of rage against the well-behaving mass of the student body by loners who despise popular kids and are teased by the “in” cliques. In the Gen-X era, loners like these would have felt less pressure to conform, not so out of place or so motivated (as Harris and Klebold were) to pull off a crime whose horrendous scale would forever keep them in the pantheon of wax-museum evildoers.



Columbine, to a great extent, was a couple of punks raging against the dominant jock-prep culture. [Today’s kids] place a strong emphasis on teamwork and belonging. Punk values emphasize rejection of the mainstream and a pride in not belonging. When Xer culture was dominant, the punks could make a point of not belonging, and yet perversely they were the dominant clique of the generation. By striving not to belong, they belonged. With the culture shifting, the rebels are suddenly being left behind. They are becoming dated and old.

—Bob Butler




The Columbine high-school murderers have been called Goths and gamers. They are not the Goths and gamers I have known…. If they had been 10 years older, they would not have been as isolated. They would have had a number of friends who were all as weird, depressed and alienated as they were, and they would have all gone dancing in the Confederate graveyard or something equally eloquent, ghoulish, and harmless. Gen-Xer Goth types who went over the edge typically took it out on themselves.

—Angeli Primlani




And it’s lonely on the darker side.

—Johnny Lang, “Darker Side”





These Columbine-style crimes are thus a symptom of a breaking generational wave, of a better-behaved and higher-achieving generational core confronting the residue of an earlier youth era. However horrible these atrocities, and however justified the security measures needed to prevent their recurrence, adults should not let a few crimes committed by a few kids detract from the Millennials’ gathering success in improving youth conduct. America doesn’t need more commissions on youth violence that is declining, led by adult generations who, in youth, increased it sharply. In 1970, at the height of the Boomer youth era, there were less than two violent-crime arrests of adults for every one arrest of a kid aged 10 to 17. Now, as Millennials arrive, the ratio is more than three to one. Maybe what America needs is a youth commission on adult crime.

Today’s high school students understand what’s going on around them. In 1994,22 percent said violence was the worst problem they faced. By 1998, only 7 percent said that. In a Time poll, 93 percent of 6- to 14-year-olds declared their schools “very” or “pretty safe.” These days, they’re more worried about college, grades, and peer pressure—problems that, considering the alternatives, aren’t so bad.

Raising the Bar

Let’s put this good news in perspective. Millennials are not nearly as well behaved as Silent Generation youths were back in the “teen canteen” days of World War II. In many ways, they’re not as well behaved as their global counterparts in Europe or Asia. Nor are they yet as well behaved as Boomers were in the early 1960s. But their conduct is improving—a claim no other post-World War II youth generation could make.



Bullying has become so extreme and so common that many teens just accept it as part of high-school life in the ‘90s.

—Newsweek




Among teens, 72 percent say their high school has tension between athletes and nonathletes, and 57 percent say athletes bully nonathletes.

—Chilton survey, espn.com




Most athletes are not bullies, say teens. Many are true student leaders, who treat other students with respect and, often, serve as bridges between different social cliques. Even the term “jock” is an elusive concept, applied to some athletes, but not others, and used more often to describe those students who are empowered in the school social structure.

—Tom Farrey, espn.com




If you dress like a trenchy and talk like a trenchy, you will be treated like a trenchy. If you dress like an outcast, and are rude and obnoxious, you will bring much disrespect upon yourself.

—Father Peter, Boys Town USA




In five years, will there even be an “outcast” group left in most high schools? Based on the trends I’ve seen, no. The past three years have witnessed a dramatic decrease in personal expression as conformity and uniforms take over student culture.

—Michael McSwain, 18





What’s extraordinary about the behavioral bar adults are setting for Millennial is, first, that they’re expected to behave better than adults do, and, second, just as with academic achievement, the bar is moving, ever upward.

Case in point: Gambling. It’s become a new adult worry, even though Millennial are turning away from it on their own. “These are the first kids to grow up with gambling all around them,” says Richard McGowan, professor of economics at Boston College. The 1990s boom in American gambling—from lotteries and casinos to on-line gambling and day-trading—marked a liberating change of pace for older generations. Not for Millennial, who mostly don’t like it. A 1999 Gallup poll found that 47 percent of 13- to 17-year-olds oppose gambling, versus only 32 percent of adults—and that 70 percent say it “damages family and community life.” “I’ve seen adults lose property over this,” says high school student Erica Sanchez, “and a lot of the time it’s their children who end up suffering …. If the person is married and has children, they shouldn’t do it.”

Where Boomer youths were drawn to risk, and in middle age are enamored with wide-open gambling as a once-taboo activity, gambling runs directly counter to the emerging Millennial mindset of planning ahead for an orderly future. “They’re quicker to see its harmful effects,” reports McGowan.

Teens gamble far less than adults—in part because they’re barred from most forms of wagering—yet twice as many teens (20 percent) as adults (11 percent) say they wager “too often.” Even so, a recent study by the National Gambling Impact Study Commission focused more on youth than adult gambling. In 1999, when the first Millennials were 17, the Commission proposed raising the legal gambling age from 18 to 21. That may not be necessary. Brad Stuart, 18, dabbled in a state lottery, won a small sum on a scratch-off ticket, and then swore it off. “You should only gamble when you’re totally sure you’re going to win,” he says.

There’s always more to be done, more to be fixed, with kids. Cheating and other honor-code violations are now in the crosshairs, as are bullying, disrespectfulness, and vulgarity. These are indeed problems—but not just for Millennials. To teen eyes, it will seem odd indeed to see Boomers and Gen Xers set and enforce harsh new rules in these areas. Imagine how Millennials might regard a national crackdown on cursing, given the language in movies and songs those older generations have made for teenagers. Sheri Parks, a college dean and mother of a 4-year-old, says it “just delights my daughter to think that grownups also don’t have good control over their words.”



Columbine, friend ofmine Peace will come to you in time

—Jonathan and Steven Cohen, “Friend of Mine”





Invariably, the closer Millennials get to the bar, the higher it gets set. When older generations see their strategies working, they don’t ease off. Instead, as with Zero Tolerance, they keep piling more pressure on kids to be and do better. Here, too, as with so much else, this rising generation is growing up accustomed to the task of meeting and beating standards older people couldn’t—and often still can’t—handle themselves.


CHAPTER TEN
JUNIOR CITIZENS (community)


Now is the time for us to reunite….
Feel the flow, and here we go

—’NSYNC, “Here We Go”



[image: ]n 1998, as part of a promotional campaign for a new museum in Philadelphia, the National Constitution Center gave 13- to 17-year-olds a test explicitly designed to embarrass their generation. The results confirmed that more Millennials can name the Three Stooges than the three branches of government, four times as many know the number of Hansons than know the number of senators, and so on. One editorial described the findings as “humorous if not pathetic.”



We work together, probably a lot more than adults do.

—Lauren, 16




They are problem-solvers by nature. It may have something to do with the way we are teaching them and parenting them, but just get a group together to discuss any area of concern, and they all have a solution. It’s exciting to watch.

—Johnnie Crawley, Montessori principal





Set aside the question of how informed the typical adult really is. Yes, it may be true that today’s teens know less than their elders about the wars, presidents, and causes of the twentieth century. But keep this in mind: To Millennials, “Remember Pearl Harbor” is as distant in time (from their first birth year) as “Remember the Maine” was for Boomers. The Eisenhower-era freedom riders are as distant as the Harding-era KKK. Betty Friedan is as distant as Isadora Duncan. Richard Nixon and Watergate are as distant as FDR and the New Deal. Today’s kids can’t be expected to think of those events the way their parents and grandparents do. They may at times be unfamiliar with the old causes, but that doesn’t mean they’re disrespectful of what those causes achieved.



They have no sense of individualism, thriving, rather, from close interpersonal networks.

—Don Tapscott,Growing Up Digital




Part of what Hanson is, is that there’s not just one guy who sings. Having three voices is what makes us Hanson.

—Taylor Hanson, 13




I was impressed with their focus, their discipline, the way they played together as a unit.

—Glen Bollard, the Moffatts’ producer




Schools have started programs to make freshmen feel more connected, as opposed to simply bewildered.

—Abraham McLaughlin




What’s happening now is adults, they all bring their kids over and they have their kids “team” baby-sit a whole mess of kids.

—John Costello, on the growing trend toward “team” baby-sitting





To the contrary, as the true children of postmodern America, Millen-nials often feel that whatever respect they do have for those old causes they have to acquire on their own. They are growing up in a world that feels post- truth, post- sacrifice, posi-heroic, posf-anything truly ennobling. Much of what they learn about civic matters gets filtered through the lens of cynicism, irony, satire, and parody—that is, through the ‘90s-era pop culture. The great causes are over, their agendas in place, their foibles grist for Jay Leno, the Capitol Steps, and Politically Incorrect. So much is tongue in cheek that not much seems at stake anymore.

From the youth perspective, today’s adult generations have done much that is good, much that has enhanced their own lives and prospects for the future. At the same time, Millennials often fault adults for being too self-centered, too smug, too wrapped up in grand causes that have strayed beyond their original purposes—leaving the nation with pointless arguments, endless hypocrisy, and no capacity to make the pieces fit together anymore.

That’s where they’re finding a role. Already, Millennial teens are hard at work on a grassroots reconstruction of community, teamwork, and civic spirit. They’re doing it in the realms of community service, race, gender relations, politics, and faith. In each of these arenas, they’ve had to start from a different location in history—and face a different life challenge—than today’s older generations remember from their own youth.

Community

The town of Soldotna, Alaska, is spread out, without buses, and many of its younger and poorer residents don’t have cars. Jason Redmond, a Class of 2000 senior at Soldotna High, decided to fix this as part of the “government lab” in his civics class. Jason came up with a plan to create a public bicycle system, through which Soldotnans could use free yellow bikes to go from one bike rack to another, all across town. Jason didn’t just talk about his idea. He put it in motion, with help from the police and local merchants. In the words of his teacher, Jason was “trying to build community. Everyone can use the bicycles equally, and it will take everyone in the community working to make it happen.”



There’s this real warm feeling you get. I don’t know how to explain it. Like we’re all in something together, and it’s even OK to lose.

—Martin, 13




Basketball teams consist of five men. So why do we see three members of the Chicago Bulls off to the side watching Steve Kerrpass the ball to a posted-up Michael Jordan? … One of the reasons that fans are starting to turn to college basketball games is because college basketball uses all five players.

—Nick, 16




Less-skilled players will get more playing time…. Parents will cheer for all the kids at a game.

—Dean Conway, reciting rules of the Massachusetts Youth Soccer Association




Team Cheerios is looking for youth sport teams with great teamwork stories.

—Cheerios box (1997)




This is a great thrill for all of our skaters. These girls practice many long hours to perfect their performance. They put individual styles aside to compete as one; no superstar can capture a win for you.

—Nancy Rossi, coach of the Precision Skaters of Warwick (RI), Team Cheerios 1998 Team of the Year





In 1990, when Amber Lynn Coffman was 8, she visited a homeless shelter in Baltimore. Two years later, at age 10, she decided it would be nice to make lunches for the people there, so she started a little home-based program she called “Happy Helpers for the Homeless.” Six years later, Happy Helpers boasted fifty volunteers, was serving six hundred lunches a week to Baltimore’s homeless (along with clothing giveaways, pizza parties, and special haircutting days), and had chapters in forty-three states.

America has many Jason Redmonds and Amber Lynn Coffmans, Mil-lennials who aren’t just taking stands, but building hands-on organizations to get things done. Elementary schoolkids in Waukazoo and Woodside, Michigan, formed a volunteer choir, 230 strong, to make choral music videos to give to sick children. In Tukwila, Washington, elementary schoolkids launched a children’s drive to aid Honduran victims of Hurricane Mitch. Students in Denver’s Highline Community School raised money to “buy” two Sudanese slaves and return them to their families, and then began organizing dozens of other schools to release over a hundred more slaves. Fourth and fifth graders in Lynnwood, Washington, petitioned the INS and won citizenship for the mother of the school’s custodian. In Florida, middle school kids went to Tallahassee to lobby lawmakers on behalf of school funding. “We’re the ones in the schools,” said one 14-year-old, “and we know what’s going on.”

Millennials aren’t doing this as entrepreneurial loners. Instead—in keeping with their generation’s team orientation—they’re banding together, in their own clubs and classes, on-line, and (especially) in national uniformed service organizations. In their childhood era, they have propelled a huge increase in Boy Scout members (up 50 percent since 1980) and Girl Scout members (up 20 percent since 1985), reversing long periods of decline for both. Kids in uniform, doing good deeds, in public buildings: That’s how today’s adults want to see Millennials— many of whom, given the chance, willingly oblige.

Adults give a higher priority to helping kids do good deeds than to doing good deeds themselves. (On average, middle-aged Boomers spend fewer hours doing community service than do Millennial teens.) The Do Something organization sponsors a National Kindness and Justice Challenge, a contest challenging middle school students to win prizes by launching the best civic projects. Burger King’s “The Big Help” campaign and McDonald’s bulletin boards are promoting and publicizing kid-service programs.



We do good things for our community, such as: picking up litter, tutoring younger children, collecting donations for children’s shelters, bake sales, entertaining for community events, helping at animal shelters, making cards for the sick, planting flowers, and so much more.

—Julia Dotson, 13
—Lauren Lucas, 17, describing Kids A. C. T., a group she formed in 1993 when she was 11 years old




Youths who volunteer are 50 percent less likely than other young people to engage in destructive social behavior such as substance abuse or teenage sexual activity.

—Steven Culbertson, Youth Service America




Plant a seed, plant a flower, plant a
rose …
Keep planting to find out which one
grows

—Hanson, “MMMBop”




I think the thing that makes up a good community is having unity and working together. The bad thing is not working together, working against each other. That’s not gonna make any kind of progress.





The definition of “community service” has morphed from one generation to the next, dating back to World War II. For the Silent, community deed-doing was channeled by the Selective Service law, which pushed young males toward socially acceptable deferments such as teaching, science, or even marriage. For leading-edge Boomers, the term “community service” often meant cleaning hospital bedpans to avoid Vietnam—or, for the more radically minded, spurring oppressed neighborhoods to vent their grievances against the “establishment.” When the draft ended, in 1973, first-wave Boomers had eliminated mandatory civic duty for their later cohorts and the generation to follow. Growing up in the era of the Volunteer Army, Gen Xers developed their own ethic of volunteerism, de-emphasizing great crusades in favor of simple acts of charity to help needy people. For teenagers, “community service” came to mean punishment for drunk drivers and Breakfast Club miscreants.

By the Millennial era, the notion of volunteering gave way to a more compulsory “service learning,” which is now often required for graduation from middle or high school. Bolstered by Acts of Congress in 1990 and 1993, which created the Learn and Serve America program, the integration of community service with academic study has spread to schools everywhere. From 1984 to 1999, the share of high schools offering any kind of community service program grew from 27 to 83 percent, and the share with “service learning” grew from 9 to 46 percent. Two-thirds of all public schools at all grade levels now have students engaged in community work, often (as in Soldotna) as part of the curriculum.

A new Millennial service ethic is emerging, built around notions of collegial (rather than individual) action, support for (rather than resistance against) civic institutions, and the tangible doing of good deeds. Surveys show that five of every six Millennials believe their generation has the greatest duty to improve the environment—and that, far more than older people, Millennials would impose extra civic duties on themselves, including taxes, to achieve results. Tellingly, the new Boy Scout Handbook has a distinctly Millennial new ethic, the “Principles of Leave No Trace,” requiring Scouts to leave camping areas not the way they found them, but in better shape than when they arrived.



At one desk, a child lifts a phone and hears a list of slurs encompassing everything from color to generic insult. Then a voice offers ways to respond…. At another station, children play “What’s My Stereotype,” pressing a buzzer when they hear stereotypes on a video. Nearby, others write words they find hurtful and push them through a shredder.

—Dallas Morning News




At one civics class for high-school seniors, the question arises of how many are applying to the University of California. A dozen hands shot up. How many wrote their essays about overcoming challenges? Nine hands. And this is Beverly Hills High.

—Los Angeles Times, describing student response to a new alternative to racial preferences





Race

When the TV networks revealed their twenty-six new shows for the fall of 1999, the NAACP’s Kweisi Mfume erupted over the fact that not one of them had a black person in a lead role, and few had any blacks whatsoever. By the late ‘90s, television had no crossover shows like The Jeff er sons or Cosby. Instead, it had what The Washington Post called “Them-and-Us TV,” with a white list {Seinfeld, Ally McBeal) and a black list {Martin, Roc, Living Single). The top-rated TV show among blacks, The Steve Harvey Show, was 127th among whites, and the top among whites, Friends, was 88th among blacks.

Through the ‘90s, TV executives tried hard to target the splintery Gen-X crowd in all its various niches. Meanwhile, the civil rights leadership tried to keep its old causes alive. As the two sides duked it out with press releases, neither paid much attention to the newest generation of TV-watching teens—many of whom wanted America to transcend these tired debates.

In fact, Millennials are less likely to regard themselves as either “white” or “black” than any prior American generation. So, too, are they, according to American Demographics, “the least prejudiced about race” and “the most dissatisfied with race relations.” What bothers them is decidedly not their own behavior, but what they perceive as the odd racial conceptions of the adult world. Of a Boomer such as Mfume, Millennial might ask why he clings to a white-versus-black morality play that worked when he was young but doesn’t work so well now. Why, for example, do TV shows and ads depict blacks far more often than Latinos and Asians, even as the latter two substantially outnumber blacks among today’s kids? Through the ‘90s, the share of TV characters who are Latino roughly doubled, but remained below 4 percent, less than one-fourth of their actual share of Millennials.
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One thing I’ve noticed about the Millennial Generation as it (or its likeness) is portrayed on the big screen. It’s very white…. Perhaps the Boomers who are making the films are projecting (subconsciously, of course) their own vision of the way things are supposed to be: Okay, we’ve had our fun with diversity, now I’m gonna surround little Bobby with people like me. Which to me shows just how shallow/insincere Boomer thoughts on the subject really are.

—Ray Waters




On the rare times when an Asian does show up [on TV], she’s either on a super-cheesy so-called martial arts show, or a computer nerd with no communications skills.

—Theresa Ann Wymer
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To Millennials, diversity doesn’t mean black or white, it means Korean, Malaysian, Latvian, Guatemalan, Peruvian, Nigerian, Trinida-dian, and skins in more hues from more places than seen on any generation in any society in the history of humanity. “Where there were clear lines between Caucasian and Asian American and African American,” says Michael Wood of Teenage Research Unlimited, “those lines are becoming very blurred.” While Millennials still see ethnic inequalities in America, they’re becoming inured to the constant discussion of black-white issues in the media. In their eyes, race has become so fluid, complex, and multifaceted that the old answers seem less persuasive, the old struggles less purposeful, and the old racial equations less relevant. And, to this point, they don’t see the new verities reflected in the pop culture. Children Now polled a multiracial group of 10- to 17-year-olds, who said that TV showed whites and blacks in a mostly positive way, but Latinos in a mostly negative way.



The talk of a bilingual society ignores the enormous power of American culture. Spanish has no chance…. The average education of a Mexican immigrant is the fourth grade, and they’re teaching their children Spanish? No.

—Gregory Rodriguez, New America Foundation




She’d be the black sheep of her friends if she spoke Spanish around them.

—Walter Enriquez, a Peruvian immigrant, describing his 12-year-old sister





Race has meant something unique to each of today’s generations, in youth. The Silent were children in a time when multicultural consciousness was weak and official segregation strong. They later became, in their thirties and forties, America’s great civil rights generation, the demonstrators who marched with Martin, the adherents of nonviolence, the believers that “we” (all races united) “shall overcome,” the ones who crafted affirmative action but were seldom personally affected by it. Boomers were coming of age when the civil rights movement was already in high gear. They were the rioters who rejected nonviolence, the angry radicals for whom bullets and bandoliers were political statements—and, later, the icebreakers on affirmative action. Gen Xers cannot personally recall race as a uniting element or nonviolent movement. As children, they were bused to public schools that (in the late 1980s) reached their apogee of integration. Their childhood era marked the cresting of welfare dependency, along with disintegrating families, crack cocaine, street crime, and harsh prison terms. As college students, they encountered affirmative action as the status quo. While they were growing up, Latino and Asian immigration swelled, and America became more diverse in nonracial ways—in cultures, lifestyles, and economics—as “multicultur-alism” became entwined in the culture wars.

By the time Millennials came along, the civil rights wars were over, the positions were established, and the old turns of phrase were more descriptive of what is than what could be. The leftover agenda does not excite them. What does is a new agenda—their agenda—to create opportunities for racial groups to shed their adult-imposed sense of separate-ness. Born at least twenty years after Selma, Millennials have never personally seen black-white race issues divide America. Affirmative action programs are now nearly two generations old, their original reasons altered by time and complicated by diverse new ethnic arrivals.



I, for one, look forward to that pivotal moment in our history when all American men finally know how to dance. Latin music will no longer be found in record stores under FOREIGN, and romance will bloom again. Our children will ask us what it was like to dance without a partner.

—Hilary Eason, 15




I was talking to somebody who said, “I’m part Puerto Rican, part Italian, and part American,” and I said, “What does American mean?” And he said, “Like, you know, white.” I said, “Well, why didn’t you say white?” He said, “I always say American.”

—Christy Haubegger, publisher, Latina magazine





In the Millennial world, race is less a cutting-edge issue than a game of political nostalgia. Today’s kids are growing up in a world in which the language of oppression has become pop culture play. Their lack of living memory has combined with Gen-X gangsta-rap edginess and Boomer judgment-by-context to produce an oddly disjointed set of adult-imposed rules on youth behavior. Rap now has hard and sweet kinds, both of which have edged closer to pure entertainment. In a time of declining youth violence, all the new talk about extra punishments for “hate crimes” emanates from middle-aged people who seem angry themselves, unwilling to let the old passions ebb, always searching for racial motivations.
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To the eyes of kids unfamiliar with the old causes, charges of racism seem to be flying from all directions, race cards played by people in power just as much as people on the outside. While adults tell kids not to make racial distinctions, adult institutions hire credentialed experts to collect racial data, debate the racial makeup of new hires or new ads, pore over standardized test questions to decipher how members of various racial groups might answer them differently. Meanwhile, busing is going down and schools are resegregating, more by income than race, reinforced by the declining interest of Boomer and Gen Xer parents in raising their kids in multiracial settings. Kids would never guess that overcoming racial consciousness was the main original goal of the civil rights movement.

The Millennial’ own ethnicity is far more complex than any in U.S. history. Latinos can be from Bolivia, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guatemala, Mexico, and blacks from Jamaica, Haiti, Brazil, or Nigeria. What exactly is an “African American”? Why (as some California Latinos have questioned) is black history celebrated for a month (February), and Latino history for only a day (Cinco de Mayo)? How can the old racial arguments explain the vast wealth and prestige of countless black athletes and entertainers? How do the old racial categories cope with the likes of Tiger Woods, a self-professed “Cablinasian” (a mix of Caucasian, black, Indian, and Asian ancestries)? So many images exist that they become noise, fill every frequency, induce exhaustion—and seem useless. The logical recourse, for a Millennial teen, is to discard race as a criterion for judging people and behavior.



Not like previous generations, we teens have eliminated prejudice.

—LocDao, 16




You’re seeing more cultural mixing. Where there were clear lines between Caucasian and Asian American and African American, those lines are becoming very blurred.

—Michael Wood, Teen Research Unlimited




I call myself a Chinese American, because I am exactly that. I am raised with the morals of both cultures…. My father quoted Twain and Confucius at one sitting at the dinner table.

—Lydia Chin, high school student




Mixed girls! That’s the way to go! All the mixed girls I know are fine!

—Gino Jackson, teenager





Much the opposite of Boomers at the same age, Millennials feel more of an urge to homogenize, to celebrate ties that bind rather than differences that splinter. Where Boomers were raised on the idea of a racial melting pot—an idea many of them later rejected—Millennials are being raised on culture as a “mosaic” of many hues, a notion many of them show signs of rejecting. Today’s teens are confident that they can do this and believe they can handle twenty-first-century racial issues a lot better than other generations. In our Class of 2000 Survey, 69 percent said they’ll handle race relations better than adults now do. Only 6 percent said worse. In our Teachers Survey, respondents reported that racial taunting is on the decline. Today’s teens date freely across ethnic lines, and they’re far less likely than adults to gape at other kids who do. Ninety percent say they have friends of a different race. The whole idea of a color line simply doesn’t mean as much to Millennials as it does to older people.

Certainly, racial problems still exist. Black academic achievement, though gaining, is still well below white levels. Black child poverty, teen crime, and teen pregnancy, though all falling sharply, are still far above white levels. Black teenagers aren’t as optimistic as their white peers that the racial situation will improve over their lifetimes. But Millennials share a solid optimism about race, and teachers agree that there is less racial discord now than a decade ago.

Boomer youth mentors, such as author loyce Ladner, worry that today’s black youths seem too “fragile” and could be losing the “timeless values” of the civil rights struggle. What Millennials of all races lack are not values, but merely the living memory of valued events. Rather than backsliding, rather than turning their backs on the agonies and triumphs of their ancestors, Millennials are intent on achieving Dr. King’s dream of a truly race-blind society. They may not get there themselves, but their children could.



At my local high school, only 28 percent of inductees into the National Honor Society this past spring were boys. When I go to award assemblies at my son’s elementary school, I always see girls march forward confidently to claim the prize, and seldom boys.

—Edward Bartlett




A boy today, through no fault of his own, finds himself implicated in the social crime of shortchanging girls. Yet the allegedly silenced and neglected girl sitting next to him is likely to be the superior student. She is probably more articulate, more mature, more engaged, and more well-balanced. The boy may be aware that she is more likely to go on to college. He may believe that teachers prefer to be around girls and pay more attention to them. At the same time, he is uncomfortably aware that he is considered to be a member of the favored and dominant gender.

—Christina Hoff Sommers




Girls go to college to get more knowledge. Boys go to Jupiter to get more stupider.

—common playground taunt





Gender

In May 1999, a committee of teachers at Virginia’s Langley High School gave out awards for academic achievement and moral conduct. “Once again the women dominated,” remarked Youdus Mirza afterward. “Boys are beginning to receive less and less attention, while girls are beginning to receive more”—yet, admitted Mirza, they earned those extra awards. “At almost every meeting designed to organize something or volunteer for a community function,” he said, “more young women appear than young men. It seems to me that women are more eager and enthusiastic in taking leadership and being on top.”

Mirza’s experience is becoming the norm. To this point, leading-edge Millennial girls are the generational pathbreakers, setting the standards for their peers—and leading teen watchers to speak of a new “boy problem” in America. Of the roughly 750,000 teens in the 1997 Who’s Who Among High School Students, nearly two-thirds were girls—and, among those listed, girls were twice as likely as boys to have “A” grade averages. Another study has shown that, among America’s top academic achievers, 63 percent are girls. The Horatio Alger Association’s “State of Our Nation’s Youth” report found that “Females challenged themselves more frequently to take the most difficult courses available … (and) worked harder at their course work and received better grades than males.”
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This is the first generation to grow up with true images of female empowerment.

—Jancee Dunn, Rolling Stone




Right now, we’re totally in the age of the female. The whole girl-power thing is quite huge. In fact, a lot of teen boys feel quite disenfranchised because they don’t have as many role models.

—Todd Cunningham, MTV




Every 14-year-old girl today really believes she can become president, that she can run Exxon.—Steve Kahn, CEO, Delia’s




I have big dreams, and they don’t revolve around what a man wants. I want to be an astronomer and work for NASA.

—Laura Banuelos, 13





Girls still have their own special set of problems. They account for nearly all the early-’90s increases in middle school cigarette and pot smoking. From 1991 to 1996, eighth-grade-girl cigarette use rose from 13 percent to 21 percent, marijuana from 5 to 17 percent. Girls are half-again more likely than boys to describe themselves as overweight, and nine times more likely to admit to an eating disorder. Yet these problems are residues of the Reviving Ophelia Gen-X “grrrl” era and do not reflect Millennial trends.

What’s fresh about today’s girl life involves traits that are recognizably Millennial: teamwork, action, civic deed-doing, and robust achievement. The federal government’s “Girl Power” antidrug ads, which show teams of cheerful girls in motion, have been far more effective than their male equivalents. Even in sports, girls do a better job embodying the Millennial spirit. Title IX, which mandates gender equality for sports funding, is certainly one reason so many girls are engaged in team sports. But Title IX’s impact is deeper than that. Today, the group values stressed by amateur girl athletes are on the upswing, while the one-on-one swagger of adult male pros seems tired. In this post-Michael lordan era, the cutting-edge role models among Millennial athletes have come from the U.S. Women’s World Cup team.

In school, girls are showing more progress than boys in nearly every area. Across all ethnic groups, girls do up to ten hours more homework per week than boys. They take more Advanced Placement tests, have higher enrollments in every level of math and in every science except physics and advanced technology, and receive more honors in everything except sports and science. On the NAEP math and science tests, girls have eliminated half of the advantage that boys once had in the Gen-X era. On the NAEP reading and writing tests, girls enjoy a much larger advantage over boys (15 to 17 points), and that gap is not closing. Boys still do a few points better on the SATs and hold an edge in the top one percentile. But the next tier—the top 10 percent—is mostly female. At the bottom end, boys are everywhere. Boys are half-again more likely to be held back a grade, and outnumber girls two to one at the lowest reaches of reading comprehension, perceptual speed, and word-association memory.



When someone says I play like a girl, I ask which one? Lisa Leslie or Dawn Staley or Mia Hamm?

—Karli, 15




We give them something to emulate. It’s wonderful, because we didn’t have that when we were growing up.

—Mia Hamm




Girls rule! Boys drool! Soccer’s cool!

—Jamie Loney and Laura Adams, 11, at the Women’s World Cup




Thoughts will go through my head, like, whoa, I don’t know if I should do this move with her.

—Ben, 15, commenting on an upcoming coed high school wrestling match
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Before the Millennial era, girls were considered disadvantaged in the classroom, winning less teacher attention and suffering in self-esteem. No longer. Most recent measures of self-esteem show girls and boys faring about the same. A 1997 survey found that about 85 percent of both boys and girls consider themselves “a person of worth” with “a number of good qualities.” Studies show that teachers compliment girls more often, think girls are smarter, and prefer to be around them. To the extent today’s boys get more attention in the classroom, it tends to be pharmaceutical, special-ed, compensatory, or disciplinary attention—all of which boys receive two to ten times as often as girls. In a flip from the Boomer youth era, girls are more ambitious than boys—and, for the first time ever recorded, expect to earn incomes at least equal to those of boys. Three times more girls than boys now say their top career choice is medicine or law.

Between the Boomer and Millennial youth eras, the gender landscape has changed enormously. In the economy, the pay gap between young men and women who are educated and childless is now vanishing, and the number of women-owned businesses has grown more than tenfold since the 1960s. Women passed men in undergraduate attendance in 1982 (at the start of the Gen-X college era) and now earn 55 percent of all bachelor’s and master’s degrees. In 1998,70 percent of female high school graduates entered college right after high school, versus 60 percent of boys. Once in college, boys are quicker to drop out during their freshman year. From 1970 to 1995, the share of medical degrees awarded to women rose from 8 to 39 percent; of law degrees, from 5 to 43 percent. Today’s children see countless girl role models in the popular culture. Kids can see war heroines such as Mulan, huntresses such as Buffy, Xena, and Nikita, and watch teenage girls become sexual aggressors (Can t Hardly Wait).



Boys Used to Be Boys, But Do Some Now See Boyhood as a Malady?

—headline,The Wall Street Journal




After so many years of hearing about silenced, diminished girls, teachers do not take seriously the suggestion that boys are not doing as well as girls even if they see it with their own eyes in their own classroom.

—Christina Hoff Sommers




Over the years, girls have steadily improved their performance in math and science.… The same cannot be said of boys and reading

—William Pollack,Real Boys




Many boys … rush through their work in an effort to be the first, fastest, and smartest. Remind them that “smart” can be slow and thoughtful, and that the first one in class who finishes an assignment is not necessarily the best.

—family.go. com




Who has to wait while the boys get settled? Whose time is not always used as well as it might be? Who can do more in a group where no one’s thinking about throwing blocks? The girls.

—Barbara Root, Convent of the Sacred Heart, an all-girls preschool




You’re not a little Oompa-Loompa anymore, Dawson. You’re a big, bad, manly Oompa-Loompa.

—Pacey, in Dawson’s Creek





Just as young Boomers noticed an extreme differentiation of gender roles and were troubled by its cost to the individual, young Millennials notice a new absence of differentiation and are troubled by its cost to the community. Compared to child Boomers, child Millennials see men and women as far more interchangeable and the family as more multifaceted and unstable, with celebrity adults holding marriage in low regard. Where Boomers grew up seeing one kind of family, with two kinds of people, mothers and fathers, each highly dependent on the other, and where Gen Xers landed in the warp of change, Millennials face a new status quo. They know many kinds of families, mothers with no fathers, fathers with no mothers, ex-thises and step-thats, within which anyone can be or do anything.

The rise of Boomer women in the 1980s and ‘90s, and their empowering effect on Millennial girls, parallels the rise of G.I. men in the 1940s and ‘50s, and their empowering effect on Boomer boys.

Back in the 1950s, Boomers grew up noticing that the ascendant gender was the male war hero and world shaper. This new “superman” was celebrated not just because he could do all things, but because his male power was always in harness—never complaining and never doing for himself but always for the community. Meanwhile, women’s problems were mostly ignored, sparking the beginning of a protest movement. In the 1990s, women were ascendant in nearly every aspect of life outside the home, and the “supermom” became the object of widespread sympathy for having to sustain the family (and community)—and, very often, having to do it all on her own. Meanwhile, men’s problems have been more ignored, prompting the growth of grassroots men’s groups.

Relative to girls, Boomer boys thrived because the events that took place just before they were born elevated the male role. In a socially disciplined postwar world of parents who sought to cultivate more initiative and creativity in kids, boys may have had a further edge as the gender more easily induced to show aggression and break rules. In the early ‘60s, rebellious boys dominated the cutting edge of the new youth culture. Now, Millennial girls thrive. The Consciousness Revolution that took place just before they were born elevated the female role. Many of their moms are better educated than their dads, and are excelling in their new roles. In this more chaotic social environment where greater teamwork is sought for kids, girls may have an edge as the gender better able to cooperate—and, hence, to dominate the cutting edge of the new youth culture.



When it comes to the Net, it seems, the differences are as clear as pink and blue: Talking and writing are for girls; games, sports, and outer space are for boys.

—Giselle Smith, abcnews.com




We found that in the girls’ chat, it was very infrequent that a boy would show up. But when we did a boys-only chat, the majority of the time was spent with the boys trying to get the girls out of the room.

—Justin Osmer, freezone.com




Girls form a circle of friends with lots of sharing, intimacy and support—as well as gossiping, back-biting, and secrecy. Boys form groups or gangs where one child dominates and the others fall in line behind him.

—Jan Faull, family.go.com




I just wanna get my life back, you know? Do normal stuff…. Yes, date, and shop and hang out and go to school, and save the world from unspeakable demons. You know, I wanna do girlie stuff.

—Buffy,in Buffy the Vampire Slayer




Young girls are looking like young girls again, and I think it’s wonderful.

—Gerald Szczepanski, president and CEO, Gadzooks





Much as the Boomer boys’ advantages fueled a narrowing of gender roles (and a budding feminism), the Millennial girls’ edge is fueling a rewidening of those roles. There’s plenty of early evidence of a budding masculinism, as boys battle to differentiate themselves from a more uni-sexed elder world. Gender-specific toys are freshly popular among children, and male toy bodies have never had bigger muscles. When boys go on-line, they typically play games, while girls chat with networks of friends. Boys and girls seldom read the same magazines for pleasure. The TV-watching habits of boys (WWF wrestling, BEN, Xtreme sports) and girls (Dawsoris Creek, WBN, Friends) have never been more different. When school sports such as wrestling go co-ed, boys in the audience playfully scream “sexual harassment,” prompting some boys to forfeit rather than wrestle a girl. Fairfax County teachers report that sexual taunting is on the rise.

“We have come a long way from the ‘60s and ‘70s when everyone said boys and girls are the same, their tastes are the same,” says Rich Cronin, president of the Fox Family Channel. “Boys and girls are different.” Child development experts have begun noticing that—in an era when kids are raised by parents who challenge the old male-female differences—boys now act like boys, and girls like girls, at earlier ages than before. What experts call “male and female play patterns” used to arise around age 5; now they can be seen in preschool. “Boys start to be fascinated with battle and competition,” observes Lisa Bannon in The Wall Street Journal, “while girls become more interested in creativity and relationships.”

The same adult generations that produced feminism are starting to catch the trend too. Single-sex schooling is again on the rise, and serving a new purpose. In the Boomer era, an all-boys or all-girls school was considered antiquarian. Now, it’s cutting edge. In 1972, federal legislation pushed single-sex public schools out of existence. In the ‘90s, the regulations have been eased—and, in 1997, California established seven pairs of state-subsidized single-sex middle schools.

As they reach dating age, Millennial kids are modernizing new genderrole definitions. Many are going back to courtship, back to fanfare when asking somebody out, back to glamour at the prom, back to sublimated passions, back to modesty, back to romance, and back to monogamy Their leading edge is just now entering colleges whose student bodies are majority female and whose gender-studies departments are steeped in the conviction that males oppress females.

A major challenge for college administrators—if they want to stop the male flight and incorporate men into the campus community—is helping Millennial turn this new masculinism into something socially constructive. Likewise, a major challenge for the entertainment industry is telling real stories about Millennial teen boys as they actually are, rather than as comic foils or stereotypes. Even when producers try to focus on male teen protagonists, they typically fill the roles with older actors who show an implausible physical maturity and social polish (perhaps, in part, to please largely female film and sitcom audiences). For now, today’s teen boy is a tough read—in the pop media as he is in society at large.
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Specifically, I reject [the] position that mothers shouldn’t push growing boys away and discourage displays of weakness, fear and tears…. Boys are not girls: the mocking epithets “sissy” (i.e., “sister”) and “mollycoddle” do describe something real—a stalling in the evolution of masculine identity, which requires boys to leave the maternal nest and make their way as independent adults.

—Camille Paglia, salon.com




In the mid-1960s, [G.I.] Joe’s pectoral muscles barely registered, and his stomach was smooth. Today’s Joe has a chest so huge he can barely keep his arms at his sides. And his abs are as rippled as a washboard.

—Claudine Chamberlain, abcnews.com




Gender-neutral toys are getting harder to find. University of Cincinnati

—Pat O’Reilly,




With us, we’re accepting homosexuality, and there are so many adults I know out there who are like, “Oh, my God—those people are freaks.” They’re people, too, and we accept that.

—Christine James, 15




[Teenage girls] believe that if they followed adult feminist thinking to its logical conclusion, they would be cast out by their peers.

—Alissa Quart, salon.com




We Millennials don’t understand why adults constantly push the issue when, in our eyes, gender equality has been achieved.

—Michael Eliason, 17




Question to a Millennial: If you’ve never been in a sexist society, how would you know if you were being sexist?

—Steve Barrerà





Among Millennial boys and girls alike, sexual preference is far more widely discussed than it was in earlier generations at the same age. According to various polls, anywhere from 3 to 10 percent of today’s teens believe themselves gay, lesbian, bisexual, or “questioning”—roughly the same percentage as adults. Who is or may be gay has thus become a common topic of conversation. Amid the emergence of a newly masculinized boy culture, many male teenagers are bothered by all the talk about gayness. A 1998 Primedia/Roper national survey revealed that 31 percent of seventh- through twelfth-grade boys identified “gays and lesbians” as one of the groups “most responsible for current problems at my school.” On the other hand, a large share of teens are comfortable with gays—and, in true Millennial fashion, are trying to build a sense of community that encompasses gays and straights. In the Boomer era, young gay activists were adversarial. Now, in the era of Gay-Straight Alliance clubs (hundreds of which have sprung up at high schools since the 1998 Matthew Shepard killing), their goal is inclusion.

In sum, Millennials don’t interpret gender and sexuality like their parents do or ever did. They look at the Boomer feminist ethos much as Boomers looked at the G.I. cult of macho—that is, as the main part of the gender landscape where some fixing is in order. The young Boomer challenge was to promote sexual independence by trashing social norms. The young Millennial challenge is to create a new sexual interdependence by energizing social norms. “My apologies, Ms. Friedan,” says 17-year-old Sarah Abrams, “but the simple fact remains that there are great differences between the male and female sexes, and there is nothing wrong with recognizing them.”

Much as boys did for teenage Boomers, girls are thus far leading the way for Millennials, setting the tone for much that adults are demanding in kids. Where cutting-edge Boomer boys pushed for more risk-taking, cutting-edge Millennial girls are pushing for less—for studying hard, behaving well, taking fewer risks, learning and playing in teams, constructing a more orderly, better-balanced teen world. But don’t forget: Come the 1970s, Boomer girls stepped forward and began setting the generational agenda. The moment for Millennial boys is yet to come.

Once the Boomer boys were joined by the girls, their generation became a major force in American cultural life. The day is coming when the Millennial girls will be joined by the boys and become a major force in American civic life. That’s when this generation will reveal its true power.



Whenever his name is mentioned, they laugh and show disrespect. But that has more to do with Clinton himself. If I mentioned any other president, or the presidency itself, they don t giggle.

—Rhonda Phillips, sixth-grade teacher




There’s a sense among some kids in my grade that the president is just a player like everyone else. I wouldn’t want to be in a room alone with him.

—Rebecca Regan Sachs, 15




He should be ashamed of himself, for teaching kids bad things.

—Keith Lynch, 11




They should give a punishment like not to be president the rest of the year.

—Cory Hinojosa, 7





Politics

Bill Clinton was first elected president in November 1992, when the Class of 2000 Millennial were in fifth grade. The following January, at an Inaugural Gala, he nodded with approval while listening to Barbra Streisand sing the Stephen Sondheim lyric “Careful the things you do, children will see…. Children will look to you for which way to turn, to learn what to be.” Five years later, in 1998, every student in Yoder Elementary School in Mebane, North Carolina, was assigned to write an essay on a hero. Of the 380 essays submitted, not one named the only U.S. president those children have ever seen live on TV. “They’re very well informed,” said teacher Ann Tangerose, “and President Clinton is not their hero.”

Before all the scandals, Millennial kids generally admired Clinton as a cool, smart, and energetic leader roughly their parents’ age. On the news, they often saw him visiting schools and talking to kids, and he seemed to work hard on their behalf. In 1996, school polls showed kids widely supporting his reelection. Their attitude changed, swiftly and dramatically, with the Lewinsky scandal. Polls in Nickelodeon, TechnoTeen, and elsewhere revealed that a majority of Millennials felt Bill Clinton should have left his job. “If the sixth graders of America were to vote, he would be impeached,” said Linda Wiley, a middle school teacher in Round Rock, Texas. When Baltimore Sun columnist Susan Reimer asked her teenage kids and their friends about Clinton, “their answers whipped my head around. Forget him, they said. Dump him and move on…. In the black and white world of children, Bill Clinton has crossed some moral line—a line we arrogant parents thought to paint for them—and these children have cut him bloodlessly out of their hearts.”
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If you cannot believe the president, who can you believe? If you have no one to believe in, then how do you run your life?

—William Preston Summers, 10, in a letter Congressman Henry Hyde read during the impeachment trial





The Clinton-Lewinsky scandal left a mixed imprint on the Millennial mind-set, tarnishing the presidency a bit but not altering their sunny view of public institutions. Among 12- to 17-year-olds, three in five think they could be elected president someday, but only one in five say they’d want the job. However, more than half of Millennial teens say the federal government can be trusted to do what is right “most” or “all of the time” (versus only a third of adults), and two-thirds believe that public officials usually tell the truth. A CNN youth poll showed overwhelming insistence that behavior like Clinton’s is not all right for them. Rather than engendering cynicism, the impeachment saga seems to have encouraged today’s teenager to enlist in what E. J. Dionne calls “a revolution against cynicism, despair, and selfishness.”
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Yet that’s not the whole story. Better than any other politician of his era, Bill Clinton understood the special feelings Americans shared toward Millennials, tirelessly placing them (and their “soccer moms”) at the top of the public priority list. He has reminded Americans of the child component of every issue from welfare reform and health care to Iraq and Kosovo. Indeed, much of Clinton’s success as a politician is attributable to his skillful reading of America’s desire to raise a more public generation. For better and worse, Bill Clinton has come to represent what Millennials notice in prominent Boomers. On the plus side, there’s the sensitivity, intelligence, cultural cool, and sense of principle—but there’s also the narcissism, gabbiness, hypocrisy, and inability to control impulses.



It [the Pledge of Allegiance] means a lot to me. When you stand up and put your hand over your heart, it’s like you re making a promise to the flag, to never wreck or bother it.

—Jon Garr, 7




Ihave just finished a cursory exploration of many Millennials’ websites, for kids and by kids. I was struck by the large number of sites related to politics, science, and community action.

—Brian Rush




With this new Web site, teens can find information to help them do their homework, pursue a hobby, or choose a career.

—www.americasteens.gov, “a gateway to federal and other publicly supported Web sites for teens”




www.peacecorps.gov/kids … is a virtual tour of the Peace Corps experience (but without the dysentery).

—The New York Times




Before you explore the rest of this site, I would like to introduce myself. My name is Christian Shelton, and I am a 16-year-old Californian Democrat. I hope I can count on your vote in 2024 and be the first Democratic president elected from California!

—home, earthlink. net





This is very different from how teenage Boomers looked up at lohn Kennedy and other G.I.s. When Boomers were growing up, kids saw adults who outwardly seemed well disciplined, who suppressed personal emotion, who trusted government, and who believed in progress—so long as everyone pitched in. Voters paid increasing attention to the news, lawmakers controlled how markets worked, institutions (not values) set the nation’s direction, and the main complaint was about a single “establishment.” Millennials see adults who outwardly seem undisciplined, who freely reveal their emotions, who distrust government, and who regularly vent pessimism about progress—except what can be achieved by everyone doing his or her own thing. Voters pay less attention to the news, values (not institutions) set the direction, dollars control how people vote, and the main complaint is about myriad “special interests.”

Boomers follow a generation (the Silent) that had seen electoral politics as important, whereupon they applied their youthful energies to decivilize public life. Millennials are following a generation (Gen Xers) that has seen politics as unimportant, and show signs of wanting to reciv-ilize public life.

The first Millennials have yet to cast their votes, so they’re still flying low under the adult radar, presumed to be alienated cynics who don’t care about voting, much less organizing. Yet adults who watch them perform civic tasks may sense something different brewing. Today’s school kids take the Pledge of Allegiance, and flag saluting, more seriously than Boomers or Gen Xers did. Growing Up Digital author Don Tapscott describes their “very strong sense of the common good and of collective social and civic responsibility.” Check out Kids Voting USA, Children’s Express, or the web world, and you’ll see kids discussing issues, participating in polls, and organizing mock elections, at times quite energetically. “If you don’t vote,” says 13-year-old Julia Dotson of New York City, “you can’t complain about what the mayor or the government does, because you didn’t contribute your opinion to what was going on.”



Tax dollars should be used for schools, food, roads, parks, charity, protection, transportation, electricity, police and fire departments, army, the marines, school boxes, backpacks, glue, folders, paper, and flowers.

—James Lewis, 10




American tax dollars should be used for schools so they can have computer upgrades and more up-to-date books and so kids can be more confident in themselves.

—Katelyn Baldys, 9




Eighteen percent of South Carolina adults learned about the U.S. Census from their school-age children.

—Scholastic




He understands the workings of government better than most adults. He knows how to pluck from an issue the most damning pro and most convincing con; he knows the lingo of conciliation; he represents a mammoth constituency: all the state’s teenagers. So when Bryant speaks, leaders listen.

—The Washington Post, describingBryantHall, 15, a teenager who frequently lobbies the Maryland State Legislature
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Teen polls show that Millennial share a number of Gen-X issue positions (on the environment, technology, crime, substance abuse, and gay rights)—but have a distinctly un-X view of the political process. A 1999 Close-Up Foundation survey of 500 high school students learned that Millennials share a rather traditional view of political parties—which they consider useful, albeit too argumentative. They’re less interested than older people are in third parties. For leaders, they don’t want Jesse Ventura-style celebrities, but rather experienced politicians who know how to enact laws and administer governments—or military leaders experienced at command. Unlike Boomers, Millennials show no gender gaps in their political views.

Millennial teens are very interested in voting—though less interested in actually pursuing politics or government as a career. They’re deeply distrustful of the media. They get their political information less through the usual adult news sources than through comedy shows (candidate appearances on Jay Leno or David Letterman leave quite an impression), internet web sites and chat rooms, and—especially—conversations with one another. Most of what today’s teens learn and do in politics lies beyond the radar of the adult world.



Youngpeople like to be where the action is. Just look at the popularity of summer youth mission projects…. Teenagers spend a week in the summer building houses in Mexico, working with children in West Virginia or cleaning up flood damage in North Carolina—focusing more on Christian action than on Christian doctrine…. I’m seeing a strong distinction… that seems to break roughly along generational lines.

—Henry Brinton




Wuzup, God?

—billboard campaign, www.wuzupgod.com.





When unleashed, Millennials display a potent ability to get what they want in adult settings. In May 1999, a teenage reporter named Alex somehow made his way into the White House press corps for President Clinton’s post-Columbine briefing on youth violence. After Clinton’s statement, Alex and Sam Donaldson each shouted queries, but the president ignored them both. A press aide tried but failed to shoo Alex away. When Alex ambushed Clinton by the exit, the surprised president answered his question, after which Alex piped out two follow-ups, which Clinton also answered. “Alex three, Sam zero,” a reporter yelled out.

Today’s teens are confident, even cocky, about how they can improve things when their turn comes. By a two-to-one margin, in our Class of 2000 Survey, they expect to spend more time on politics and government than Boomers now do. Also by a two-to-one margin, they expect that, when they’re in charge, government will work better. By a three-to-one margin, they expect the economy will work better. When the Philadelphia Inquirer hosted a 1997 town meeting, Millennial teenagers from nearby Cherry Hill, New Jersey, became among the most vocal people present. “The people there were astonished,” recalls Michael Eliason, who was 15 at the time, “not only that we held strong views on subjects like campaign reform, taxes, and political ethics, but that we had ideas on how to deal with them, ideas that were often more detailed than those of the older people in the room.”

When Millennials focus on a political problem, they can be smart, persevering, and adept at high-tech research skills—as the sophomores at Maryland’s Montgomery Blair High School recently proved. Before every congressional election, The Washington Post invites prominent pollsters and pundits to join in a Crystal Ball competition to pick the outcome of the 435 races. In 1998, a batch of Montgomery Blair tenth graders was asked to take part. After identifying seventy-one contested districts, they scoured the web for data, analyzed voter trends over the last twenty years, charted the money raised and federal money spent in each district, and made their projections. The pollsters and pundits, meanwhile, relied mostly on back-channel chitchat to make theirs. Who won? The Montgomery Blair Millennials.



A 78-year-old man, often criticized by adult Catholics for his failure to modernize the Catholic Church, is genuinely, obviously cherished and revered by the Millennial Generation. Go figure.

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




I never saw so many kids in my life. And they’re so well behaved.

—Reginald Davis, St. Louis bus driver, describing teens he drove to see Pope John Paul II




Parents would show up, see a room full of sixty middle schoolers all just quiet and say, “I don’t get this.” I’d have to spend some time assuring parents this isn’t a cult.

—Rev. James Harlan, Episcopal priest, describing an after-school religious club





Religion

At 7:37 A.M. on December 1,1997, Ben Strong was leading a prayer circle at Heath High School in West Paducah, Kentucky, when a 14-year-old freshman burst in with a pistol. The freshman belonged to a “skateboarders” clique that revered punk rock and taunted “Christians.” The freshman started shooting, killing three and injuring five. The principal came running, and the killer aimed his pistol at him. Ben jumped between them and demanded that the boy stop. The boy did, with one bullet still in his gun. Ben is widely proclaimed as a hero for risking his life to save his principal—a deed he attributed to his faith. And, of course, all America knows the story of Cassie Bernall of Columbine, challenged by her killer to deny her faith, which she refused to do.

In 1990, there were no prayer circles or clubs in U.S. public high schools. Now, there are over 10,000 of them, full of devout kids like Ben Strong and Cassie Bernall. Religion has become the basis of what the Los Angeles Times calls “a new teenage social caste” that includes groups such as the Knights of Christ, who square off regularly against students who idolize antireligion rockers such as Marilyn Manson. This tension is a new fact of life in today’s middle and high schools.

Millennials think and talk more about faith, and do more with it, than older people realize. It matters to them. In one poll, teens cited religion as the second-strongest influence in their lives, just behind parents, but ahead of teachers, boy/girlfriends, peers, and the media. Four teens in five say they’ve prayed at least once in the past week. The share of kids who regularly go to church is down a bit from Gen Xers at the same age—but in an era when churchgoing is becoming an increasingly family-oriented activity, it may be rising relative to all other Americans. A recent Gallup poll showed that 55 percent of teens go to church regularly, versus 45 percent of Americans as a whole.

When Millennials do get to church, they are preached at to behave more than to believe—a message they are taking to heart. Religion matters most to them when they can apply it in the usual Millennial manner—by organizing it themselves, by forming clubs, by bearing witness collegially, by focusing on team deed-doing ahead of solitary spirituality.

Their childhood experience with religion has been quite unlike their parents’. Boomers grew up back in a highly secular era, when newsweek-lies asked if God was dead, when politicians almost never mentioned religion, and when adults helped kids seek scientific answers to religious questions. The premise was that this would help kids think more for themselves. Religion was not something most kids could comfortably display at a public school. By contrast, Millennials are growing up in a spiritually driven era, when newsweeklies announce that God is back, when politicians chatter incessantly about faith, and when adults help kids seek faith-based answers to secular questions. Today, the premise is that this will encourage kids to think and (especially) behave the way adults want. And now it’s quite acceptable for a kid to display religion, any religion, at public schools. Overtly Christian themes now appear in mainstream pop music and teen magazines.



The most attractive aspect of church to me is the fellowship that comes with it. Going to church, and other church activities such as youth group, gives me the opportunity to congregate with people who become somewhat of an extended family …. We can easily be turned off by an incessant insistence upon a “right way” of doing things.

—Kwame Boadi, 17




People in general, and probably especially young people, don’t like being told what to think, or what’s right and wrong. But then again, I don’t think religion should be changed in order to draw people in.

—Robin Lyon, 17




When you’re in this country, there’s a lot of distractions to Ramadan—cars, making money. The majority of my friends and classmates are more into having fun, so it’s hard staying focused.

—Azamjunejo, 18




People think that women in Islam are like slaves [saying] “Yes, master, no, master.” But I’m not like that. I love my family, my religion. And I have a future.

—Susannah, Seventeen





When Boomers were young, adults viewed religion as a public ritual that was not intended to provoke argument—at a time when faith was less a destination than a starting point. Now in midlife, Boomers have transformed religion into a personal and often incendiary credo—at a time when faith is supposed to reveal life’s true meaning. Having come of age in a spiritual vacuum, they propelled an awakening whose aftermath left them in control of faith-related issues. In her book Generation 2K, Wendy Murray Zoba remarks that her fellow Boomers remain convinced “that our narrative is all that matters in the grand scheme of things. We like to think that ‘the story’ is ours to write, and we attempt to advance the plot according to what we think we deserve.” One part of that story is the linking of faith to family. Many Boomers (and Gen Xers) report that their rediscovery of religious feeling—what some call the “born-again moment”—occurred at the birth of their first child.

With Madalyn Murray O’Hair’s successful assault on school prayer, Boomers grew up in a time when religion was being removed from school. Millennials are seeing it return. In 1992, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that privately organized prayer gatherings in schools were constitutional as long as they weren’t part of school operations. In 1995, the federal government declared that public school students had the right to pray privately and individually, to meet in religious groups on school grounds, and to use school facilities like any other groups. In 1999, the guidelines were expanded to let teachers include certain religious subjects in their classes and to authorize partnerships between schools and faith-based organizations. While the ACLU and some other groups have resisted these changes, public support for more religion in schools has become deep and broadly bipartisan.



Churches are actually having family meals classes, where they have a whole generation of young parents who never had family meals themselves. They don’t know how to do it. And they want to.

—Mary Pipher, author,Reviving Ophelia




You’re one of God’s better people… That’s why you’re special

—Robbie Williams, “One of God’s Better People”




It made me think before I did something, and it has made me realize that other people see that you have the bracelet on and are watching you to see what you would do.

—Andrea Dickhaus, 17, explaining why she wears a WWJD (“What Would Jesus Do?”) bracelet




This generation of Christian kids is showing they’re not wallflowers.

—Steve McFarland, Christian Legal Society





There is far more religion in schools today than when Boomers and Gen Xers were students. Kids pray in circles before school, on their own before tests, and in clubs after school. Many wear WWJD (“What Would Jesus Do?”) wristbands. On Sundays, many public schools now are churches. Not long ago, students who tried to pray were barred from school events. In May 1999, a Maryland student who opposed a graduation prayer was blocked from the ceremony by police and later barred from the all-night party. The big issues now range from whether students can write and lead prayers before football games to whether high schools should be allowed to do plays (such as Jesus Christ Superstar) that many believe to be sacrilegious.

Like Gen Xers before them, Millennials see church as a way to cut through the clutter of contemporary life, to find relief from the pop culture, to meet like-minded members of the opposite sex, and to do good civic deeds. What’s new is the volume, energy, and team instinct. More than 17,000 high schoolers attended the National Catholic Youth conference in 1997, up from 7,000 in 1993. Membership in Kadima, the conservative Jewish organization for middle school kids, stands at the highest level ever.

Boomers wanted religion that challenged them spiritually more and institutionally less, while Millennials seek the reverse. Boomers reached their teens in the era of Vatican II, when the Catholic Church along with many mainline denominations worked to dilute the liturgy and revive the inner experience. Millennial teens are growing up in the era of Pope John Paul II, whose tireless focus on personal and social duties reflects the desire of many denominations to fortify the outer forms and rituals. And Millennials are responding. They’re drawn to such complex ancient rituals as the Jewish Kabbalah, the walk of the labyrinth, the meditations of St. Ignatius, or the mantralike recitations of the Taizé, in which kids sit in a candlelit room and sing the same songs, over and over.

At church, today’s teens can get bored and turned off when modern services get too casual, too MTV-style. They’re pulled in a new direction. “Anything that seems very old-fashioned, that’s where they’re going,” says youth minister Mary Pat Tilghman. “Intimacy, interactivity, tradition, and getting out of the pew” are what attract them, agrees Zoba. The Boomer spiritual seed has taken root with Millennials. But it may not be their parents’ religion in how it grows, and in what it does.



Our class is starting a campaign to help stop violence…. We want to send our violent video games like Golden Eye, Duke Nukem, and many others back to the makers. We will pledge not to buy them anymore.… We did some estimating with game costs and the number of students in our town and then the number of students in just 10 other cities in our state that are larger than our town. We started to see how this could make a really big difference if we got a lot of kids involved.

—Kirsten Thulien, Noele Ranta, and Betsy Boone, 11





The New Millennial Communitarianism

In the 1950s, the vacuum was individual conscience—in race, gender, politics, religion, and so much else. Who stepped up to fill it? Boomers. In the 1990s, the new vacuum was community, in all the same places. Who’s now stepping up to fill it? Millennials.

When youth has a negative reputation, there’s a strong temptation to splinter. There’s nothing to be gained by being associated with other kids, by acknowledging any membership in a generation, or by caring about your age group more than your cultural niche. Now, with Millennials, a new and very un-Xer-like challenge is arising: how millions of diverse kids will manage to crowd together into a newly positive definition of youth.

Free-market incentives, individualism, and the search for inner fulfillment are all the rage for many Boomer adults, but less so for their kids— who are constantly told that what they need are selfless values. Rather than resist this message, kids seem to accept it. On the whole, they’re not as eager to grow up putting self ahead of community the way their parents did.

When older generations see Millennials busy building community, they go out of their way to help, to do all they can to empower this rising generation to serve adult agendas. From kid-targeted government web sites to all the new teen-targeted newsmagazines, TV shows, and newspaper sections, today’s America reflects a broad national hunger for the rebirth of collegialism that Millennials are starting to provide.

The day is approaching when Millennials will be adults themselves. That’s when they’ll start forging their own institutions, their own media, and their own agenda.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE HAPPINESS BUSINESS (culture)


Oh, I’m going for fearsome here, but I just don’t feel it.

—REX, in Toy Story



[image: ]1996, the recording industry confronted “one of the most perplexing crises it has faced in decades … All that is certain,” wrote The New York Times, “is that a malaise is sweeping every facet of music—its production, distribution, and consumption.” On the heels of recent robust growth, sales were plunging for new CDs by famous Gen-X bands such as R.E.M., Nirvana, and Hootie and the Blowfish. Attendance was sinking at rock concerts. From rap to grunge, the familiar Gen-X styles of the early ‘90s were no longer connecting with new-style kids who seemed less angry and alienated, and more cool with their parents, than the ones who came before.



A long-anticipated younger generation has taken control of the stick shift of pop culture… with bright pop songs, interchangeable teen-age heartthrob stars and mindless yet ironic movies.

—Linda Lee, The New York Times




They are rummaging through culture’s garage sales in a search of the wonderful combination of innocence, fun and sophistication that they have seen in old movies and heard in old songs. It may be a sign of something big beyond the music scene …. The next adults could be the ones who embrace and recast the great traditions of our culture.

—Bruce Chapman





Caught off guard, music industry executives ran focus groups and “finally woke up to the fact that they had nothing the teenagers wanted, and nothing the parents would allow them to have,” noted Tower Records chairman Stan Goman. The music industry was bollixed. According to Neil Strauss of The New York Times, “not one, including the presidents and chief operating officers of four record labels, was willing to guess what the next big thing would be, where it would come from, or how soon it would arrive.” They simply couldn’t believe that what the kids wanted was happy music to a dance beat.



Teens today are very optimistic, not only about their day-to-day lives in general, but about the future, and it seems that today’s pop music—fun, light, very carefree—is reflective of that.

—Michael Wood, Teenage Research Unlimited




Soap disco, So charming See the floor from a cleaner point of view

—Kara’s Flowers, “Soap Disco”




There is currently a battle being waged among Millennials on deciding what type of new music is going to be adopted. With the recent rising of upbeat hip-hop bands, such as (unbearable to me) Backstreet Boys, ‘N Sync, 98 Degrees, and newcomer Britney Spears, there is an upbeat feeling of wholesome friendliness, and even dancing, that seems very bland…. However, millions of teens out there are trying to rally around ultimate hard-core bands like Korn, Limp Bizkit, and Marilyn Manson…. Of course this is what happens when they emulate Xers!

—Josh Braxon




Music is supposed to inspire So how come we ain’t getting no higher?

—Lauryn Hill, “Superstar”




Street but sweet.

—Aaliyah’s description of style





Over the next four years, more surprises hit American youth pop. From Pokémon cards to Harry Potter books, from troubles at Fox to the rise of WB, a Millennial tremor shook through pop-culture boardrooms. Right around the time Gen-X filmmakers, scriptwriters, and stars were rocketing past aging Boomers in industry favor, the teen market was changing into something odd and new, something adults did not understand.

Every twenty years or so, a new generational tremor rips the popular culture, signaling the arrival of new teens, and presaging an even greater pop earthquake to come. Throughout the last century, every time a new generation has reached its teens, the sudden change in adolescent taste causes the engines of pop-culture production to stutter and stall. Then comes a period of trial and error, as the entertainment industry churns uncertainly until a new musical style catches on and thrives.

The music recession of 1996-97 marked the collision of the Millennial early teens (especially girls) with a Gen-X pop regime that had spent nearly two decades going in essentially the same direction and wasn’t going to change course on its own. What the music industry needed, and got, was a good smack in the wallet.

The Millennial Tremor

In the heyday of grunge, back when the ‘80s bled into the ‘90s, two kid-oriented groups with upbeat sounds (New Kids on the Block and Menudo) enjoyed brief flurries of popularity—less with Gen-X teens, for whom loathing clean-cut music was a badge of cool, than with the Millennial preteens who formed the heart of their fan clubs. These kid groups dissipated, but not before laying the seeds for the youth music that would dominate the pop music scene a half-decade later, once those same kid fans reached their teens—and, in the case of Ricky Martin, once those teen stars reached vocal and physical maturity.

One person who saw this tremor coming was Lou Pearlman, a Boomer impresario whose shrewd mid-’90s instinct for Millennial culture parallelled Bill Clinton’s shrewd use of Millennial politics. From his home base in “O” Town” (Orlando), Pearlman had observed how local theme parks had entertained Millennial kids with upbeat, uncomplicated sounds from smile-sing-and-dance machines. Thus was born the “boy band” concept. Recruiting from theme parks, he helped assemble groups such as the Backstreet Boys, ‘N Sync, and other less-known singer-dancers, which he marketed into global sensations.
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Rock is exhausted; funk rock is exhausted; folk rock is exhausted; glam rock is exhausted; hippie rock is exhausted; punk rock is exhausted; soft rock is exhausted; hard rock is exhausted; angst rock is exhausted; pop rock is exhausted; country rock is exhausted; alternative rock is exhausted;… even Rolling Stones grow moss in time.

—Eric Feiten,The National Review




All you rappers yellin’ about who you put in a hearse

Do me a favor, write one verse without a curse

—Will Smith “Freak This”




“New Bubble Gum Flavor”

—Los Angeles Times, headline for story about teen music (1997)





Soon this new mix was joined by other fresh flavors—a classical revival signaled by 13-year-old Charlotte Church (“This kid is so clean,” said The Washington Posfs Ken Ringle), new country, led by the Dixie Chicks, and swing, popularized by Gap ads. Teens adored the old dance-worthy riff-rooted jump blues, an intensely synchronized old-new style that offered teens what Swing Time magazine described as “the return of manners, a backlash against grunge and rap where manners are the least thing they are concerned about.” Singer Peaches O’Dell called it, more simply, “the happiness business.” By the end of 1997, Millennial middle schoolers—girls especially—were back in music stores.

Since then, pop has bathed in bubblegum, as more people in the business caught the wave. Hanson, Spice Girls, Robyn, Savage Garden, Cleopatra, Mandy Moore, the Moffatts, S Club 7, and assorted others have propelled a new teen- (and parent-) friendly style the Times called “a blend of the 1950s and the millennium,” with nary a trace of angst or vulgarity. “There was a cry in America for more positive images,” said Johnny Wright, Britney Spears’s manager. “We had a gangsta-rap situation, with killings, and a lot of negativity,” against which his young star began cultivating what she termed the “just really sweet” style “so supported by parents.”



One of the best things about swing dancing is the music. It’s really up beat.

—Ashley, 14




My guitar,

Happy, happy, happy, happy music

—James, 11




There are stories to the songs, which I really like.

—Nicole, 13




It’s good, clean music.

—Chris Kirkpatrick, ‘N Sync




A lot of the music now doesn’t have a negative energy. It’s fluffy. It seems more a lighter note.

—John McDaniel, KNHC, Seattle




It’s young. It’s fun. It’s lighthearted. It appeals to people my age.

—Billie Paul Piper, 16, describing “girl powah” music




[T]een-orientedpop music is back, and record-store owners are thrilled.

—Eric Boehlert, Rolling Stone




When was the last time we had a wholesomeness breakthrough on the youth music scene, one that isn’t even icky?

—Ken Ringle, The Washington Post, on Charlotte Church





Like their audiences, the hot new performers were generally upbeat people who got along well with their parents and saw themselves, as ‘N Sync’s Chris Kirkpatrick described his band, as “an American group, with an American attitude, and American songs.” “We’re role models for a lot of people,” said the group’s JC Chasez. “We’re not going to come out there and be dirty dogs!” The boy bands pulled stage antics as frantic as Marilyn Manson’s, but without being offensive to anyone. They borrowed energy from raplike cadences, but without the hardness. When they flirted too closely with the Gen-X edge, they were quickly chastened, as when Disney made the Backstreet Boys swap the line “Am I sexual?” for “Am I sensual?” before releasing their video.

This new made-for-Millennials music reversed the major Boomer and Gen-X pop trends of the prior four decades. The sound came with total synthesizing, unvarying rhythms, predictable melodies, and silky harmonies, with nothing atonal, ear-jarring, or innovative. The lyrics came without nuance, with frequent reference to blue skies, warm hearts, flying eagles, and staying together forever. The songs were about virginal love, sweetly sentimental love, kindling the image of a teenage Barney’s “I love you, you love me” with a beat. There was nothing negative or profane, nothing Mom, Dad, or God would mind hearing. Mom, Dad, and God even earned the occasional nod in the lyrics. (In concert, the Backstreet Boys began to invite moms onstage.)

The new style catalyzed a cultural generation gap. To Millennial ears, the new music was ear candy, brighten-my-day pick-me-uppers confirming teens in their self-confident happiness, digitally enhanced by nimble techies, marketed on brisk and bright videos and web sites, downloadable with MP3, fungible on homemade CDs, playable whenever, portable wherever, sharable with whomever. To many kids, the overall effect was, in the words of one 15-year-old fan, “so much fun, you can’t even imagine.”

Older critics demurred, labeling the new styles “fluff,” “pop culture lite,” “the sonic equivalent of warm milk,” “doesn’t smell like teen spirit.” “I hate my MTV all of a sudden,” complained The Village Voice’s Eric Weisbard, feeling musically pastured along with the rest of his “Generation Ex.” The new youth culture, wrote Jon Pareles of The New York Times, “holds nothing new and difficult, nothing agonizingly sincere or brutally realistic, nothing barbed or underhanded or unruly or obtuse … and it’s less troublesome than genuine rejuvenation could ever be.”



They want me to have a sexy image…. That’s not my thing.

—Elan Sara DeFan, 16, Latin pop star




To sum up Taylor [Hanson] in a nutshell, he’s one happy young dude.

—boomerang.nu




Kurds Flowers seem positively elated at the very idea of waking up in the morning, and it’s so natural and fresh-faced and honest you simply cannot help but hum along.

—Sam Smith, alt.musicalternative




Teens (and 25-year-olds masquerading as teens) have kidnapped pop culture.

—David Plotz, slate.com




Now the Millennials rule the music market, while theXers cringe, roll their eyes, and cover their ears.

—Jake, 21





The fading Gen-X music styles aren’t letting go without a battle, and they are supported by plenty of teenage boys willing to rally around the old banners. On MTV, the daily boy-band sweet-pop hangout Total Request Live is preceded by The Return of the Rock, which bills itself as a show for kids sick of that kind of music. “Two opposing forces tangle on today’s charts,” wrote Entertainment Weekly in 1999. “In this corner, you’ve got hardcore hip-hoppers, like DMX, and metalheads, like Korn. In the other, you’ve got the boy and girl teen acts, dewy-eyed cuties singing some of the most saccharine and conservative music since the dawn of rock.” Though the cuties are easy to spoof, the most popular parodies (such as MTV’s 2Gether) have disappointed many Gen-X and Boomer music critics by ending up nearly as upbeat and musically fetching as the original article.

Like shadows of the early ‘90s, rock’n’rappers such as Limp Bizkit, Kid Rock, and Eminem were stepping in and producing outcast music as nasty as they wanted it to be—or as their promoters would allow. “Hi, kids, do you like violence?” shouted Eminem. “Wanna see me stick nine-inch nails through each one of my eyelids? Wanna copy me and do exactly like I did?” This rough stuff was raw boy music, a middle school male’s answer to the sweeter stuff the girls liked. Yet the industry is now making even these performers soften their corners. Eminem’s latest album offered Millennial teens artificial angst in two flavors: vulgar (with a parental advisory) and sanitized. Radio versions have started blipping out Tupac’s use of the word “crack” and Ever last’s use of “drugs.”

The Millennial tremor of the late ‘90s followed a well-worn pattern the pop industry could have anticipated. Throughout the last century, the next new thing in pop music has repeatedly arrived at just the moment when a new generation’s leading edge reaches its teens. Roughly every two decades, a generational passage thus announces itself—first with a warning rumble and then, a few years later, with a real earthquake. For about a decade following the tremor, a market emerges for a new kind of music made by the latter wave of the next-older generation, performers in their twenties to early thirties (the equivalent of today’s Fiona Apple, Alanis Morissette, or Jewel). Increasingly, that music reflects the younger generation’s tastes. In the following decade, the rising generation makes music for itself (including its younger cohorts), and its style reaches full flower. Then another new teen generation asserts itself with a tremor, and the rhythm rolls on.



On I Love Lucy, Ricky and Lucy slept in separate beds and were never seen in intimate posturing. In contrast, today’s singers and rap artists are self-proclaimed “bitches.”

—USA Today




Now hear this mixture, where Hip Hop meets scripture Develop a negative into a positive picture

—Lauryn Hill, “Everything Is Everything”




Millennial teens are keeping this mode called rap alive, making it mainstream, using it as a holding action or “bridge”—but to where? Society is ripe for another huge rupture in musical styles. Many magic Millennial moments are in store, but the first ones will be musical—and far more melodious than “rap.”

—Frank Gregorsky




Rap is good music for just “chilling” and relaxing, but I think it is a major digression from the ingenious songs of earlier generations.

—Amber Hawkes, 18





The following chart shows how this has happened since the 1920s. Notice that each generation first launches a new pop style as teenage buyers, then enhances that style as buyers and makers, and later helps launch its successor’s style as pop makers. Give or take a bit, this process has coincided with decades. The tremors have typically arrived right at the ends of odd-numbered decades, and the full-fledged earthquakes during the even-numbered decades that followed.
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By 2010, the Millennial pop culture will be fully locked in. Until then, the pop style will reveal a tension between what Gen Xers want to say and what Millennials want to hear—with the Boomer role confined to writing the checks and (decreasingly) setting the parental limits.



A long time ago, rock was about rebellion—subverting the conventions and restrictions of repressive mainstream culture. But in an era of ludicrously violent television and video games, sexually explicit films, and an American president whose sexual exploits are the sort we might have expected from a rock star, there’s not a whole lot of convention left to subvert. What we’re left with is belligerence.

—Alona Wartofsky,The Washington Post




And while boys can be as decorous or punky as they choose … teenage girls are expected to be mannerly again. Recording companies have been scouring the talent contests, kiddie shows and hinterlands for girls who’ll seem like sisters or pals to their prospective audience.

—Jon Pareles, The New York Times




The younger teens seem wild for those cheesy boy-toy “singing” groups like ‘N Sync or Backstreet Boys, although for the life of me I cannot figure out why.

—Amber Hawkes, 18




This is a good time for you to stay calm and assure your parents in a positive way that you know the difference between some of the lyrics on your CDs and appropriate reality.

—Father Peter, Boys Town USA





Reflect back on the last three times a new generational wave has broken over pop music. During World War II, a new batch of Silent “teenagers” (then a new word) didn’t jive with the big, collective-action culture of the older big bands, many of whose members were off fighting the war. The young Silent found what they wanted in the croonings of the draft-dodging G.I., Frank Sinatra. By 1944, the “bobby-soxers” swooned to the sentimental sounds of “heartthrobs” and their achingly personal lyrics. Not long into the ‘50s, small-group jazz, rhythm and blues, and crooner sentimentalism fused into new Silent crossover genres (early rock’n’roll), which pushed the old G.I.-style music off the new “Top 40” playlists.

In 1958, when first-wave Boomers were the same age as first-wave Millennials were in 1997, any tune that cut through the prevailing bland -ness struck a chord with kids—who yearned for something wilder, riskier, and more assertive than what the crooners, do-woppers, or even “the King” were providing. The media responded by retooling around loosening social strictures. While Dick Clark was launching American Bandstand and Berry Gordy Motown, rock’n’roll found a new “Good Golly, Miss Molly” manic energy. Wacky songs became hits (“Witch Doctor,” “Charlie Brown,” “Tequila”), hinting at a new “Yakety Yak, (Don’t Talk Back)” teenage agenda. Surprised G.I. adults reacted sharply, with editorialists blasting the “vibrating teens” and “wreck and ruin artists” who kept pushing up the voltage to ecstatic teen approval. This tremor was followed by a few years of girl groups, surf music, hootenanny folk, and new dances (like the twist) that no longer required personal contact. In the middle ‘60s, the Beatles and Stones arrived, Barry McGuire keynoted “Eve of Destruction” and (the Silent) Bob Dylan and Simon and Garfunkel tuned in to the mood of their juniors, producing what Boomers today recall as the era of “classic rock.” By decade’s end, Woodstock’s wake produced a total takeover of rock genres by Boomer coun-terculturists.



In 1998 only three prime-time TV programs (Friends, Jesse, and Home Improvement) ranked in the top 15 for all viewers and for viewers between 12 and 17.

—The New York Times




The one really exciting idea to come out of television in the ‘90s is this new genre of teen series.

—Robert Thompson, Center for the Study of Popular Television




Progressive superficiality is slowly eating away at our culture.

—Eli Gunn-Hirsch, 17





The Gen-X tremor came in the late ‘70s, just as the first Gen Xers were filling high schools and the era of Boomer protest and psychedelia was nearing exhaustion. In the bicentennial year of 1976, the great truths of the universe were being summed up by John Denver and disco mirrors. Neither style spoke to the new teens, and neither lasted long. Around the time of the 1979 “Disco Sucks” rally, when disk jockeys and their young fans fed Boomer-era LPs and 45s into a Cleveland bonfire, pop hit a downturn. As in 1997, the mainline music makers hadn’t a clue what would catch on next. What did? New wave and punk rock, the B-52’s and the Sex Pistols, plus new jokes from Elvis Costello, new vulgarities from the Pretenders, Prince’s Dirty Mind, Michael Jackson’s turn away from Motown, and (in 1981) MTV. After a few years of Michael Jackson and Madonna, heavy metal and early rap beats began thudding from boom boxes across America. By the end of the ‘80s, leftover Boomer performers were mostly replaced by Gen Xers, who took full control of grunge and gangsta rap.

Through most of the ‘90s, the prevailing pop music styles spoke expressively and exclusively to the Gen-X mind-set—until Millennial arrived, in 1997, with their own tremor.

To this point, the pop music industry has felt the Millennial presence more strongly than movies or TV, simply because its core market is younger. Cinema serves more of a college-age bracket, and teens are at the periphery of the 18-to-34-year-old demographic that TV advertisers covet. Even in the video game market, teens are less cutting edge than late-wave Gen Xers, who make most of the products, buy roughly one-third of them, and write most of the reviews. Accordingly, these other media have been slower to hear the new generation’s approaching footsteps—even if the incredible popularity of Titanic among middle schoolers signaled that something was in the air. The breaking Millennial wave is only just starting a process of trial and error in the studios, whose formula is gradually changing. In today’s teen-targeting cinema and TV, well-adjusted characters and virtue-affirming plot lines have become more commonplace. The old Gen-X alienation themes are still around— but as a stylistic veneer, no longer as the core message.

With the onset of a new century, the teen culture is evolving quickly— but a more dramatic Millennial takeover is occurring in the younger kid culture.



Back when I was in sixth grade, Nickelodeon suddenly canceled all the Xer stuff like You Can’t Do That on Television, Salute Your Shorts, Welcome Freshmen, and Fifteen. Fifteen would never make it today, because it was a sort of profo-Felicity for high school, complete with violence, insults, and implied drug use. But that’s what was on Nickelodeon when I was a kid.

—Chris Loydy 17




They’re squeaky-clean.

—Haim Sabany creator o/Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, describing his protagonists





The Millennial Child Makeover

In the late ‘90s, “in a nation distracted by greed and grandeur, by tinsel and technology,” wrote The Washington Posfs Linton Weeks, “Americans are making a mad dash to buy books about a gifted boy wizard with a good heart, noble intentions, extraordinary powers, and a lightning-bolt scar on his forehead.” These Harry Potter books so powerfully pulled upon Millennials (and parents) that Edinburgh’s J. K. Rowling became the first author ever to hold the top three spots, in the same week, on The New York Times bestseller list.

Harry Potter books are classic boy stories. The hero is a regular kid, popular, courageous, stout-hearted, and full of derring-do. Though an orphan, he was spared from death himself (at the hand of an evil sorcerer) by the sacrificial love of his dying mother. Blessed with magical powers, wearing his school uniform (including protective dragon-hide gloves), Harry excels at real-world exploits. He overcomes enemies ranging from bullies and monsters to ruthless and spiritually deranged adults, and saves the day time after time. The happy outcomes hinge on well-applied acts of violence. “It’s an old story,” wrote Danielle Crittenden in The Wall Street Journal, “but one that, in its various forms, has taught generations of boys to grow up into brave and even heroic men.” The Harry Potter stories only feel old because tales like these were seldom written for Gen-Xboys.
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YOU CAN’T GET IN. Pokémon culture has its own rules and logic and a dazzling menagerie of characters. It’s virtually parent- proof…. It’s like baseball cards, except unlike ballplayers, the stars of these cards don’t spit and scratch themselves.

—TV Guide




[Pokémon] teaches distinctively Japanese values about the importance of team-building and performing your duties. The only way to succeed at the game is to cooperate with others—and the easiest way to fail is to neglect to care for your charges.

—Lexington, The Economist




Although the Pokémon characters occasionally fight, Pokémon mainly involves going on a journey to find little creatures with various powers and abilities who can be trained to take on new powers and abilities.

—Sean Carey




It’s tough not to ponder the future of [movies] when Pokémon: The First Movie and Doug’s 1st Movie come out the same year as Stanley Kubrick’s last.

—Mike Clark, USA Today





Rowling’s hero has tricks in common with another surprise import of the late ‘90s: Pokémon. Cartooned in Japanese anime, a style of maximum action and minimum feeling, this classic Asian war game offers a traditional boy-style adventure. Its characters need basic virtues (honor, courage, loyalty, energy) and well-planned strategies to execute big tasks and get out of enormously complicated situations. Ash (the hero) is the ultimate straight-talking regular kid. Team Rocket (the villains) are whiny prep-school mercenaries. Like Harry Potter, Pokémon trainers cannot prevail without constant, albeit bloodless, violence. Even the cuddly Pikachu carries an electric charge. In its anime cousin, Dragon Ball Z, the carnage is more intense. “There’s nothing wrong with being angry,” says its bubbleheaded, space-suited host. “It’s all in how you deal with it. Anger can be a motivational tool.”

[image: ]
Thus, with Harry Potter and Pokémon, did the Millennial mainstream announce its cultural arrival. The core Potter and Pokémon fans are 8- to 14-year-old tweens, Millennial born in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s who lie near the heart of their generation. As such, they are fated to follow (and energize) trends set by the leading-edge Millennials, whose girls produced the music tremor of 1996-97. By the time the older Millennials are ready to write and sing their own songs, these younger kids will be ready to buy them, dance to them, and sing along with the lyrics.

Before they arrived, U.S. culture makers had no idea that this new wave of kids was going to be any different from the Gen Xers they’d served over the prior two decades. Dating back to the 1970s, booksellers and toy makers had served kids a culture of Judy Bloom realism, full of Bart Simpson bluntness and Dungeons and Dragons danger, and framed by disintegrating social structures that required kids to improvise in order to survive. All of a sudden, this formula no longer worked. Had the culture makers traced these kids since birth, they would have seen what was coming, and why.



[Barney] has a magical simplicity to it that parents don’t understand.

—Time (1992)




I hated [Barney] because I thought he was boring, but [my 2-year-old daughter] loves him. And he teaches her values and morals that I want established in my child. He teaches her love, respect, kindness, taking turns, not to mention the seasons and safety.

—Bonnie, rainforestparentsplace. com




Perhaps the song parents would rather hear Barney singing would be “7 love you I you hate me”

—Nino Tolentino, bunnyhop.com




alt. barneypurple. dinosaur, die. die. die

—usenet newsgroup





The Potter-and-Pokémon kids were the first “Barney Millennials.” A 12-year-old in 1999 would have been a preschooler in 1991, the year the purple dinosaur invaded the minds of American tykes. Projecting what its creator, Sheryl Leach, describes as “a magical simplicity” that “parents don’t understand,” Barney & Friends was everything Sesame Street was not: pastoral, not urban; lyrical, not kinetic; sweet, not wry; promoting teamwork, not self-esteem; celebrating what makes kids the same, not what sets them apart. There was absolutely no adult subtext, nothing to amuse college students between classes. One Washington Post TV writer called the show “so saccharine it can send adults into hypoglycemic shock.” Child TV gurus had no clue what was coming. In 1992, when PBS tried to drop the show after politely trying it out for several months, moms and kids mobilized a grassroots protest and forced the network to change its mind. Ever since, Barney has outdrawn Sesame Street and has been admired (if less-often watched) by parents who like its pace and values.

From the early to mid-1990s, while these Barney Millennials passed through early childhood, all aspects of the little-kid culture—television, books, movies—were changing and growing rapidly. Focus groups revealed what Dale Russakoff called a “seismic shift in how kids feel toward parents.” Where TV shows had once nonjudgmentally encouraged Gen-X kidlets to look, listen, and explore, they now provided Millennials with crisp, clear, and constant moral lessons, often wrapped around achievement-oriented story lines. In due course, the old era of Zoom and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles was supplanted by a new era of Rugrats and Mighty Morphin Power Rangers. Entering the ‘90s, Nickelodeon attracted young viewers by brashly billing itself as a “parent-free Kidzone.” Exiting the ‘90s, most of its top-viewed programs were bringing parents back into their story lines—to the apparent delight of the focus-group kids who first watched them.



The good news is that the proportion of low-quality [children’s] programs, those with violence, inappropriate language and sexual innuendo, appears to be on the decline.

—State of Children’s Television Report (1999)




After being airbrushed off the screen for a generation … the new TV parents brave every harsh reality from downsizings to divorce. And some, like Maryann Thornberry—who capably juggles marriage, motherhood, and a career as a nature filmmaker—are even cool.

—Dale Russakoff,The Washington Post




Veggie Tales is not an alternative to Sunday school. It’s an alternative to Saturday-morning TV.

—Phil Vischer, creator o/Veggie Tales





Meanwhile, these newly visible parents were finding common ground on an issue that hasn’t traditionally allowed one—the use of religious messages—thereby closing a cycle that dated back to World War II. When Boomers were small, religion was uncool and nearly nowhere to be seen on children’s TV. By the late 1990s, faith-based cartoons and songs were everywhere, from the classy Prince of Egypt to the more elementary (though musically innovative) Veggie Tales, animated munchables who drill home Old and New Testament lessons with the tag line, “Remember kids, God made you special, and He loves you very much.”

As the ‘90s progressed, the Millennials became the most catered-to kids in the history of the pop culture. Thanks in part to Congress’s new educational-TV rules, Nickelodeon became less an island for a few cable-ready Gen Xers than a generational bond for Millennial millions. The Learning Channel, Cartoon Network, and other (mostly) kid-friendly networks joined the mushrooming market. By 1999, according to the State of Children’s Television report, 1,324 kids’ programs appeared weekly on 29 channels. The top-rated kids’ TV shows included Rugrats (about well-behaving kids, created by two Bart Simpson writers who had children of their own), Teletubbies (about a bright, safe-feeling fantasy world described by its producer as “technical but full of warmth”) and The Thornberrys (about a close family with nice kids and cool parents). Several of these shows spawned a soundtracked, “skip-on-the-set and wave-to-the-kids” live performance trade that pulled in $300 million per year from tickets, T-shirts, and toys.

In these years before the Barney Millennials could assert their own tastes, Boomer parents pushed the new cultural trends along. Far more than their own G.I. parents, Boomers believed that culture mattered— that the right choices could elevate and the wrong ones destroy. Ergo, parents from both sides of the culture wars issued demands for censorship, in rearguard efforts to control their kids’ access to allegedly anti-Christian (or evangelical), homoerotic (or homophobic), or “politically correct” (or “undiverse”) points of view. Parents complained to schools and libraries about books and web sites, to Congress about TV, movies, and video games. Parental advisories became commonplace.



Moviegoers have been reeling at the level of sexuality, vulgarity, obscenity and gross depravity in movies aimed at teenagers ….The four-letter words aren’t always even intended to shock; they’re often just part of the verbal furniture. Most of this behavior comes from teenage characters, in movies aimed at the teenage market.

—Roger Ebert, film critic




The movie South Park: Bigger, Longer, & Uncut has 399 profanities in 80 minutes.

—The Movie Index,Parade




Between 1989 and 1999, references to genitalia [on prime-time TV] increased seven-fold, five and a half times more foul language was used, references to homosexuality were 24 times more common, and overall sexual content, coarse language, and violence tripled.

—Parents’ Television Council, describing prime-time TV




CBS, the “Tiffany Network” regarded as a bastion of good taste on TV, made a bit of history on October 14 when it aired the four-letter word that rhymes with “hit” in an episode of the medical drama Chicago Hope.

—Reuters





Near the end of the ‘90s, Boomer moms and dads noticed that their Millennial kids were entering new and dangerous territory. They were becoming teenagers—and, as teens do, they were starting to make more of their own cultural choices.

The Millennial Teen Makeover

On a spring evening in 1999, a Minneapolis theater company performed a private showing of A Streetcar Named Desire for an Illinois high school choir and a gaggle of teacher and parent chaperones. After Act One offered up plenty of profanity, sexuality, and a little nudity, parents told the company that the play was “not appropriate without changes.” The cast refused to change the script, so a compromise was reached. Instead of continuing the play, the cast, students, and chaperones engaged in a conversation about artistic issues. Students asked questions (“What’s the difference between simply dropping pants on the street and nudity in a play?”) which the cast did its best to answer. Then the school choir sang, the cast applauded, and everybody went home friends.

That same year, Fox TV ran into the same Millennial juggernaut. The network planned a new season of prime-time shows full of the familiar Gen-X formula that had catapulted it to prominence through the ‘90s, but this time the results shocked the entertainment world. Fox’s prime-time audience fell 18 percent. Harsh Realm was canceled after three episodes, the teen-cop Ryan Caulfield after two, Manchester Prep before going on the air. In cinema, Millennials were likewise confounding the adult tastemakers. In 1998, MGM studios came out with The Mod Squad in an effort to reproduce for Millennials the same formula that had worked for teens of the past two decades, going for grunge just as the market trended toward She’s All That sweetness. “We misread it,” said the studio’s Larry Gleason. “Apparently, not everyone is aspiring to be a juvenile delinquent who’s given the choice of going to jail or becoming an undercover cop.”

Hollywood had captured the new child wave well enough during the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, with unerringly upbeat live-action children’s films that replaced the Gen-X bad-child genre of the ‘70s. In those new storylines, kids helped grownups behave better. After enduring a drought during the Gen-X child era, animators and producers of cartoon movies got busy again in the ‘80s—and worked overtime in the ‘90s. No longer a sleepy backwater, kid animation became a huge market in which Disney now had to vie with well-funded competitors such as Warner Brothers, MCA Universal, Fox Video, and spinoffs like DreamWorks SKG.



I have never “stumbled” into a [web] ate I didn’t want to see. Not like on TV where I have occasionally flicked the channel only to “stumble” into some gruesome murder scene.

—Reanna Alder, 15




Let me tell you there are things you re going to see that you can’t unsee. They get in your head, and they stay there.

—promotional clip for the movie 8MM




There are, after all, some things that children simply should not see.

—William Bennett




If you’re smart, you won’t be influenced too much by a movie.

—Christina Vidal, 11





Until the middle ‘90s, movies for and about teens had trended toward the dark and nasty. A transition of sorts took place in 1995 with Clueless (when the first Millennials were 13), and, a year later, with Scream. By 1998-99, multiplexes hummed with the likes of 10 Things I Hate About You, American Pie, and other boy-girl coming-of-age stories. First-wave Millennials didn’t make these movies any more than they made the Cabbage Patch dolls they played with as babies, but they found their goofy grossness entertaining. Their reaction to similarly ribald TV shows was surprisingly negative—as though what might be OK in movie theaters wasn’t OK when Mom and Dad were around. In 1995, a Children Now survey discovered “how strongly [kids] wanted better moral values on TV.” The gap between fiction and reality was stretching further than Fox and other networks realized. “The portrayal of teens in the pop culture conflicts with what’s actually happening in the adolescent populace,” remarked Jason Gay of the Boston Phoenix. “Surveys of actual (read: not Hollywood) teens show that they’re not all a bunch of hardened hedonists.”

The Fox and MGM miscalculations were reminiscent of what had happened back in the early ‘60s, when CBS miscalculated with teenage Boomers. This time, though, the fruits went to a network (WB) that toned things down a little, whereas in the Boomer era, the advantage went to a network (ABC) that pushed the edge.

Teen-targeted TV programming has changed dramatically over the four decades since first-wave Boomers reached adolescence. Back in the early ‘60s, none of the top twenty children’s shows was one designed for them by adults, two of every three adults felt that TV was getting better, and teenagers ached for a more risque realism. In the Millennial era, by contrast, kids are mainly watching shows that are designed for them, TV is widely derided for being too vulgar, two of every three adults feel that TV is getting worse, and two-thirds of all teens think the shows made for them are “moderately” to “extremely” offensive.



A new concern of mine is the media’s corruption of children…. I can’t turn on any of the major stations without watching a marginally funny sit-com character talk about how many people he or she has “had.”… Just recently I saw the sequel to Austin Powers. After the movie, my friends and I watched a group of six boys no older than nine repeat every vulgar line from the movie. We were shocked and almost sad that these adorable, innocent boys had been exposed to so much profanity and smut.

—Emily Barker, 17




The adult sex these under-age movie characters are having is being presented and styled like adult entertainment. Has sex between teenagers really become this much better since I was one?

—Rick Marin, The New York Times




I don’t think there needs to be a movie out where a child has sex with an adult… 7 think there’s enough exploitation out there that it’s not necessary to do more.

—Natalie Portman, 19, describing why she turned down the lead role in Lolita




No, it’s just what’s the point? They’re all the same: some stupid killer stalking some big-breasted girl who can’t act, who’s always running up the stairs when she should be going out the front door. It’s insulting!

—Sydney, in Scream





Back in the Boomer teen era, G.I. adults blamed themselves, not kids, for what was then called a “vast wasteland” (meaning, bland pap) of TV programming. Today, adults tar Millennials for the ways in which Boomer and Gen-X producers have solved the old blandness problem. “Sex and pop culture are now the only realities for the teen generation,” writes columnist lohn Leo, leveling a charge that applies more appropriately to Boomers on the eve of the Consciousness Revolution than to Millennials the morning after.

Many adults would be surprised if they actually watched the Millennial-targeted films they criticize. Sure, there’s plenty of blunt sex chatter, substance abuse, backbiting, the occasional over-the-top gross-out, and other behaviors that would get a real kid suspended. But, as with today’s high school sex-and-drugs scene, there are often better choices being made by the central characters than most older people think.

In the years since Clueless mocked the virgin teen, TV-show and movie makers have been moving away from Gen-X-era characters and plots toward what appeals more to Millennials and their parents. Not long ago, most shows were as they appeared in trailers, full of characters older people had trouble liking, unmotivated kids who just rattled around, inhabiting plot lines that started or stopped anywhere, as though teen life were a steady stream of whatevers. You can still find this genre, but it’s aging right along with Gen X.

In the new Millennial mode, what adults see as nastiness is mainly just a veneer, beneath which lies a palpable sentimentality. “In fact, for all the naughty talk and edgy sound tracks,” reports Macleans, “most teen movies offer up archetypes that seem closer to the 50s than the 90s. There is nothing as playfully subversive as Fast Times at Ridgemont High, or as seriously sexy as Risky Business.” Though American Pie was hyped for a masturbation scene that repels many adults, Newsweek described it as “a surprisingly earnest and cautionary movie, careful to attract female viewers and not freak parents out too badly.” The teen TV brew of Dawsons Creek, Popular, and their imitators depicts characters who have close emotional ties with one another (and with their parents) and who speak an upscale vocabulary that reads like an SAT prep course.



By the age of 18, the typical American will see 40,000 dramatized murders. There are still too many vulnerable children who are steeped in this culture of violence.

—President Clinton




George Washington would roll over in his grave if he knew what America’s youth were up to, rotting their brains watching something stupid like wrestling [where] all they do is curse and make obscene gestures and punch each other!

—headbone.go.com




Today, the zeal for adventure idealized in [the Harry Potter] tales would be hastily treated with Ritalin. And of course, we must deplore all references to pen knives, slingshots and BB guns, however useful such items may be when one is walking the plank.

—Danielle Crittenden,The Wall Street Journal




Don’t call it violence. Call it action. Kids love action. It sells.

—toy maker, in Small Soldiers
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To attract Millennial viewers, these shows are telling real stories, often quite touching ones, involving kids who are essentially decent, friendly, well-adjusted, and serious about the future. Plot lines have beginnings, middles, and ends—a bit funny, sweet, and sad all at once—that affirm the parental precept that conventional kids with neotraditional morals can be rewarded with the love of their dreams. Usually, things turn out OK, sometimes because kids see the light on their own, sometimes because parents come to the rescue, other times because friends help each other out.

Millennials see film sex and film violence from a very different perspective from most of their parents. In general, video violence bothers them less. They stand at a far enough distance from real war to be unphased by brutal depictions of large-scale destruction. Since they are growing up in an era of declining crime, Zero Tolerance schools, and no-U.S.-casualty wars, cinematic violence is like a manufactured nightmare, putting youthful adrenaline through test runs. Teen slasher movies such as Scream, I Know What You Did Last Summer, and their sequels flow with rivers of blood, but none of it seems any more serious than a video game. Indeed, cinematic violence can be positive, focusing the viewer’s attention on courageous, even heroic deeds. In many a story line, violence is necessary to save innocent lives, achieve justice, repel evil, or restore order out of chaos. To a generation that has never known war, the moral fabric of the story is real, the mechanics of killing mere special effects.

Video sex, on the other hand, bothers many teens more than it does their parents—particularly Boomer parents. Unlike violence, sex is an issue that is close to home for every teen, no matter how active or chaste they may be. In the films they see, sex seldom means marital bonding, nor romantic liaisons between committed partners—nor, as with violence, does it reveal self-denying courage or life-affirming heroism. Instead, it usually showcases weaknesses like jealousy, treachery, or infidelity. In their experience, characters engage in film sex less to affirm commitments than to betray them, less to love than to hurt. The sex acts that are shown, described, or joked about remind kids why parents split up, how girls get pregnant, how people can get AIDS, how kids can get suspended from school—and, especially, why youths are so sternly warned to abstain in a world so full of libidinally supercharged adults. When a Millennial teenager goes with a parent to an R-rated movie with sexual scenes, the teen can be more troubled by knowing that the parent is watching than the other way around.

[image: ]


Now, nobody, least of all me, actually believes that video games are responsible for pushing these boys over the edge, but seeing the police carry a plastic wrapped copy of Doom out of the boys’ bedrooms really hit home for me and a lot of other people in the industry.

—Allen Rausch




Realistic gore I have no problem with. It’s the “Maximum Gore Incredible Blood and Guts All Over the Place” setting that I dont approve of.

—John, 17




Get in touch with your gun-toting, testosterone-pumping, cold-blooded murdering side.

—ad for Sony video game





Another generational warp affects irony and film noir, which Millen-nials today regard (even in the so-called “gothic” films they flock to) as a formal shell, entirely emptied of any innovation or creative energy. For Boomer teens, the horrifying discoveries of Rod Serling or Alfred Hitchcock felt fresh. To their youthful eye, the cheerful and ordered culture around them was often just a cover for a darker world of repressed pain that demanded attention. Come the ‘60s, irony and pessimism burst forth onto a cultural terrain that was later to be fully explored, along all of its thematic rivulets, by young Gen-X writers and producers.



Once the intended victims of video slaughter were mostly gangsters or aliens. Now some games invite players to blow away ordinary people who have done nothing wrong —pedestrians, marching bands, an elderly woman with a walker. In these games, the shooter is not a hero, just a violent psychopath.

—John Leo,U.S. News & World Report




The day after a teenager guns down the sons and daughters of studio executives in a high school in Bel Air or Westwood, Disney and Time-Warner will stop glamorizing murder. Do we have to wait until that day’<

—Gregg Easterbrook,The New Republic




Includes multiplayer gang-bang death match for up to 16 thugs! Target specific body parts and actually see the damage done, including exit wounds.

—ad for Kingpin video game




Violent games (for the majority of people) do not encourage violent behavior. They provide an escape valve for naturally occurring violent tendencies. A good Quake death match is an excellent way to boil off excess stress and frustration. I don’t come out of a game feeling angry or violent. Instead, I feel relaxed and happy.

—Matt Shook, letter to the editor,U.S. News & World Report





For Millennials, the irony has flipped. Now, the pain is on the surface, the order within. Today’s teens find the adult world outwardly chaotic, full of Oprah’s victims, Jerry Springer’s accusers, and the WWF’s dirty tricksters—yet in their own circles, the irony is that few people actually are that way. Where the Boomer-era ironic teenager was a pleasant-seeming kid who behaved worse than adults thought, his Millennial-era counterpart is a foul-mouthed teen who behaves better than adults think. Where Boomer teens reacted to adults who seemed all too eager to paper over life’s dark side, Millennial teens are reacting to adults who seem all too eager to dwell on the dark side. The hallmark of the gothic genre—a pessimistic vision of man as victim, unable to escape his past sins or his own inner demons—reminds them of what they sometimes find irritating about older generations.

Hollywood has mirrored this anti-ironic trend in its casting of Millennial kid characters. Where cinematic Boomer kids behaved worse than adults (charmingly so), and Gen-X kids at times far worse (annoyingly so), Millennials are often shown to be polite, clean-cut, in angel wings or uniforms, kids who tend to have high-quality relationships with the adults in their lives.

Film and TV producers are still in search of a Millennial blueprint, and seem unsure how to write for them—much as older Gen-X actors seem unsure how to portray them (males, especially). Through trial and error, the industry has been buoyed by a hot, parent-funded teen market that, to quote Entertainment Weekly, “can be had on the cheap, as long as they’re reflected vividly on screen.” Teen movies cost less to make than to promote, and can overcome bad reviews because plenty of trusting Millennials will “see them even though we know they’re going to be bad,” as 15-year-old Alan Anders admits.

The late ‘90s saw a phase-of-life shift among TV shows and their audiences. Millennials have pushed the Gen-X teenage 90210 crowd up to a young-nester Felicity and Time of Your Life, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer has gone off to college. Meanwhile, the Boomer detached-single sitcoms—Thirtysomething, Cheers, and Seinfeld—have been pushed aside by the Gen-X Friends, Singles, and Ally McBeal. Back in the early 1960s, similar transitions took place among G.I.s, Silent, and Boomers, but to opposite effect on the culture at large.
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I’ve been in the business for 30 years, and I don’t remember anything like Teen People.

—Dan Capell, editor o/Capell Circulation Report




Teen girls really bond with their magazines. They’re like a sister and friend rolled into one.

—Michael Wood, Teenage Research Unlimited




Introducing a kids’ breakfast serial fortified to nourish young minds.

—Washington Post ad, announcingthe serialization of “Orphan Journey Home”




In February 1999, the first Kids’ Playbill was distributed to 14,000 youngsters under the age of 18 at “Kids’ Night on Broadway” in New York City.

—Kids’ Playbill





Millennials have grown up with video games in the same manner that Boomers grew up with board games—but where the slow speed and little action of ‘50s board games prompted imagination and conversation, the hyperspeed and furious action of ‘90s video games controlled the one and stifled the other. The games culture is still heavily Gen-X but growing rapidly among teens, who sometimes spend more aggregate dollars on a hot new game than on a hot new movie. The major games (Doom, Quake, Duke Nukem) are producing what The Washington Post calls “a quaint adolescent subculture, albeit a very violent one.” Yet with the Millennials’ arrival, gamers are showing a new sensitivity to language, now calling themselves “athletes” and using bloodless words such as automatons to describe killing machines. Among teenage boys, video sports games are starting to supplant pro sports on TV (which networks, byway of response, are dressing up to seem more like video games). “Computer gaming is on the way to becoming a full sport like chess [through which] you can achieve social standing,” insists 17-year-old Simon de Montigny



School is shown on television, but mostly as a backdrop. Children are rarely shown doing homework … Instead there’s a sense that school is the place you go to see your friends and get dates.

—Katharine Heintz-Knowles, Children Now




The Nickelodeon cable channel and others have come up with their own news and public-affairs programs aimed at the young, who generally are not drawn to the nightly news broadcasts on networks and local TV stations because they are “all about cops and shootings down in New York,” as one seventh grader put it.

—The New York Times




In the third Die Hard movie (Die Hard: With a Vengeance^, the villains threaten to blow up an unspecified school. As we all know, these movies take a very relaxed attitude towards violence and death, but when the Millennials at this school are threatened, every character in the movie—even the villains—go to every conceivable length to ensure that the kids are safe. It is 100 percent unacceptable for every character on screen that any child suffer in any way. Weird for a Die Hard movie.

—Matthew Elmslie
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Most games still reveal a Gen-X residuum, but gentler, more cooperative games are in the offing, in the wake of the recent school crimes.

The internet has more of a Millennial flavor. When kids log on, one of the first things they do is click on to “IM” (Instant Messaging) to see which of their friends is on-line. Governments, businesses, news bureaus, and servers have teens’ and children’s web sites offering vast stores of information on every subject imaginable. Thus are adults helping to instill in this generation a new institutional culture, and sense of belonging, beyond what those adults feel themselves.

In the publishing world, Millennials have created a youth market far larger than anything seen before. Back in the early Boomer youth days, mainstream teen magazines and cartoons—what little there was, such as Mad or Peanuts—had a satirical or precounterculture ring. Apart from action comic books, not much new was offered Gen-X high schoolers. But now, in the Millennial era, the racks rustle with recently launched teen-oriented news, sports, and celebrity magazines, which—in a sharp turnaround from the Boomer-teen era—are more wholesome and less cynical in content and style than adult fare. Where the regular People revels in adult misbehavior, Teen People celebrates kids whose worst vices are vanity and shopping. Yes, in their ad-laden blandness, today’s teen magazines are sometimes hard to distinguish from clothing-store catalogs. “Every other word is babe,” says 15-year-old Vanessa Silverton Peel. “The headlines are ‘101 Ways to Tell if He Likes You.’ Not very often is there an article on preparing for the SATs or something you would actually need.”



Overall, the flicks easiest to sell to teens have been those with—brace yourself for some new marketing buzzwords—aspiration and relevancy.

—Jeff Jensen,Entertainment Weekly




The movies are playing catchup to comic books. Until recently, the superhero genre was proccupied with mythic deconstruction and pulp fiction. Good guys were fascist vigilantes, motivated by sexual insecurities or obsessive vengeance —and often barely distinguishable from the bad guys. Yet more traditional archetypes have made a comeback. “Kingdom Come” tells the story of an old guard of heroes who quash a revolt of reckless, self-destructive young wannabes.

—Jeff Jenson,Advertising Age




Millennial movies are usually funny and okay, but the whole popularity thing is such bull.… It would be like if the Hitler Youth in Animal House won instead of the Deltas.

—Jake, 21





Millennials have definitely captured the eye of a print-news business that fears kids are drifting away from old-style reading habits. Where news organs ignored Gen X apart from sports and crime, they’re now launching tween-to-teen sections (like The New York Times Upfront) that discard all the attitude and dumbing down and opt instead for a more declarative, informative style. The Washington Post has started to print read-aloud “breakfast serials” and high school theater reviews written by students themselves. Teen Newsweek and other weeklies are heavy on factual background and cover only those celebrities who are good role models.

All across the culture, Millennials are starting to win adult concessions to their emerging mind-set, much as Boomers started to do forty years ago. Early in 1999, no studio dared touch a proposed new Lolita project, prompting the film’s publicist to say “it’s very bizarre that this film is considered too hot to handle today and it wasn’t too hot to handle in 1962.” Only a few holdouts—like Fox, with its new Boyz and Girlz channels— persist in the assumption that Millennials will buy into the old X formula.

Perhaps those Fox executives would change their minds if they visited Vans Skate Park, a few miles from their studios, to watch Millennials de-Xing the skater culture. The new skateboarders now say “thank you” and “excuse me.” Millennials, says Jonathan Last, have “legitimized skateboarding, making it sociable and about as rebellious as soccer.”

Toward the Total Millennial Makeover

Thus far, Millennial kids and teens are shaping the culture mainly by picking and choosing from the offerings of others. That will change, and soon. During the Oh-Ohs, American pop culture will experience a Millennial makeover—a reconstruction that will help determine the flavor of the coming decade.

This makeover will happen when young Millennial males—including the Potter-and-Pokémon boys of the Barney wave—match the cultural impression already made by teenage girls. The outlines of the Gen X-to-Millennial girl transition are clear. From Buffy to Britney, from Ally McBeal to Dawson’s Creek, from Clueless to She’s All That, the girl culture has moved from a risk-taking and go-it-alone survivalism to a more serious and adult-approved sweetness. The outlines of the boy transition cross a larger age divide, but are nonetheless discernible. From Eminem to Pokémon, Duke Nukem to the Legend of Zelda, Bart Simpson to Harry Potter, the boy culture is moving away from cynicism and diffuse, pragmatic violence toward positivism and focused, heroic violence. This X-to-Millennial break is a fissure that has yet to appear in full beyond the younger kids.



Everyone will be making their own mixes, whether it’s with MP3 players whereyou can just get your favorite tracks or if it’s just you at home on your computer making mix tapes and giving them to friends. The kids growing up right now are fiendin for this stuff.

—Paul Miller (DJ. Spooky)




I could have the Top 10 songs released this week on a CD and be playing it in my car in less than an hour and not have paid a cent.

—Kevin Cotlove, 18




Millennials will create music on their computers and release it directly over the Internet to the public.

—Rob Crowther




I heard a track written by a 13-year-old once, and it was a hundred times better than the garbage they play on the radio.

—Michael Lazarev (“Kosmos”)





When Millennials make their major cultural move—which the experience of the prior generations suggests will occur late in the Oh-Oh decade—this new male element will be decisive. When their new style of high-tech macho combines with the confident action-orientation of young women, fused with all the ethnic currents that lie within this generation, the product will feel quite fresh indeed.

Whatever the coming Millennial mark on the late Oh-Oh culture, it will not be as central to them as the new culture of the 1960s once was to their Boomer parents. Youth generations typically trigger explosive change in those spheres of social life in which older generations are weakest and least active. With today’s aging rockers and scriptwriters still winning national awards, and with “style” and “arts” departments the favorite hangout of most middle-aged journalists, Millennials hardly sense any elder vacuum in the culture business. The attributes Millennials are developing—teamwork, friendship, rationalism—are, instead, the formula one associates with the big deeds that culture doesn’t directly do but rather inspires beforehand and celebrates afterward. Collectively, Millennials share the kind of background and cultural inclination that is ideal for building spaceships to Mars, less so for making original movies about why anyone would want to go there.

The modesty with which Millennials talk about how they will change the culture comes through clearly in our high school Class of 2000 Survey. When asked what their influence will someday be on American arts, nearly as many say they’ll make them worse (25 percent) as better (31 percent). When asked if they will take more or less interest in the arts when they reach their parents’ age, the response (33 percent more versus 30 percent less) seems surprisingly tepid to anyone who recalls a ‘60s-era campus dormroom. By contrast, when Millennials are asked if they will take more interest in technology than their parents, the yes vote (73 percent) overwhelms the no vote (8 percent).



Zero is a book that is a waste of a tree. One is a good bathroom read. Two is a good beach or leisure read. Then three is the book you skip your favorite activity for.

—AdamBalutis, 16, describing his on-line book-rating system




We’ll throw away the TV. We’ll perform Shakespeare in front of him.

—Gil, on how to amuse his son, in Parenthood





Yet, in the end, a generation that doesn’t expect to make big waves in the culture could set a lot more in motion than it expects. If Millennials fit the usual pattern of youth rebellion, some decisive cultural break will occur over the next decade. If they correct the perceived excesses of Boomers, while breaking stylistically from Gen Xers, the pop culture of 2010 could be as different from today’s as 1970 was from 1960. Where Boomers applied a new spiritualism to burst the culture to pieces, Millennials could apply a new rationalism to bring it back together. Picture not an “Eve of Destruction,” but an Eve of Construction. Picture a defining musical that is an anti-Hair, stressing communal purpose, staged (like McLean High School’s treatment of “Age of Aquarius”) as a Busby Berkeley ballet in metallic-blue uniforms. Much as Boomers turned the culture from syrupy to a bit sour, Millennials may switch those flavors around.

The Gen-X veneer remains, but thins by the year. Where Gen Xers used emerging technologies to produce broken fonts and crooked camera angles, throwing everything out of balance in a flagrantly subjective way, Millennials are learning to use settled technologies to spruce up the fonts and straighten the camera angles, putting everything back in balance in a flagrantly objective way. When you peruse high school publications and see high school plays—or, especially, when you surf teen-built web sites—you can see how Millennials are synthesizing, simplifying, and lending order to a world that looks far more fragmented to others. And nearly everything they do in their culture, from dance to theater to the internet, is fully and unabashedly accessible.

In Bobos in Paradise, David Brooks limns an unforgettable portrait of midlife Boomers as America’s ascendant “bohemian bourgeoisie”—creatively obsessive about the meaning of everything (down to the subtext of their ads for gourmet latte) yet indifferent or uncooperative on the big questions facing society’s public life. As such, Boomers have created the perfect foil for a new anti-Bobo generation. Millennials are primed to give higher priority to the outer world than the inner, to push America toward a blander culture yet also toward a more aggressive and ambitious definition of the nation’s collective agenda.



When a generation moves on, don’t follow it. Focus on the next one coming up.

—Tom Freston, CEO of MTV





As the generation that has taken the ‘90s-era “accelerated culture” as its life-cycle pivot point, Millennials are searching for a speed at which it all makes sense—not too fast, not too slow, just the right balance. They have the tech tools to do this. There’s no piece of Boomer music, or Gen-X film, that these kids couldn’t slap into a computer and fix up, if they’re so inclined, in a Pleasantville in reverse, extracting what older generations might perceive as color while re-establishing a sense of order.

Change in generational culture never satisfies all eyes and ears. It didn’t in the ‘40s, ‘60s, or ‘80s, nor will it in the Oh-Ohs. But whatever the creative regime Millennials have in mind, it’s coming. Soon.


CHAPTER TWELVE
ROCKET CASH (commerce)


I feel just like Julia Roberts in Pretty Worn a n, except for the whole hooker thing.

—L????, in She’s All that



[image: ]as anyone ever gone broke overestimating the alienation of the American teenager?” asked Alona Wartofsky in The Washington Post’s “Style” section. In its context (an article about Limp Bizkit), Wartofsky ‘s question seems to be what circa-2000 teen marketers might call a no-brainer. Says Yankelovich’s President, J. Walker Smith, “pushing the extremes” is how to get teens to respond. “Porn chic, South Park, the edgier the better.”



They’re here. They arrive to a backbeat of Britney Spears and the Backstreet Boys, their bodies draped in Abercrombie & Titch tops and Gap cargo khakis.… They worship gods with names like Leonardo, Claire, Cartman, andJay-Z…. They have more money than you did, too.

—Jason Gay, Boston Phoenix




The great virtue of teens from a consumer marketer’s point of view is that virtually all of their income is disposable…. It’s no surprise, then, that seemingly all of corporate America wants to know how to separate teenagers from their money.

—Rolling Stone




We are going to own this generation.

—Stephen Kahn, CEO, Delia’s





The late-’90s rise of Abercrombie & Fitch seems, on the surface, to support the “push the extremes” view. A&F’s catalogues, pitched to teens, are famous for their mixed-drink recipes, rules for Strip Yahtzee and Naked Twister, and photos of bare-bottomed young men alongside more modestly dressed girls. A&F’s shopping bag has a teenage boy in bed with four girls. Its store personnel, many of them teens, don’t wait on customers, on purpose. “We don’t have salespeople,” says company spokesman Lonnie Fogel. “We have brand representatives.” In 1999, A&F brand reached a ranking of number eleven among teens, close to Coca-Cola, thanks to a veneer of nastiness over a product line that 16-year-old Molly Melamed of Farmington Hills, Michigan, calls “very preppy clothing. It’s supposed to look nice and conservative. But all this nudity, it’s almost tacky.” Think of A&F as American Pie, naughtier on the outside than on the inside. With teens, that’s a marketing straddle that works—for now.



There’s definitely a buzz. A lot of people in business feel they missed Generation X and that they’d better be able to talk to the next generation. They realize that there’ll be a great deal of power among these teenagers.

—Jane Rinzler, youth marketing consultant




Most marketers perceive them as kids. When you do that, you fail to take in what they are telling you about the consumers they are becoming.

—j. Walker Smith, Yankelovich Partners




Business Week did a marketing piece on the new generation…. All the Boomer marketers who pick up this piece are going to get a really telling description of late-wave Xers—then try to apply that knowledge to Millennials and completely flop.

—Ray Waters




Call me Miss Priss, but when girls are taking off boys’ underwear in bed, I think we are well out of Rockwell’s soda-fountain territory…. You have to wonder what has possessed Abercrombie & Fitch.

—Barbara Brotman,Chicago Tribune




Abercrombie & Fitch needs to comprehend that mom has the checkbook and credit card and is not supporting the distribution of innuendoes that their clothes make teens andpreteens sexier and that teenage drinking is cool.

—Renee Hughes, letter-to-the-editor, The Wall Street Journal





Today’s teen marketing business has few antecedents before 1990, few creative minds older than Boomers, and few ideas of any trend line other than a straight path from Boom to Gen X to Gen Y. In a nastier update of the old VALS typology, the Fallon-McElligott consultants have segmented teenage consumers into eight “value systems,” seven of which (cult of me, glorification of despair, alternate reality, conquer the streets, extreme, searching, cultural connoisseurs) wrap around the image of kids as iiber-Xers, except more liberated and with lots more money to spend—$140 billion in total, says Teenage Research Unlimited, or $4,500 per teenager per year. Surely, teens are spending all this money on grunge, baggy pants, sports logo jackets, and whatnot, right?

Wrong. Recently, all those styles have begun fading, including A&F. What’s returning among teens is a more conventional look—to the consternation of the Gen-Y marketing school. “More often marketers do it wrong than right,” explains Jane Rinzler Buckingham, president of Youth Intelligence. “They assume teenagers want loud music and quick cuts and people screaming in their face.” Instead, the musical ads that have connected best are the Gap’s, with swing dancers—still loud, but bright and happy, with simple fonts and smooth edits.

Return to Wartofsky’s question. No, no one has ever gone broke overestimating the alienation of any generation since Boomers. Come the late ‘60s, there was no edge that wouldn’t sell; by the 1980s, none that wasn’t being commercialized; and by the late ‘90s, none that wasn’t branded, logoed, niche-pitched, focus-grouped, ad-supported, and cross-marketed with tie-ins with a fast food chain or TV series. But if you go further back, you’ll find many times in American history when more alienation would have fallen on its face. Woe to the marketer who took the licentious cynicism of the 1920s and then tried to serve it up even wilder to the youth of the ‘30s or ‘40s or ‘50s. The first rule of generational change is this: Trends oscillate. Nothing happens in one direction only.

War-era Silent teens had the quietest teen economy of the century, and their budding “silence,” cultural and commercial, gave them the name that stuck. In the 1960s, Boomers forged a new youth economy defiantly apart from the adult one, based on instant rather than deferred gratification. From the ‘70s into the ‘80s, as older generations paid less attention to the Gen-X teen world, the new cultural edge took commercial root. When adults rediscovered an interest in children in the late ‘80s, and in teens by the latter ‘90s, Millennial consumers entered the mainstream economy—and youth marketing skyrocketed.



Baggy Pants: They’re So Yesterday

—headline, USA Today




I used to have that thug look—big and baggy.

—Josh Langsam, 17




If you need to fit a family of five inside your pants.

—Denise, Can’t Hardly Wait




They were always sagging. It was annoying.

—boy, 14




There’s a point to which you just can’t

—Steven Toyota, 17, on baggy pants




My mom buys all my clothes and my car, but I have to pay for my pager, my phone, and going out on weekends.

—Chats White, 16




At 7:45 AM. teenagers descend on Napervile North like an invading horde of the Cargo Pants Liberation Army. They hop from wave after wave of Passats and Explorers and dash inside the front doors, with few goodbyes directed back toward the drivers

—Petre Grier, The Christian Science Monitor





But as the Millennial hold on the youth economy strengthens, many of today’s unthinking assumptions about kids in the marketplace will require wholesale revision—and not just the ever-more-alienation trend. Millennials are beginning to reverse the separation of youth and adult markets, to reverse the splintering of buying habits within the youth market, to reverse the inflow of school-age kids into paying jobs, and to reverse the seemingly unstoppable commercialization of the youth world.

The real way Millennials are shifting the economy is not through in-your-face rebellion, but rather through positive peer pressure, cooperative choice-making with parents, and easily accessible new teen media, flavored by Millennial motifs discernible in only one of Fallon-McElligott’s eight teen value systems, “integrity focused.” Splintery edges, self-focus, weak product loyalties, and hypercommercialism may still be in their heyday, but they’ve peaked. Mass fads, big brands, group focus, and a lower-profile commercial style are ready for a comeback.

These days, kids have cash and know what to do with it. It’s not like your childhood anymore, Bart Simpson. And in many ways it’s the opposite of yours, Beaver Cleaver.

Consumerism

Millennials are a consumer behemoth, riding atop a new youth economy of astounding scale and extravagance. Plainly, not all kids have shared in the recent prosperity, but tens of millions have—and the aggregate numbers speak for themselves. Purchases by and for children age 4 to 12 tripled over the 1990s, and teens hit their stride at the decade’s end. Nothing reflects this growth more than the sudden plethora of expensive summer camps (for which weekly bills can top $2,000) and the ever-denser crowds at theme parks (at some of which, kids can hire a pricey “tour guide” who takes them to the head of the line). You can see crowds of rich Manhattan teens with Prada handbags and designer clothes, yet also kids in poor neighborhoods possessing enough electronic gear to stock a small store. Major companies keep adding new product lines just for Mil-lennials, such as Pert Plus for Kids, Dial for Kids, even Ozarka Spring Water for Kids.



The formula goes HL this: Boomer parents, double incomes, highly cherished children and the busy schedules that come with two jobs. $2,500 for a swing set? No problem…. Don’t think for a minute that the purveyors of the play systems don’t know their audience.

—Chicago Tribune




This is a generation that has been catered to since birth: Baby Gap, Nickelodeon, Sports Illustrated for Kids. They’re special. They’re entitled. They’ve earned the Steve Madden boots, the funky baby T’s, the body glitter.

—Fortune




At least a dozen high-end camps have sprung up in the past five years that offer everything from chef-prepared meals to private showers to three-star hotel stays on field trips.

—The New York Times




[I]n this peppermint-flavored, pink-fizz economy… extravagant children’s parties are a recurring theme. The price for F.A.O. Schwarz’s Ultimate Slumber Party, $17,500 for 15 children, is no deterrent.

—Monique Yazigi,The New York Times
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What’s behind this explosion? It’s come much too fast to be solely the result of the rising number of youths or (even) the growth in youth or adult income. The fact is, everyone is spending more on kids—kids on themselves, parents on their own kids, and nonparents on their young friends and relatives. Many Americans worry that all this spending is spoiling today’s youth. But no one can deny that adults are trying to favor this new generation by steering more money toward its wants and less toward their own—or, some might say, by identifying its wants with their own.

A closer look at what kids are buying reveals many distinctively Millennial traits. In clothing, brands on the way up include Adidas, Old Navy, and American Eagle; on the way down, Nike, Levi’s, Calvin Klein, and Sega. Bright colors are back.

Gender distinctions are widening. “After two decades of adopting a ‘gender-neutral’ tone and carefully avoiding boy-girl stereotypes,” reports The Wall Street Journal, “many marketers have decided that it is once again safe to emphasize gender differences in products and pitches aimed at children. And this time, companies are starting with children as young as two.” Toys “R” Us recently added a “Boy’s World” (with action figures, Tonka trucks, and walkie-talkies) and a “Girl’s World” (with dolls, kitchen toys, and makeup)—prompting complaints from parents, but not from kids. Mattel prompted a similar outcry when it made a royal blue Hot Wheels computer for boys and a pink-flowered Barbie computer for girls. Gender marketing “is very out of step with what adult men and women are doing,” insists women’s issues specialist Pamela Haag. “It really is anachronistic.”



Jackson Longhofer hustles out of the car and enters the building where he will spend the next several hours. He passes the uniformed guard who holds open the front door, crosses over a bubbling brook stocked with fish, moves through the 32-foot-high vaulted interior with its Victorian-style shop fronts, passes the bibliotheque, the Coconut Theater, the music room, the math room, the computer room, and the TV station with its four clocks displaying times around the world. Jackson is 4 years old.

—Jacqueline Salmon,The Washington Post




The Toys R Us store is replacing Santa with a toy registry for children…. Instead of dropping off “Dear Santa” letters at stores, kids will use hand-held scanners to register—much like brides-to-be —for toys.

—Associated Press




Look around any high school now, and you rarely see kids dressed in black orpunkish clothes anymore, or in faded jeans and tattered flannel shirts. What are they wearing? They almost seem in uniform, with the girls wearing sweet little J. Crew dresses with floral patterns on them, pastel or brightly colored twinsets, headbands and dark blue, new (notfadded or tattered) jeans. The boys wear polos and chinos and colorful sweaters.

—Susan Brombacher





Yet the biggest changes go beyond mere product or fashion trends. Look closely at today’s youth consumerism, and you’ll recognize four major components.


» Parental influence over kid purchases is growing.



“Though children clearly have a good deal of autonomy, parental influence is also more pronounced than just a year ago,” concluded the 1996 Roper Report on kids’ spending choices, noting that this ongoing trend is “confirmed” by other evidence of growing parental intrusiveness. Many other teen watchers concur.

Obviously, the parental role varies enormously by age, gender, and product type. The younger the child, the higher the price, and the less technological a product, the more apt the parent is to control (or, at least, intrude on) the purchasing decision. Boys rely more heavily than girls on parents for everything except books, jewelry, food, and personal care. With parental help, girls are more likely to use such financial services as ATMs, checking accounts, and credit cards (of which they have twice as many as boys). Overall, the parental presence is strong. Most teens consider parents to be the biggest influence on their spending decisions, ahead of advertisers and peers.

Moreover, this influence is growing—motivated in large measure by parental worries about safety. Not only are parents demanding that government do more regulating of products sold to kids, they are looking more closely at the products themselves—to see whether they can choke, stab, scrape, explode, crash, burn, zap, suffocate, or do anything else that’s harmful. Hazards unheard of twenty years ago (such as carcinogenic phthalates in rubberized bath toys) now make producers jump to respond. Parents also want to keep kids away from nasty cultural messages. Parental advisory labels can be seen on practically every type of “message” product today, from CDs and video games to books and magazines. Even when shopping alone, many kids know just where their parents draw the line.



Twenty years ago, there wasn’t the marketing to young children that there is today.

—Pat O’Reilly, University of Cincinnati




Teenagers’ ability to shape the culture, or to determine what sells, is nothing new. But the degree of their influence is.

—Boston Globe




When they like something, they tell all their friends about it.

—Stephen Kahn, CEO, Delia’s




When Justin wears a blue shirt one day, the next day fifty girls in the audience have that same blue shirt on.

—JC Chasez, ‘N Sync




Teen People… keeps a group of 4,000 teen trend-spotters on call, encouraging them to help hone story ideas and inviting them to regional sales offices for pizza and a few hours of chit-chat about what’s cool and what’s not.

—The Wall Street Journal




Rarely a week passes without another youth-market study emerging.

—Dale Russakoff,The Washington Post




We sat with the Toyota people for, like, two hours. We told them how it’s important to have nice speakers already installed and low monthly payments available. They seemed to take a lot of notes.

—Erin, 18





The Millennial era has seen a huge growth in educational toys, some of them extravagantly expensive. These selections are made less by kids than by parents and other relatives—along with a huge market of childless adults who like playing with toys. (The American town that splurges the most on toys per child—Arlington, Virginia, at $900 per child—has a population disproportionately single and retiree.) In the late ‘90s, adult concerns about whether a toy is “fun and enjoyable” and “safe for the child to use without adult supervision” ranked far higher than concern for the child’s imagination, which fell 11 points as a criterion between 1994 and 1998. Parents don’t want toys that get kids to express themselves. They want toys that can substitute for their own active parental voice. “A generation ago most kids played with toys,” wrote The Economist. “Now toys are expected to play with kids. They talk, grimace, and generally interact for all they are worth.”


»Kid influence over parental purchases is growing.



In any era, parental purchases, whether it’s a house, a car, a vacation, insurance, a mutual fund—all the way down to Mom’s purse and Dad’s necktie—all reveal prevailing adult attitudes toward children. But this changes by generation. In the Boomer child era, kids influenced parents collectively rather than personally, by steering parents as a group to relocate to suburbia, to make larger cars the new norm, and to vote for bigger schools and parks. In the Gen-X child era, adult purchases were more likely to be made without any special regard for children, personal or collective. In some cases, such as the sporty family hatchback or the swinging Club Med vacations or the huge master bedrooms and baths of that era, parental spending choices came at the direct expense of the kids. (Not surprisingly, this is when school-age teens sought their own spending money by surging into the labor force.)

In the Millennial era, parental spending is again coming under the sway of kids, but this time the influence is more personal than collective. In the early ‘80s, coinciding with the first Millennial arrivals, Detroit introduced the hugely successful minivan, which—along with its later sport-utility incarnation—was the first time ever that an entire genre of automobile had been expressly designed to serve the needs of children. By the mid-’90s, the trend in new designer homes no longer leaned toward more outward show and ever-larger bedrooms; the new trend was toward more inward security and ever-larger family areas. Even Club Med did an abrupt about-face. The same resort hotels that once teemed with ‘70s-era singles are now overrun with kids. Cruise ships that once catered entirely to retirees now do so mostly to families with children, in season.



Kids in the ‘90s are just followers of everybody. We don’t have our own fashion.

—Shovan Quintana, 15




It is so pathetic because all of the dependent carbon copy girls at my school went out and bought identical gray tech vests and are now wearing them every day.

—roste, magzine.gurl.com




Last year, when Aly entered sixth grade, the tyranny of clothes conformity hit…. When I comment on the fact that they all look alike, Maura points out the different colors of the Gap Body tank tops they are wearing, watercolor distinctions of the faintest hue. She says they did not plan it. “It’s easier to trade clothes this way,” she adds, and shrugs. Even though it took them a solid hour to get ready, and despite the fact that they police their own conformity, they feel distinctive.

—Adrian Nicole Leblanc,The New York Times




GAP is working on my Millennial mind. Conform…. conform … conform … How different from ten years ago.

—Chris Loyd, 17





This “kidfluence” or “backseat consumer” market is a Millennial Generation phenomenon. Texas A&M marketing professor James McNeal estimates that the market for kids aged 2 to 14 was $5 billion in the Boomer child era around 1960, $20 to $50 billion in the Gen-X child era around 1980, and $188 billion now. To some extent, this rapid rise reflects new product categories (such as computers and audio-video systems) over which kids hold special sway, but also how Millennial kids simply wield more economic influence over their parents than earlier generations of kids did over theirs. In the Boomer child era, says McNeil, a kid’s influence on parental choices usually began around age 12, but in today’s “filiarchy” the child influence typically begins around age 2. This Millennial influence is not just over products, but also over income-leisure tradeoffs, hours and telecommuting choices, job locations, school districts, even career paths.

One-tenth of these “kidfluenced” dollars ($18billionin 1997) involves auto purchases. In families with minivans and SUVs, according to J. D. Power, 76 percent of children age 6 to 8 and 73 percent of children 9 to 11 say they were involved in their parents’ most recent car-buying decision—from make and model to music options, colors, and seating arrangements. Kids seldom press for less-costly options, which may explain why many car dealers now keep a Lego pile handy or why General Motors advertises cars to young “backseat consumers” in Crayola Kids magazine. Advertisers for parental products have learned that it costs a lot less to reach millions of kids on Rugrats than adults on prime-time shows—an opportunity that is helping to boost children’s programming more than any act of Congress.


» Kid marketing is toward a smaller number of bigger brands.



The reigning wisdom among “Gen-Y” marketing gurus is that infinite splintering is the wave of the future. That is the trend they’ve extrapolated from Gen X. But it won’t bear out for Millennial.



The teenage market is huge and rich…If you think this market is not going to get what it wants, you don’t know America.

—Richard Cohen, columnist




They don’t necessarily feel that marketers are trying to take advantage of them. Generation X was considered a more sceptical generation.

—janice Figueroa, Bates USA




They view the teams as corporations more than as a collection of players and consequently they aren’t interested in displaying team insignia on their clothing.

—The Washington Post




It doesn’t matter to me that Michael lordan has endorsed Nikes.

—Ben Dukes, 13




I am quite disappointed in DaimlerChrysler. If they want to pitch their Cruiser to Millennials, they couldn’t have picked a worse ad! In a nut shell, a man is approached by Satan for “soul collection” or something. The man bargains all the way to Hell, on a elevator. The man then gives Satan the keys to the Cruiser, and Satan is seen speeding off with the cops chasing after him. Dumb!

—Chris Loyd, 17
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Where Gen Xers occupied a youth marketplace that was getting more fragmented and complicated by the year, Millennials are coming along at a time when the adult world, aided by technology, is simplifying kids’ shopping choices. Beneath the appearance of a diverse and chaotic marketplace lies the reality of big brands and new teen loyalties to them. Suppose a girl wants to dress in a way that appeals to her peer group. All she has to do is make one brand-name choice, one core style selection, and she can shop for nearly anything. There’s an incredible variety, but it’s the same variety her friends are wearing, so she can be confident that what she’s getting will fit in at school. That’s how, even at schools that don’t impose uniforms, Millennial kids (particularly girls) are dressing more uniformly by the year.

Pokémon may get more media attention, but outlets such as Delia’s and Claire Stores lie at the heart of the new Millennial economy. Famous for its catalogue and mailing list, Delia’s grew from $5 million to $170 million in sales between 1995 and 1998—roughly the same era in which Claire Stores accumulated 2,000 boutiquelike outlets, stocked with piles of items (average price tag, $3.50) for accessorizing kids who get clothes at the Gap or Old Navy. Then, thanks to the new teen magazines in which these companies advertise, and thanks to the web sites and chat rooms which they (and so many others) host, teens of all ages, regions, and ethnicities can locate themselves at the cutting edge of pop culture and fashion. This tends to standardize tastes, even as fads come and go.

This new Millennial market reaches all but the poorest kids. Back in the Boomer teen era, well-off kids in Cambridge, Ann Arbor, Madison, New York City, Chicago, San Francisco, and maybe a few other big cities and university towns had access to cutting-edge culture and commerce, but everybody else had to wait. In the Gen-X era, cutting-edge items were becoming broadly available, but kids had to know where to look. Now they’re easy to find, and nearly all kids can buy variations of the same stuff. This makes life easier not just for kids, but for marketers too. Once a business figures out what’s cool and what’s not, it can get on an instant highway to nationwide (or even global) megaprofits.



The old-style advertising that works very well with Boomers, ads that push a slogan and an image and a feeling, the younger consumer is not going to go for.

—James Palczynski,author o/YouthQuake




To rejuvenate its Gen X hit House of Style, MTV switched the emphasis on the weekly fashion show from celebrity lifestyles to practical information, with segments on decorating your bedroom and buying a prom dress.

—Newsweek




[I saw] a Coke ad where a teen sits in class taking a boring test. Then a Coke bottle appears from the sky. He reaches up, grabs it, then turns around and rescues a girl in the same test. The two fly off to a subway and rescue a boy of the same age from the platform. The threesome then fly off to some sort of festival where a girl is getting overwhelmed, and they rescue her too. The foursome then fly right toward you (the viewer) and are all happy. Cute.

—Chris Loyd, 17
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Understandably, pollsters and consultants are busy like never before. Nickelodeon alone surveys 4,000 children every week, in offices and schools, over the phone, and through online chat. Youth Intelligence seeks out the young and cool and asks them to tape conversations with friends. It then prepares elaborate data digests that businesses can buy for up to $26,000 a pop (the reported price for the Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor study). Once so arduously and expensively obtained, Millennial data then goes into product design and marketing strategies for the countless new product lines, designer boutiques, and catalogue shops that cater to particular styles and looks (Hot Topic for Goths, Gadzooks for “nouveau hippies,” Wet Seal for glam girls, or Delia’s four “closets,” like the one for a “funky” girl who “can dip into the hippy thing but in a glammy non-granola way”).



AOL literally lights up after school.

—Regina Lewis, America On-Line




It’s a great way to relax before you start your homework.

—Tara Dieterie, student




I am extremely on every day at least two or three hours.

—Grace Doherty, 14




The most time I spent online was 218 hours in one month.

—Jason, 16




Since being connected to the internet, I have not entered a library to do research for a school project.

—Matthew, 16




The first thing [my son] sees in a commercial is the web address, upon which he will leave the room and log on. It’s even helping his spelling, since he can’t access the site unless he spells it right.

—Robert Hoffman





Geography transportation, ethnicity even money no longer matter as much, which makes Millennials a more nationally unified and to-the-moment synchronized target market than any previous youth generation. “Once upon a time, it was possible to monitor coolness by tracking teen likes and dislikes in Los Angeles and New York and adjusting products accordingly,” observes youth trend watcher Shelly Reese. But now, “thanks to the internet, national media such as MTV and VH1, and a proliferation of teen magazines, any kid anywhere can keep up with the trendsetters…. Kids in the Midwest and South and Southwest finally have parity.” And, by checking out all the on-line interactive ratings systems, kids anywhere can see what kids everywhere think about a new product—and, by clicking a mouse, they can become part ofthat tastemaking process themselves.

The fact that so many “Gen Y” marketers keep saying that this generation is so splintery only helps to facilitate this emerging homogeneity. By keeping kids from feeling as though they’re selling out to adult tastemakers, kids who buy this idea can retain a sense of individuality, but also the ease, simplicity, and trust that comes with a brand name. This total orchestration of consumer wants is so comprehensive, and so accessible, it’s beginning to forge today’s teens into an economic force more potent than the size of their wallets would suggest. “Kids fancy themselves free-thinking individuals when it comes to personal style,” writes USA Today, “but the truth is that teens are pretty much a huge wad of fashion conformists with a teensy population of innovators whose style will set the trends.”


» Kids are redefining the purpose of information technology.



Technological progress—which served as a liberating purpose to Boomers, and a diversifying purpose to Gen Xers—is serving a new unifying purpose for today’s teens. Ownership of tech tools and toys has become a badge of generational membership. While the percentage of kids with their own rooms keeps rising (76 percent in 1997), those rooms keep filling up with gadgets. More than half of today’s teenage rooms have TVs and cable hookups, 42 percent a phone extension, 36 percent a video game. Boys are more likely to own equipment for watching or playing, while girls are more likely to have technologies for listening to music, making movies, or linking with friends. Roughly three of every five school-age kids now has access to a personal computer, up from two in five in 1997.



For children today, using a computer is an everyday part of their lives, no more challenging or mysterious than turning on the TV was for their Boomer parents.

—Joan Chiaramente, Roper Starch Worldwide




In a survey of 500 children between 9 and 17years old, 63 percent said they preferred the web over television, and 55 percent said they’d rather go online than talk on the phone.

—AOL/Roper survey




It’s fast: Try talking to six people at once. It’s brief: three or four words per exchange. It takes wit, concentration, and nimble fingers. And it requires tremendous linguistic economy.

—Michael Ruane, on web talk,The Washington Post




Girls who want to make web sites should have something to say other than just talking about themselves. Instead of just saying “I like baseball,” the web page could help people learn about baseball or what baseball players do.

—Kristine, 9




When people email me about how much they love my [web] club, I have a real sense of achievement.

—Tanis, 13





Millennials are growing up as familiar with computers as Boomers were with television. In fact, more of today’s teens say they can live without a television (28 percent) than without a computer (23 percent). With computer ownership becoming more essential, gender and income gaps are narrowing. Slightly more boys than girls have their own computers, and three of four affluent teens have access to one, versus roughly half of those below the poverty line. Through the late ‘90s, the percentage of online kids continued to grow rapidly. Among those aged 8 to 17, the share rose from 25 percent in 1996 to 35 percent in 1997 to 42 percent in 1998, to somewhere around 50 percent in 2000. Of those who are on-line, 60 percent log on once or more a week.
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The high-tech industry believes that kids on-line will produce $1.3 billion in revenues from on-line sales by 2002. If so, the internet will be the most heavily policed youth shopping mall in history. New dot-com companies (Flooz, DoughNET, iCanBuy, RocketCash) are setting up systems through which parents can restrict which merchants their kids patronize, the hours they can shop, the amount they can spend, even whether they can spend the money on themselves or only on parent-approved gift recipients. Meanwhile, kids are joining their parents in the eBay craze, trading everything from Beanie Babies to downloadable computer game patches (like a hard-to-earn fortified castle that makes a game easier to win), sometimes for prices over $1,000.



Five girls sit side-by-side in a Baltimore middle school library, typing away at PCs, eyes riveted to their screens. “We’re emailing each other,” one blurts out.

—usnews.com




The internet shows a persons personality, and not the shell that we see in real life.

—Neasa, 14




I’m just me on-line, but sometimes I lie about little things.

—fishgirl, 12, freezone.com




Everyone in FreeZone, including me, is always trying to seem smarter than they are.

—SPICY97,12




No matter how big or popular the brand, kids will not flock to a site just for games, chat, giveaways, or gimmicks. There has to be a direct connection between the product and the content of the site.

—David Plotnikoffy Dallas Morning News




Digital Ritalin for the attention-deficit generation

—description of the internet, The Washington Post





Technology always means something new to each generation. The young Silent regarded computers as necessary adjuncts to American technocracy, with mainframes at the apex of vast institutional pyramids. Young Boomers shattered the telscreen and invented the new personal computer, which allowed each person to be his own creative island. Gen-X hackers and IPO dealmakers have taken this new high-tech individualism and exploited its bottom line. Now Millennial teens are using computers to do group projects and communicate among networks of friends. For this generation, computers are definitely fun—but not necessarily liberating. In software ads, adults are shown solo near the monitor, but the kids are shown in groups. As more of them spend a growing share of the day at on-line computers equipped with Instant Messaging and “buddy lists,” Millennials can stay in almost uninterrupted contact with each other—at home, on vacation, wherever. On-line or off, Millennials usually maneuver in teams and under adult supervision, far beyond anything Boomers or Gen Xers ever encountered with the technologies of their own child or teen years.
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Money and Jobs

No one can put an accurate dollar figure on how much money school-age kids actually spend—but a lot of people try.



Q: What do you predict your future will be?

A: Predict? I’m already working as an internet provider, offering consulting and repair services to my community. As well as designing a few business web pages. … 7 love this kind of work.

—Matt, 16




l am only 13, but people pay me to make web pages for them.

—Alana, 13




Working too much too soon only jeopardizes a child’s future.

—Alexis Herman, U.S. Secretary of Labor




There are challenges running a business and being a kid.

—MattBoch, 15, web designer




Adults tend to see all things computer-related as work, even when they’re play; kids tend to see them as play, even when they’re work. It’s a profoundly different mindset.

—Elizabeth Weil,Fast Company




Daddy, when we get home from the pool, can I go on my computer and plan my future business?

—boy, 8, at a swimming club





Journalists often cite $150 billion in 1999 for youths aged 12 to 19—a figure calculated by Teen Research Unlimited—but this sum is surely too large because it includes collegians and full-time young workers. The Rand Youth Poll says $84 billion in 1997 for teens, lower (perhaps) because it excludes purchases teens make on behalf of parents and others. In 1996, the National Association of Secondary School Principals estimated that 13- to 17-year-olds collect only about $13 billion annually ($622 per teen), of which 26 percent is savings, leaving only about $10 billion in actual spending. That number includes only school-age teen use of their own money, a definition that vastly understates their direct impact on the economy. Another calculation put the 1996 weekly cash flow for 8- to 12-year-olds at about $7 per week and for 13- to 17-year-olds at about $25.
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It went up from like 5 to 85 then down to 20 in one day, but I couldn’t buy it because I was in school.

—Jason, 16, talking about a stock




We’re finding that when kids ask for money today, they get it.

—Irma Zandl, youth marketer




It’s like young boys talking about carburetors fifteen, twenty years ago.

—Dick Roth, high school teacher, describing student talk about the stock market




Sadly, as cute as Beanie Babies are, [most children] are not playing with them. If the tag is removed or destroyed, their secondary market value evaporates because they are not in “mint condition” … So young collectors don’t dare take the Beanies to bed, pet or hug them. They can only count them like a miser his gold.

—Dr. Joyce Brothers




Don’t worry, I will sell out at the right time. I have been watching the trends carefully. I’ll know.

—girl, 14, on Beanie Babies





Whatever the sum of money teens have to spend, it’s a lot. The more interesting question is: Where do they get it? The short answer is that Millennial income is rising fastest from sources their parents most control (gifts, joint purchases, and paid household work) and is rising slowest—perhaps even declining—from sources they least control (“allowances” and paid employment). Both trends clearly defy the free-agent “proto-adult” stereotype of the Gen-X youth era.

Over the last decade, the fastest-growing source of kid cash has been direct ad hoc payments from parent to child, often for a specific purchase on which parent and child confer. By their very nature, these consensual transactions resist the adultlike categories favored by many marketing experts, since they’re not child spending nor parent spending. One teen in three now says ad-hoc cash from parents is their biggest source of income. Supplementing parental payments are gifts from grandparents, 55 percent of whom say they’ve given their grandkids one or more gifts in the prior month, Today’s kids are getting “play dough,” observes Jeff Brazil in American Demographics. “In other words, if they ask, it comes.”

Another rapidly growing teen cash source is income earned through household chores—which often mingles with the parental “gift” category. The Millennial childhood is an era in which more parents are working longer hours. Millennials spend substantially more time than Gen Xers did on tasks previously performed by a parent, from food shopping to cooking to laundry to caring for siblings—and they’re being paid for it. Between 1991 and 1997, money from teen chores more than doubled.

The Millennials’ experience with housebound chores, and their close contact with home-working adults, is influencing their attitudes about work. More than four teens in ten say that, in their future adult careers, working from home will be “extremely important,” whereas only 8 percent say it’s extremely important to “be a boss” over other people. Less than half as many say they want to gain personal recognition from work as say they want “to help others who need help.” Other surveys reveal a rising teen desire to stay close to parents and a greater comfort level for working in groups.

Other income sources are declining in importance. These include “allowances,” denned as a regular payment with no particular strings attached, which have shrunk to a smaller share of teen spending than at any time since World War II. The size of the typical 13- to 17-year-old’s allowance was $8 per week in the mid-’80s and it’s still $8. Adjusted for inflation, that’s the equivalent of about $1.50 in the circa-1960 Boomer-teen era. Adjusted for family income, that’s less than a dollar. To many Boomer and Gen Xer parents, the shortcoming of the straight allowance is that it limits the parent’s opportunity to reward, instruct, pay, punish, cajole, warn, or moralize.



Call them Generation $. As a group, today’s teens aren’t just the richest in history—they may also be the sharpest when it comes to earning, spending, and even saving money.

—USA Weekend




Among kids age 8 to 12, just over half get a weekly allowance. Of those who do, one-quarter get more than six dollars, 20 percent between three and six dollars, and twelve percent less than three dollars.

—AAHS survey




[We] see a larger-than-normal desire for kids to save, which is interesting because their parents’ saving is at an all-time low.

—Mark Clausen, allowancenet. com




They’re better savers than we thought they’d be. They’re saving roughly 15 percent of their money, and we thought it would be 5 percent to 10 percent.

—Ginger Thomson, DoughNET. com





Income from paid employment (outside the home) is also waning in importance. Over the postwar era, the trend in teen employment has shifted by generation. It was low for the Silent, rising for Boomers, high for Gen Xers. But now it’s going down for Millennials. Although teen employment is highly sensitive, year to year, to adult employment, its decade-by-decade level bears little relation to the rest of the economy. One would think that the stagflating ‘70s would have been a shakeout time for teen workers, and the roaring ‘90s a growth time, but very much the opposite occurred. Shifting parental and youth attitudes have played a much larger role in pushing teen employment up or down.

The Silent grew up in probably the most “cash-free” child economy of any generation in the twentieth century. Many passed through their child years in a hunker-down era of the family wage, when students were expected to stay out of the work force unless or until they dropped out of school, graduated, or had to support a family. In the 1940s and ‘50s, very few teen girls worked. Among Boomer teens, the “right” to work was one of their newly won youth freedoms. Both summer and after-school teen work grew strongly and almost continuously from the mid ‘60s to the early ‘80s. As the old ‘60s causes ebbed, G.I. Archie Bunkers accused Boomer Meatheads of being too impractical and not appreciating the value of a dollar, so older people hardly objected when late-wave Boomers and first-wave Xers, girls especially, pushed teen employment to its post-World War II apogee. The purpose of teen work shifted away from supporting families and toward personal spending money (or career-building or self-fulfillment). With the growing concentration of service-sector jobs in the suburbs, white middle-class youths became more likely to hold jobs than lower-income blacks and Latinos.

Through the 1980s, the gravitation of teens into the workplace became a Gen-X trademark and the source of “Would you like fries with that?” jokes. The early Gen-X teen years of the late 1970s marked the postwar high-water markfor 15- to 17-year-old employment. One of every six 15-year-olds had an after-school job, one of every three a paid summer job— and, for the first time ever, girls outnumbered boys in youth employment. Later in the ‘80s, as adult immigrants began moving into the service sector, teen employment began to ebb slightly. By the late ‘80s, employment rates for the 16- and 17-year-olds were roughly 5 percent below those of the late ‘70s. Rates for 15-year-olds were 20 percent lower.



We are all striving to become the ideal, well-rounded teens. This will make our chances in the professional world more difficult, as we will all be qualified and all striving to become prestigious and prosperous.

—Rima Tatevossian, 17




The group sits rapt in full-absorption mode, hyper-driven and engaged … earnest and polite, evoking a gee-whiz quality to their work.

—The Washington Post,describing the In2Biz summer camp in Salem, Oregon




I love going to work!… 7 have email!

—Barbie





The 1990s saw a major change in adult opinion toward teen work, right around the time the oldest Millennials entered middle school. Parents and educators began to have second thoughts about whether teens should be wrapping tacos when they could be studying math—and, indeed, whether all the cars, CDs, trinkets, and movie tickets were worth all those hours of labor. By 1998, a federal commission issued Protecting Youth at Work, which confirmed that high school students who worked over twenty hours per week did worse in their classes, drank and took drugs more, and had more high-risk sex. Student attitudes were changing too. Many Millennial teens feel that the payoff on the skills and credentials they could acquire by studying, training, or interning are worth a lot more than the $8 or $10 an hour that an employer might pay them for the skills and credentials they have now. In 1983, 92 percent of teens felt a high school student should have a job; by 1996, only 69 percent did. Meanwhile, the share who worry about the negative impact of jobs rose from 13 to 37 percent.

The bottom line is that, in the Millennial youth era, employment has fallen among teens (especially younger teens), despite the hot economy. From the late ‘80s to the late ‘90s, the employment rate for 16- and 17-year-olds fell by 5 percent, and for 15-year-olds by 30 percent—which put it at barely half its Gen-X-era peak. Only 26 percent of teens now get most of their money from jobs, and the job rate for black teens lingers at only half the rate for whites.
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Members of this [teenage] generation have been reared to be winners and successful in the activities in which they participate. This group seems to have more respect for advice and procedures than Xers and does not mind institutional input and involvement…. [They] are used to working and playing games (e.g., soccer) in well-organized groups…. They will want to seek long-term employment within a given industry for stability.

—David Johnson




91 percent envision working in traditional patterns—full-time jobs and a five-day work week.

—Arthur Shostak, Drexel University




Millennial workers will go to the organizations that provide security and reciprocate with an ongoing loyalty and commitment that most Xers could not even imagine.

—Neil Murray, University of California-San Diego





To date, reports are positive from employers of summer teen workers—“A Fine Crop of Young Workers,” headlined the Seattle Post-Intelligencer in 1999. Millennial reportedly show a better on-the-job attitude than Gen Xers did a few years ago. Today’s teens “are looking for careers and job stability,” reports Sherwood Ross. They’re not bracing to be quite as footloose or entrepreneurial as Gen Xers were back in the ‘80s. According to American Demographics, these Millennial attitudes, combined with their on-the-job performance so far, suggests that “the workplace atmosphere of 2010 could be a much calmer and more low-key place than it is today.”

The corporate world shouldn’t rest too easily, though. According to Ross, “these teens may very well clash with a new breed of employers whose goals are to establish a more flexible work force, including large numbers of temporary employees.” When wronged, Millennials show a knack for collective action. In 1998, a 19-year-old fry cook named Bryan Drapp organized twenty teenagers in a strike against a McDonald’s in Macedonia, Ohio. Against an adversary known to be hostile to unions, the kids swiftly prevailed with all their pay and benefits demands, failing only to rid themselves of an unwanted supervisor. For that, they became local heroes, and McDonald’s became grist for the late-night comedy circuit. This case stands as a warning: Once Millennial hit the labor force in full, they will know how to organize to get what they want.
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The key principle of the Pokéocracy is acquisitiveness. The more Pokémon you have, the greater power you possess (the slogan is GOTTA CATCH ‘EMALL) …. Is Pokémon payback for our get-rich-quick era?

—Time




Pikachu, Professor Oak, and Squirtle are becoming as well-known as Scooby-Doo and Mickey Mouse on playgrounds across the country.

—yakscorner. com




Fifty dollars, gone. Blown on a single schoolyard transaction, conducted clandestinely, behind the soccer field bleachers during lunch.… Another wad of bar mitzvah money blown on a pack of cardboard trading cards of mythical creatures with comical names.

—Sandy Banks,Los Angeles Times





Commercialism

“When I had the idea,” said Sheryl Leach, the creator of Barney, “it was almost as if I could see into the future.” Since 1991, the purple dinosaur has sold 45 million home videos, peddled 80 million books, and starred in stage shows that have sold out in sixty cities. Eight years after Barney helped them learn to talk, today’s elementary schoolers are emptying their Hello Kitty purses even faster for Pokémon. “In the history of the toy industry, there has never been a hit so global, so multimedia, so rapid, so long-lasting as Pokémon,” says toy-industry analyst Sean McGowan. “When you look at it from a marketing and a branding perspective, it’s brilliant,” adds Lynn Rosenblum of Toy Power Consulting. “It covers television, it covers video, it covers things on your computer, there’s the cards, there’s the toys, there are art contests. It’s really one of those products that has done the best job of covering all those bases.” Not to be outdone, Nickelodeon recently cut a deal through which Rugruts sounds and screen savers will be preinstalled in Gateway computers for kids.

Today’s small child enters a consumer culture overflowing with logos, labels, and ads almost from the moment of birth. As an infant, says Business Week, she “may wear Sesame Street diapers and miniature pro basketball jerseys. By the time she’s 20 months old, she will start to recognize some of the thousands of brands flashed in front of her each day. At age 7, if she’s anything like the typical kid, she will see some 20,000 TV commercials a year. By the time she’s 12, she will have her own entry in the massive databanks of marketers.”

From 1986 to 1996, spending on advertising directed at kids rose from $100 million to $2 billion—and it’s still mushrooming. The effects are daunting. According to James McNeal, the average 10-year-old Millennial now knows roughly four hundred brand names and asks for products by brand name 92 percent of the time. More is in the works for infinitely expandable Pokémon-style product lines. On the internet’s vast ocean of teen and child web sites, dot-com ads and logos are popping up everywhere, their web “cookies” sometimes transferred onto kids’ hard drives, and tastemaker polls are offered everywhere, their participants’ email addresses often showing up in marketers’ databases. The Digital Entertainment Network plans to run “fun-o-mercials” with teenage actors on window screens the size of wallet photos, in sitcoms that get interrupted every six minutes by those same actors pitching products right at the face of the computer user.


When I was growing up back in the ‘80s, the basic plot of the Frosted Flakes commercials was that there’d be some loser outcast who was no good at sports, so Tony the Tiger would pump some Frosted Flakes into him and the kid would turn out to be a world beater, and the other kids would decide that he wasn’t so bad after all and let him in on their games. Today I saw one that has Tony giving a pep talk to a bunch of kids in a locker room. No one kid stands out; they’re all uniformed and kind of interchangeable. He tells them that they’ve all worked hard and practiced and eaten lots of Frosted Flakes, and that’s why they all get to be on his Team of Tigers.

—Matthew Elmslie



Back in the Boomer-child era, the biggest toymaker, the Louis Marx Toy Company, never signed a single license. Toys, books, movies, food, and clothes were each separate items that seldom got linked to anything else. In the Gen-X era, the concept of the cross-market tie-in was famously launched by a Boomer filmmaker, George Lucas, with his Star Wars trilogy. Since then, the tactic has been perfected to the point where his 1999 prequel, The Phantom Menace, seemed more market than movie, more commerce than culture. By then, two of every five toy dollars were spent on licensed products, and a child’s world had become a blizzard of cross-promotions. Millennials have never known pro sports arenas that weren’t named for companies, or happy meals that didn’t have movie toys, or schools that didn’t have soft-drink logos and candy ads. (“Better than Straight Äs,” runs the M&M’s ad on a high school wall.)

Many Americans take kids’ logo clothing for granted, but it’s a relatively recent arrival. The Silent semirebel of the ‘50s wore nothing more than blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt. In the early ‘60s, many a Boomer teen boasted a tiny Izod alligator on his shirt pocket, but that was it. In the ‘70s, shirt messages became chichi not so much to indicate a brand as to point to some personal experience—a band seen, an album heard, or a resort visited. Then came the 1980s, when the new Gen-X message billboard, the baseball cap, always had room for a logo. After the financial success of the 1984 Olympics, pro sports franchises aggressively promoted logo apparel, much of it darkened and nastied-up to suit the emerging Gen-X proclivities. As the Nike swoosh began appearing everywhere, blue jeans became prefaded, even preripped. By the early ‘90s, when first-wave Millennial began to look around, logos had emerged as fashion statements, pure and simple. Athletes wore them simply because they liked the contract (not the product), and kids wore them because they liked how they looked (not the teams). In came Tommy Hilfiger, Adidas, Fila, JNCS, Nautica, and acres of others, with logos that stood purely for commerce (for them) and style (for kids).



The 8th-grade class at Beck Junior High in Katy, TX, is running a little experiment that has children count and report how many napkins they’re given at drive-thru restaurants! The idea is to see if much is wasted, and if so to investigate how they can change the way those restaurants operate.

—msnbc.com




You know when you walk into Dunkin Donuts? How great it smells in there? I like, like, vanilla and orange and things that smell tasty. So, like, I think Dunkin Donuts air should be, like, a smell you can wear.

—Kigho, 17, in a suggestion to a teen marketing firm





With the spread of youth logos came a new explosion in kid marketing. When Gen-X teens showed up in the early ‘80s, business understood their attraction to things commercial (“Hamburger ads pop up in my head on the edge of Aquarius,” sang the B-52’s), but few yet saw much potential in the teen market. Then came the youth marketing flood tide of the early ‘90s, when marketers belatedly woke up to Gen X (though it was too late for most of them) and vowed not to wait so long for the next batch of teens. In 1993, at the onset of the late-Gen-X advertising push, Advertising Age produced its “Gen Y” taglet for the teens of 1993 (age 20 to 27 in 2000). The new era of Millennial marketing had begun—for teens, tweens, and little kids, too.

Corporations have learned from the accelerated Gen-X push that the stakes of generational marketing can be big. Hit the new kids early enough, and your company can be Volkswagen of America, the top car brand among Gen Xers, with 40 percent of its customers under age 30. Get it wrong, and you can be Levi’s, whose market share collapsed from 31 to 14 percent in the ‘90s.

Yet just as corporate America brings out its biggest marketing cannons for its biggest target yet, the Millennial Generation, there are signs on the horizon that it may be committing an ancient strategic blunder: mobilizing for the last war—or, in this case, for the last generation. Heinz did exactly that when the company switched advertising agencies and began targeting X-ish teenagers just as the last Gen Xers were leaving that age bracket, with attitude-heavy ads and the slogan: “Heinz, the Rude Ketchup.” But Millennials may not be the target that Heinz, or their Gen-Y marketers, think they are.

Just as the ‘90s ended, Millennial teens led the way in breaking America’s logo fever. Sports logos stopped selling so briskly. Text on shirts and jackets started to shrink. Logos of any kind became harder to find on girls’ clothing. School uniforms and stricter dress codes began to make significant inroads into the demand for fringe teen fashion. What’s more, companies saw their traditional ad pipeline starting to narrow. Kids were spending less time (though on more stations) with TVs and radios, less time reading magazines, and less time watching the big three pro sports, once a surefire tie-in opportunity. When businesses began advertising on the web, they encountered kids web-smarter than they were—while the government began carefully scrutinizing how companies go after kids on-line.



By nine years old, kids are brand- washed.

—Linda Mangnall, Imagination Youth Marketing




The slew of licensed toys leaves less time for imaginative play.

—Business Week




Children now want more warm and fuzzy games—like marbles, where you compete with live players.

—Stevanne Auerbach (“Dr. Toy”)




One day a student brought a yoyo to school and it wasn’t even one week, and fifty of the student body owned a yoyo and were trying to teach each other all of the tricks they just learned.

—H. William, 12





That’s not all. Many parents, especially of second-wave “Barney” Mil-lennials, are beginning to fire back by taking active steps to shield their kids from an overdose of marketing. “We have deliberately tried to keep Madeline from becoming brand-aware,” says Nancy Brophy of Illinois about her daughter. “If something’s hot, like Beanie Babies or Power Rangers, I’ll avoid it.” Many of today’s affluent parents are so obsessed with shielding their kids from money, logos, and luxury, and with teaching them “middle-class” values, that what The Wall Street Journal calls a “bratlash” is sweeping the country. Some parents are taking extraordinary measures—“denying their wealth … deliberately living below their means, living in a smaller house or driving a smaller car than they could afford. Some dish out philosophical lectures before every purchase.”

The changing response of this generation (and its parents) to kid marketing could have been predicted. In the early ‘90s, most advertising that targeted small children had an X-ish quality—and most of it failed. Perhaps the biggest single flop was Pepsi’s heralded “Gotta Have It” campaign (a slogan first uttered by a Millennial boy during the 1992 Super Bowl, prompting one mother to retort, “Not if you ask for it that way, you don’t!”). From then on, marketers started to learn from experience. Nike gradually phased out its “lust Do It” slogan and replaced it with a more upbeat “Yes, I Can.” Several of the late-’90s slogans expressed distinctly post-X sentiments: “Give them a fresh box and see how they grow” (Crayola). “A breakthrough in child development” (Dutch Boy paints). “Taste the rainbow” (Skittles). “Tested by kids, approved by moms” (Kix cereal). “Presenting the next generation of brain power” (Intel). “Where do you want to go today?” (Microsoft). “Mom, Sam won’t stop doing his homework” (Dell).
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They recognize the power of a brand.

—Todd Cunningham, MTV




Chew Winterfresh gum and kiss the Winterfresh babe. Shave with Schick razors and the Schick babe will hug you. There are ads for Blockbuster Video that portray kids playing video games nonstop for five days until they pass out from exhaustion. A Mountain Dew ad glorifies reckless driving. A Twix candy-bar ad shows kids avoiding the consequences of doing badly at school by sending their report cards to the Eskimos so their parents won’t read them.

—Ralph Nader




It’s time to get pop out of schools, just like smoking has been banished.

—Michael Jacobson, Center for Science in the Public Interest




I hate it when my sneaker lights burn out!!!

—BenDStraw, headbone.go.com





Recent kid-marketing campaigns show a number of new Millennial twists. More ads are in bright colors, right out of the Fuji Film hue box. Several almost look like public service announcements, with kids getting smarter, doing good deeds, often in teams, sometimes (as in Gap or Nautica ads) having crisply choreographed fun in uniform clothing. Some new ads are simple statements of fact, as if to say: Here’s what the product looks like, here’s the web site, check it out, you decide. Kids appear in countless adult-targeted ads for cars and tires, real estate, financial services, airlines, and resorts. Much of the Ford Windstar campaign was built around images of kids and soccer moms. (“At Ford, we always listen to the mothers.”) Among athletes, good role models now score better than bad ones, but none can match the draw of sassy animals. Among Millennials, the top ads star Bud-weiser’s frogs (which teens rank number one in entertainment value only) and Taco Bell’s chihuahua (which they rank number one as a sales message).

Today, a corporation can wrap its entire public image around child-oriented values aimed at kids and their parents. Much of today’s Boomer philanthropy is Millennial-targeted. Bill Gates’s Millennium scholarships—the first of which will go to the high school Class of 2000—are cementing his personal popularity among today’s kids. Burger King is fusing local marketing with community service linkups, to good effect. On the downside, Calvin Klein weathered a public relations disaster when it tried to erect a huge Times Square billboard showing tweens in their underwear.

High-tech and financial services industries are echoing the call from educators, parents, and politicians to wean this next generation from the me-ism and now-ism that marked the youth eras of Boomers (for whom the cult of self felt new) and Gen Xers (for whom it did not). Early signs are promising. Today’s children and teens have roughly a 25 percent child savings rate, versus a near-zero savings rate among adults, and they’re showing a far greater interest in long-term investing than kids did twenty or forty years ago. The strong Millennial interest in college and professional careers also reflects this broad push from an adult world that, driven by economic self-interest, finds itself far more shoulder-to-shoulder than a decade ago on matters of youth marketing.



Our Millennial teens take this new level of prosperity as a given.… Perhaps, as Boomer parents, we should give ourselves credit.

—Jennifer Park, msnbc.com




A child-raising paradox: how to raise normal, unspoiled kids embodying America’s cherished “middle class” values—hard work, frugality, sacrifice—when you’re floating on the froth of la dolce vita.

—Nancy Ann Jeffrey,The Wall Street Journal




My kids use RocketCash because it’s so convenient, and they can shop at their favorite stores, while I know that they are shopping in a safe environment.

—Chris Zamara, parent of two “RocketCash” teens




Companies are already sponsoring local school teams, so why not the teachers themselves? “Hello, I’m Jason, your substitute today. Before we start our math lesson, I’d just like to say a word or two about Levi’s …”

—Jeff Backman, Literal Latte




It gets annoying. If you try and print, it prints the ad right in the middle.

—James Ghiloni, 13, complaining about his school’s N2H2 web filter





One showdown still looming between marketers and parents is over the intrusion of commerce into public schools. A growing number of companies give schools free teaching aids (books, brochures, field trips, videos) in return for a chance to get their logos into classrooms and pass out free samples. Soft-drink companies pay schools in return for “pouring rights” and vending machine placements. In the early ‘90s, Channel One began offering free but ad-bearing educational TV programming to grade-school classrooms. Channel One now reaches 12,000 schools in 47 states. More recently, Zap Me! began loaning computers and internet access to classrooms—in return for having students go on-line through a “Netspace” that delivers on-screen ad messages and records their web activity.

Marketers say that the practice of paying for information by selling ads is totally ethical (even The New York Times does it), and many schools plead that they are desperate for funds. Grassroots opponents, who hail politically from both the right and the left, insist that a “wall of separation” be erected between schools and commerce. The Center for Commercial-Free Public Education sponsors “Unplug,” a program to help students oppose commercialism in their classroom, and a “Classroom Integrity Pledge” to mobilize organizational support. In some districts, Millennials themselves have organized to block any further commercialization of their schools.

The Winds of Change

Parents are of two minds about the impact of commerce on today’s America. When they reflect only on their own lives—especially on their own various quests for individuality and fulfillment, most of which happened in an earlier and simpler era—they see the positive side. Commerce gives them all the choices they want when they want them. What can be bad about that? Yet when they reflect on what would be best for their children, most of them see the negative side. The cult of me, the glorification of despair, the conquer-the-streets attitude, the cultural con-noisseurship—all these certified X-ish youth attitudes are just what they want kids to avoid. Facing this tension, parents respond in every manner along the continuum. Some figure it’s too much trouble and give up, others try hard to simplify their own lives, and still others try to live one way and bring up their kids another.



My most valuable treasure is my soccer jersey, because when I put it on I feel as if it was something you can’t just buy but you really have to gain.

—www.girlsgamesinc. com





On the whole, Millennials give Boomers very high marks for managing a prosperous economy and for including kids in their earning and spending priorities. At the same time, Millennials seem willing to heed their parents’ message about excessive commercialism. Both attitudes represent a reversal from the trends of the past two generations.

Marketers beware: Those who pursue the edgy path had better find a secure niche soon and brace for the onslaught. The “pushing the extremes” strategy—with its tattered sails of Boomer anger and Gen Xer angst—could find itself tacking against headwinds no less stormy than what white shirts, narrow ties, and accordion music faced in the youth gales of the 1960s.

Someday soon, predicts McNeal, “Advertising that encourages children to defy their parents, make fun of authority, or talk unintelligibly will be replaced with informative ads describing the benefits of products.” Millennials could be the generation to inspire this change. “There should be some safe haven from advertising,” says Annie Granger, a Canadian 16-year-old, a bit more simply. “You have to sometimes see the sky between the billboards.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
PLANET PAKéMON (world)


Colors of the world Spice up your life

—SPICE GIRLS, “Spice Up Your Life”



[image: ]n January 1, 2000, Nickelodeon broadcast clips of preteen kids from around the world, cheerily talking about the future. From all continents, kids of all cultures and races predicted how science and technology would solve problems large and small. Progress was a given. Scourges like war, poverty, and totalitarianism were seldom on their minds.



Separated by distance, yet united by the desire to have a greater impact on the world, young people are coming together. Through friendships and fiber-optic cables, youth are taking positive action to shape their planet.

—nationl.com




Pokémon, you’re my best friend In a world we must defend

—Pokémon opening





This program was distinctly Millennial. Back in the Boomer child years, satellites hadn’t yet been launched to allow such conversations. In the Gen-X child years, the satellites were going up, but transoceanic discussions seldom included children, who had yet to become a global priority. The most interesting difference, though, lay in the new child sunniness. Turn-of-the-millennium triumphalism has touched not only American children, but those elsewhere as well.

Reflect on what earlier kids would have said (had such a global conversation been possible) during the Silent, Boomer, and Gen-X child eras. In 1940, world events were ripping apart the lives of children. In 1960, kids knew that their parents had fought in terrible wars for or against terrible dictators, that science had invented H-bombs, and that computers might well empower Big Brother. In 1980, through a child’s eye, the world was full of family and economic turmoil—overshadowed by a Cold War threat from two superpowers who had enough warheads to destroy the world in fifteen minutes. But today, the world’s children pay little mind to those old anxieties. They’re growing up in a different time.



There has always been a universal culture of young humanity, but only now are the means arising for us to make common cause, using technology to bring all of us closer. Together we can harness the natural virtues of youth: tolerance, energy, playfulness, hope, and a willingness to share.

—International Youth Declaration, msnbc.com




We Want You!… We’re on a BIG search for GreatKids all over the world, so if you know one or are one yourself, please tell us all about it!

—greatkids. com




From its base in Singapore, MTV Asia operates an English-Hindi channel for India, separate Mandarin feeds for China and Taiwan, English and local- language channels across Southeast Asia and a Korean outlet for South Korea.

—Brett Pulley, Forbes





Much as American millennials share a national location in history, kids around the world today share a global one, based on both cultural and family trends as well as changes in geopolitics and technology.

Are they a global generation? Indeed, is there ever such a thing as a global generation?

Since World War II, if not earlier, the answer to the second question is yes. Throughout the developed world, the Depression and total-war decades of the 1930s and (especially) 1940s left a life-cycle mark on everyone who participated, according to their age—on midlife parents, on young-adult soldiers, on growing children, and even on the babies born in the immediate aftermath. One could say that global generations began to take shape in the 1940s, even if no one yet spoke of humanity in those terms.

The first self-conscious announcement of a transatlantic youth kinship came with the “generation of 1968,” when American and European collegians shared new bonds of music, drugs, blue jeans, and riots against whatever their parents expected them to do. In the years since, as global travel, culture, commerce, and telecommunications have grown, a larger share of the world’s youths have come to share common life-cycle markers—the Berlin Wall’s collapse, Tiananmen Square, Desert Storm, Princess Di’s death, Michael lordan, Titanic—prompting talk of a global Gen X. Every year, satellite news, pop culture, and the internet gain more cementing power over the world’s young people.

Since World War II, much of the world has seen six generations, each with its own linkage with events, each with its own persona.

Global Generations

Recall the foot soldiers of World War I who became the generals and home-front managers of World War II—and, afterward, the initial shapers and leaders of a bipolar world. Through the Boomer childhood, they included Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, Dean Acheson, and John Foster Dulles, the creators of a survivalist Cold War defense posture that remained essentially intact through the 1980s. Overseas, this no-nonsense generation encompassed the likes of Konrad Adenauer, Charles de Gaulle, Nikita Khrushchev, and Mao Zedong (and the despised memories of Hitler, Tojo, and Mussolini). In the year 2000, their survivors are over age 100. Throughout the world, this is the group that, for ill or good, most deserves to be called the World War II Generation—but, instead, they’re known in the United States as the Lost Generation, in Europe as the “generation of 1914” or (in France) generation aufeu.



Small families live better.

—Gloria Munoz Castro, Mexico




The children already are developing much more, with a mentality more advanced than before.

—Juana Cornoa Salazar, Mexico City





The next generation, now in their late seventies and beyond, is more familiar: Allied and Axis soldiers, revolution and resistance cadre, Rosie-the-Riveters and nuclear scientists. Their impact on world history peaked young, in the 1940s. Their global impact as national leaders peaked much later, around 1970, with several of their larger-than-life members staying at the helm well into the 1980s and ‘90s. In America, this G.I. Generation held the White House for thirty-two years, from lohn Kennedy through George Bush. Overseas, they have been known as the generation of the Long March (Chou En-lai, Deng Xiaoping), of the Blitz (Mrs. Miniver, Margaret Thatcher), of the Resistance (Francois Mitterand, Giulio Andreotti), and of the Great Patriotic War (Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov). From China to Russia to Europe to the United States, they are still associated with civic deeds and big institutions.
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In the survey of 104 United Kingdom captains of industry, 56 per cent say they are now less likely to sacrifice their own or their families’ lifestyle for their career than five years ago…. “Have kids, won’t travel” is a determined refrain.

—Financial Times




We realize it’s every mum’s nightmare—many will be asking whether Mattel has gone too far this time.

—Mattel’s UK spokesman, apologizing for the new “Butterfly Art Barbie” with a belly tattoo




Much energy is spent on literacy and numeracy hours. There is endless assessment of pupils’ performance.

—“When the 3Rs AloneDon’t Add Up,” Financial Times, July 10-11, 1999




Our historic aim will be for ours to be the first generation to end child poverty—and it will take a generation. It is a twenty-year mission, but I believe it can be done.

—Tony Blah, Prime Minister, UK




When young people are asked to nominate the groups of people they have more respect for, only five percent name Members of Parliament, and an even lower figure, two percent, include journalists.

—Adam Smith Institute (UK)





Next comes the grown-up children of World War II, now between their late fifties and early seventies, a generation that has produced the likes of Boris Yeltsin, liang Zemin, Helmut Kohl, lacques Chirac, lohn Major, Kofi Annan, Romano Prodi, and Buru Utara Barat. Around the world, these war-era children grew up so seared by organized hatred that they have spent a lifetime trying to spare their own children from similar horrors. From one continent to another, they have become global technocrats who tout diplomacy, communication, and compromise—while old alliances meander and old empires splinter. In Europe, the peers of Anne Frank (in England, the “Air Raid” generation) grew up to be the ‘80s-era Eurocrats who staked their future on multilateralism, the Euro, and increased cross-border trade. In the Soviet Union, the “glasnost generation” presided over the dismantlement of their own empire over the objections of older war heroes. In Canada, today’s sixtysomethings furnish the patient conciliators for endless separatist arguments. In America, the Silent Generation could become the first never to occupy the White House.

The familiar generation now rising to the top of the world’s power pyramid consists of the middle-aged postwar children who lack personal memory of World War II; who came of age amid sixties youth riots, seventies anti-Americanism, and the Chinese Cultural Revolution; and who now mix varying degrees of moralism, nationalism, ironic detachment, and inward satisfaction. The name Boomers, now heard outside North America, is attachable to the likes of Tony Blair, Gerhard Schroeder, lavier Solana, Vladimir Putin, loerg Haider, and Benyamin Netanyahu. While this generation has thus far made only a light impact on world affairs, its ethnic hatreds ravaged former Yugoslavia and its moralism transformed NATO into a more aggressive military body. A youth generation that announced itself with ideology and terror (Red Guard, Baader-Meinhof, the IRA, the Weathermen) has today matured into the global age bracket most inclined to use military force. Already its loud debates over values, standards, and “third way” realignments reflect the inner passions of Vladimir Putin-style nationalists and Falun Gong-style spiritualists, with more waiting in the wings.



Youngsters are cosseted from any risk of accident and schools are fearful of instigating trips beyond their own gates…. [T]he adventurer David Hempleman-Adams said: “We are becoming a society of softies. It is a crazy reflection of our times that we are surrounding our children in cotton wool… they will not be able to cope with risk when they encounter it as adults.”

—Electronic Telegraph (UK)




Perhaps what is needed is a real look at what it means to be a boy in the twentieth century.

—Linda Croxford, Edinburgh University




Bob the Builder, can we fix it? Bob the Builder, yes we can!

—song from children’s show (UK)





Lately, the world generation receiving the most media attention has been the global “Gen X,” a name used along with ‘90s generation” and (in France) generation bof, as in “who cares?” Global Gen Xers are acquiring a reputation as fun-loving and rootless, pragmatic and market-oriented, environmentalist and entrepreneurial, technologically smarter but otherwise dumber than older people, and far less interested in politics than in business. From London to Singapore, young adults are the free-agent nomads at the cutting edge of the new global economy and its culture. The high-tech IPO is their pride, temp work their curse. In fledgling capitalist countries (China, Russia, Eastern Europe), young adults comprise the byiznyizmyin who are handling the transition to freer markets— and, typically, they’re faring better than older pensioners. In more-settled societies Qapan, Western Europe), they’re doing substantially worse. One-third of young-adult Italians not in school are jobless, with more living at home with parents than at any time since the Great Depression.

What about the world’s teenagers? Only in the United States and Canada have educators, political leaders, and the media identified a post-X adolescent generation. Outside North America, the term “Generation X” is still used much more widely than any other term to refer to teenagers. The “global teen” focus is far less on politics or ideology than on technology, family success, moneymaking, fun, and other quality-of-life issues. They’re rootless, with 38 percent not expecting to live in the country of their birth. They believe in their right to go wherever they want to work or play—or in having that work or play delivered to them in a nanosecond, on their doorstep or at their PC. In 1998, a British study of a so-called English “Millennial Generation” found youths between the ages of 16 and 21 to be cynical (44 percent thinking that “most people can’t be believed”), risk takers, and strong Labour and Blair supporters. Nearly half want to own their own business, and only 1 percent list a job in civil service as a career goal. Seven in ten see voting as pointless, and most oppose bans on smoking in public places.



There is a clear trend ofgreater restriction on advertising to children right across Europe.

—Lionel Stanbrook, European Union




[TV advertising] is not a fair way of dealing with very small consumers because they are being exploited.

—Exel Edling, consumer ombudsman,Sweden





Some of these traits clearly aren’t in sync with the U.S. Millennial Generation. The reason? Abroad, the leading edge of a new Millennial generation, in most countries, probably has not yet reached its teens. This misalignment dates back to how different societies experienced World War II. “Most contemporary European and Asian generations are at least five years younger than their American counterparts,” explains war historian Davis Kaiser, “because it took at least that long for their societies to become stabilized after the Second World War.” Where Americans began to talk and feel “postwar” even before VI Day, other nations—lapan, Germany, Italy, China, Russia, even (to a lesser degree) Britain—had to deal with far more residual wreckage and suffering. North America produced an earlier (and much larger) postwar “baby boom” than Europe or Asia. Among global Boomers, therefore, the “postwar” mind-set attached to different birth-year boundaries.

Similarly, the conditions that produced global Gen Xers came later to nations outside North America. Europe’s youth tumult didn’t begin until 1968, when America’s was already well under way (explaining why even Parisians could learn from Berkeley “veterans” about what to do with a billowing tear gas cannister). Where America’s youth unrest ebbed after 1971, China’s persisted for another five years. Today’s triumphal individualism reached America ahead of other societies. The Clinton era crescendoed a few years before Blair ‘s “Cool Britannia,” while global Boomers elsewhere are just now making their mark.

For Millennials, the difference came with America’s prior (early ‘80s) shift in popular attitudes toward babies and small children—a trend that didn’t reach the rest of the world until around 1989, the year the United Nations began taking children’s issues seriously. While the first discovery of new-style teens occurred in the United States and Canada in 1997, with the new teen pop music, this trend is just now reaching England and remains weaker elsewhere. And while youth violence is on the wane in the United States, it’s still on the rise in lapan and much of Western Europe. Nowhere has there been nearly the same interest in post-X teens and children as in the primarily English-speaking countries.

America’s Millennial-child fixation has had a global penumbra. Other nations see the same CNN camera shots Americans do, of global children in distress. Over the past two decades, the unrelenting pro-child crusading of the U.S. cultural elite has spread to the elites of other countries, helping to propel a new activism by multilateral agencies. European hysteria over child abuse (in Belgium) and school shootings (in Scotland) has furthered this momentum. In November 1989, just after the Berlin Wall fell, the United Nations hosted a Convention on the Rights of the Child (which, since then, has been ratified by every nation in the world except Somalia and the United States). In the ten years since, new multinational agreements have been reached on such agendas as discouraging the use of children as soldiers, regularizing cross-national adoptions, prohibiting the worst forms of child labor, and stepping up the prosecution of war crimes against children.



There is no doubt in my mind that [the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child] has improved the lives of millions of children.

—Carol Bellamy, U.N. Children’s Fund





So even if the Millennial child era is arriving later in many countries, it has recently gained real force. In the 1990s, over fifty nations amended their constitutions or legal codes to improve the status of children. lapan, Thailand, and the Philippines, long the locus of “child sex holidays” and child pornography films, have imposed strict new laws against both. Sri Lanka raised the age of sexual consent from 12 to 16. In Indonesia, the World Bank is testing a new plan to pay school costs to keep small kids out of the work force. Sweden banned TV ads aimed at children, and Italy, Poland, Denmark, and Latvia may soon follow. Greece wants to ban ads targeting anybody under age 18. Brazil’s national budget now shows how much money is spent on children. Through the spring of 2000, the fate of 6-year-old Eliän Gonzalez dominated the news across the western hemisphere.

The only significant exception appears to be in the Islamic world, where World War II did not create similar generations, and whose cultural defenses are stronger. Islamic nations have joined neither the downward global fertility trend nor the trend toward market-oriented individualism.

In summary, global Millennials seem to be most concentrated in societies that share a fairly similar generational constellation: East Asia, China, all of Europe, Russia, and the more prosperous nations of Latin America. Their birth-year boundaries vary. American and Canadian teens are at the leading edge. In Britain and Australia, the Post-X generation seems to be two or three years younger, and in the non-English-speaking developed world, several years younger still. This means that Americans and Canadians born between 1982 and 1985 lie across a generational divide from like-aged teenagers in most other countries, who remain more X-like. But today’s global “tweeners” (born in the late ‘80s) and younger kids (born in the ‘90s) share tighter links—from their post-Cold War location in history to their more protective parental nurturing style to their elevated status in the national media.



The Norwegian school system has worked intensively with the problem of “mobbing” (bullying) … a group process of harassing and eventually physically attacking a person.

—Damsgaard-Skogen Report on Norwegian children




There is probably a copycat effect at work between Littleton and the violence we are seeing among Germans in recent months. It’s like bank robberies. People see it on television and think, “I could do this, too.”—Ludwig Issing, Berlin psychologist




German schoolchildren have doubled their obesity rate in the past twenty years.

—Time




There are rational rules for protecting minors, of which the most developed are perhaps in Germany, which do things that, in the States, would be struck down as unconstitutional.

—Richard Swetenham, European Commission





To picture first-wave global Millennials, think of the age bracket corresponding to tens of millions of Pokémon fans, from 12-year-olds on master-trainer sites to 6-year-olds with their Pikachu figures. By the time these youth legions reach their teens and evolve to the next level, Millennials will begin to recognize themselves as a truly worldwide phenomenon.

Global Millennials

What distinguishes global Millennials from global Gen Xers? As in America, look at their location in history.

Look first at the worldwide fertility rate, whose change over the birth eras of the last three global generations reveals a sudden and stunning change. In the early 1950s (early global Boom births) the rate was 5.0 births per woman. In the late 1970s (early global Gen-X births) it was nearly the same, at 4.9 births per woman. But by the late 1980s (early global Millennial births), it had fallen to 3.3 births per woman—and by the year 2000, it has fallen even further to 2.7.

These declines were especially pronounced in Latin America (5.6 to 3.4) and in East Asia (5.5 to 2.4), led in the latter case by the antinatal policies of the Chinese government. In the developed countries, the average fertility rate by the late 1980s (1.8) had sunk well below the “replacement rate” necessary to keep the population from ultimately shrinking. The main global exceptions to rapidly falling fertility during the Gen-X birth era were the Islamic world and sub-Saharan Africa.

Where Boomers were the children of a fertility “boom” or plateau and Gen Xers the children of a fertility “bust,” global Millennials are the children of a lower yet newly stable fertility pattern that reflects an emerging family ethic favoring “quality over quantity.” Throughout most of the developed (and developing) world—China, lapan, Russia, Mexico, Europe—smaller families are now the norm. Beijing’s mandate limiting urban Han Chinese to one child per couple is producing what they call the “Peach” generation, only one seed per fruit. The Japanese have their “Little Emperors,” Latin societies their hijos unicos.
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Look also at the signal event of the late twentieth century—the end of the Cold War—and how that separates today’s two youngest generations. Where global Gen Xers grew up with the waning of the Cold War, global Millennials are the first true post-Cold War generation, with no personal recollection of what Ronald Reagan famously called “the Evil Empire.” Global Gen Xers arrived in a dangerously armed yet more stable bipolar world, in which America led one of two competing world systems. Global Millennials entered a less immediately endangered yet more disordered unipolar world, in which America rides supreme. To most of the world’s 1.5 billion preteens, no ideology competes with the American model— which to them means a world in which ordinary people can do basically what they want and prosper.



Not we, but our children will benefit fully [from a democratic Russia].

—Sonya Fetisova, 25, Moscow




Kill Serbs.

—Laurant, 9, Kosovo





During the 1950s, when global Boomers were kids, adults feared that the natural outcome for low-civic-energy societies was totalitarian dictatorship. During the Gen-X child era, that perception gradually changed. Millennials are now arriving in a world replete with democratization and individualism, technology and commercialism—all triumphant, all still expanding, and all apparently requiring not one iota of civic effort to sweep everything else away. As many kids understand it, the tide is unstoppable and will soon wrap around the globe. According to Freedom House, 14 percent of the world’s countries (with 31 percent of the world’s population) were democracies in 1950, expanding to 62 percent of the countries (and 58 percent of the people) in the year 2000. Again, as with population, the Boomer child era was static, young Gen Xers witnessed the most change, and young Millennials are stepping into the new reality.



Polls showed that Palestinian children as young as four described Jews as violent aggressors who shoot, kill, and beat Palestinians. Many Jewish children had negative images of Palestinians, whom they described as dirty and territorially aggressive.

—The Washington Post




Rechov Sumsun
 Sharaa Simsim

—Hebrew and Arabic names for Sesame Street, as used on Israeli V, where Israeli and Palestinian muppets live on separate streets
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The Vietnam War seems odd, in the hindsight perspective of a middle schooler studying history for the first time: Why would the United States fight for years at such cost when it could have just quit and watched both North and South Vietnam become market-oriented societies within a year or two? Global Millennials have never known a world in which democracy had to pay an enormous price in lives and resources to defend itself against enemies. They only know a world in which high-tech wars can be waged and won with zero casualties to the richer side. They look upon the United States as a rich and easy society, running on its own momentum, presided over by leaders who symbolize good times, personal pleasures, and ever-expanding wallets.

For today’s preteens, the freedom to move across borders is an established fact. Global Boomers assumed that you stayed put in the country in which you were born—unless (like some U.S. draft resisters) you had a political reason to leave. When global Gen Xers were children, that assumption gave way to a new, more economically driven mobility across borders. Yet even the youngest global Gen Xer can recall a time before the collapse of the Soviet “iron curtain.” Today’s global Millennial, by contrast, have trouble imagining a world in which any family cannot emigrate if it wants to or needs to badly enough.



We are making changes to the penal code to prevent offenses against young persons. The laws will prevent use of children for begging, drug trafficking, and sex.

—Gamini Peris, minister for justice and constitutional affairs, Sri Lanka




I’m illiterate, and I want my daughters to be smart.

—Didin Mujahidin, Java, Indonesia




She is the very embodiment of the Indian youth—ambitious, technology-oriented, and confident.

—Business Week, describingNeelam Aggarawal, 16, who owns(and rents out) her village’s onlycellular phone




Found Generation.

—Durcharan Das, title of book about South Asian youth





The world’s youth culture has shown a similar transition, dating back to the first postwar years. Global Boomers were children at a time when indigenous cultures reigned nearly everywhere and “American culture”—then an oxymoron—was perceived as bland and corny by postwar youth nearly everywhere. This global perception changed during the 1960s and ‘70s. When Gen Xers were children, American TV, movies, and music began to innovate, experiment, and spread through much of the world. By the late ‘80s and ‘90s, while U.S. Millennial were children, the entertainment industry learned how to profit from the export of a culture consistently more profane and violent than the domestic culture. Today, to children around the world, “American culture” means the opposite of bland and corny. Anyone tired of feature-length cartoons, Titanic, and boy bands can easily turn the channel to unprintable song lyrics, sexually charged TV shows, and movies overflowing with casual violence.

Now add technology to this mix. The world’s Boomers grew up with domestically produced movies and TV shows. Gen Xers grew up with VCRs and the rise of personal computers. The idea of worldwide high-tech linkages dawned while they were still children. Millennials are growing up after this has already happened. For most American children, satellites, cable TV, cell phones, and the internet are a given. For most children elsewhere, those devices remain dreams—but dreams they expect will soon become a shared reality. Even if the kids in some European town or remote Asian village don’t yet have cable, the internet, and cell phones, they can assume they probably will by the time they reach adulthood. Where global Gen Xers feel they are pioneering a new high-tech frontier, Millennials are growing up as that frontier is being settled—and, in time, will adapt the new technologies to suit themselves.

Millennials Mobilize

While teens in the rest of the world still look very much like X, or (in Britain) its fading shadow, teens in the United States and Canada are taking the lead in showing the world what comes after X. Others, from Tokyo to Berlin, may contribute plenty of new fads in dress and language. And others may later catch up—as Europeans did with Boomers by the late ‘60s, and as Europeans, Asians, and Russians did with Gen Xers by the early ‘90s. But for now, U.S. and Canadian youths are the initiators, the pathbreakers, the exemplars of what’s new.



Our children have no time to play, they have no kids to play with, and they have no place to play…

—Hideo Takayama, Japan




Preparing kids for exams is the major task of most other school systems. Only in the U.S. is “teaching for the test” considered a sin.

—Business Week




If exam-taking from infant ages is becoming overheated, we must consider ways to prevent such a situation.

—Hirofumi Nakasone, Japan’s education minister, commenting on the murder of a 2-year-old who won admission to a top kindergarten, by the mother of a child who did not




Exam War, Hotbed for Tragedy

—editorial,Yomiuri Shimbun, Japan





Where North American teenagers stand in the year 2000 is similar to where the continent’s Boomers stood around 1960 and Gen Xers around 1980—an as-yet-unheralded opening wedge of a global youth movement. To the extent U.S. and Canadian Millennial anticipate this global change—the more they correct for Boomers, turn away from the Gen-X style, and fill the roles vacated by G.I.s—the more leadership they can provide for today’s global children when the latter pass through their teens. And to the extent North American teens can fuse bits and pieces of other cultures into a new generational amalgam, the more they can set the trends for the global approach of the Millennial teen.

To date, U.S. and Canadian teens have been doing this. From Boston to Vancouver, L.A. to Halifax, they have been tracking down offerings from all continents—toys and games from here, books and music from there. Whatever they decide they like, they make popular by chatting it up in various media (including the internet), after which younger kids around the world follow their lead.

No other North American child generation ever borrowed so much from so many cultures other than its own. The Boomer childhood was distinctly nativist—and when Boomers came of age, the geographic origin of their youth trends was always clear, whether music from England, clothing from Italy, philosophy from France, or religion from India. In the Gen-X child era, multiculturalism was spreading rapidly, and by the time they reached young adulthood, their global links were subsumed in a vast mishmash of trends. Among Millennial children, this mishmash is all they’ve ever known, and the multicultural linkages are so pervasive that the national identities of today’s youth trends are often hard to pin down. A telling example is the Pokémon game and TV show, known to American kids by its lapanese name but still known to lapanese kids by an earlier English name, Pocket Monsters.

True to the second-generation immigrant pattern, Millennials are today forging a mind-set borrowed from bits and pieces of their countries of origin. The amalgam is part Ricky Martin, part Harry Potter, part Lego, part Kwanzaa, and part Pokémon. Among those culture groups, kids find unprecedented diversity—and from each, they can extract elements that feel (to them) stylistically fresh and socially corrective. From Latino cultures they find family values, upbeat attitudes, bright colors, and wider gender roles (with men who actually dance with women). From Europeans, they find political history, rules and codes, puzzles and other geometric toys, challenging pedagogy, and structured knowledge. From Africans, they can obtain close community rituals and the courage to assist peers in need. From East Asia, they learn teamwork, honor, deference to tradition, and respect for elders. These cultures offer far broader values than just these, of course—but Millennial are selecting only the aspects of those cultures that comport with their global persona.
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We are the future masters of our country, so we have to study hard to build our country stronger.

—Lijia, 12, a Beijing Young Pioneer




Today’s single children will become the most capable generation in China’s history.

—Sun Yuxiao, China Youth Research Center




Only children long for communication with others.

—Zhao Ziaoyu, Nankai University, on Chinese one-child families




Feeling pressure in school … Hope I can leave this place soon

—Flowers (Chinese teenage rock band), “School’s Out”





The cutting edge of this mind-set is less among today’s teens than among “tweens” born in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. By the time today’s third through sixth graders fill U.S. high schools—and (unlike first-wave Millennial) feel a bona fide generational kinship with global peers— they could be even busier sifting and sorting from among the world’s cultures, coming up with their own distinctly post-X blend and exporting it back to the world.

With the dawning of a new century, American Millennials are on the verge of broadcasting their viewpoint and style throughout the world. By the late ‘60s, American Boomers had launched their global peers on countless crusades of liberation (from technology, among other things).



I would like my friends to come here, but their parents would shout at them to earn more money.

—Ziamuddin, 12, a carpentry student in Kabul, Afghanistan, whose friends are street beggars




It makes me think about what I have and what they have. I shouldn’t always want, want, want. I should give more than I take.

—Ashley Smith, 11, whose Aurora (CO) fifth grade helped raise enough money to free several hundred Sudanese slaves





By the late ‘80s, Gen Xers were setting the global teen standard for a fully liberated consumerism, the commercialism to serve it, and new personal technologies. Millennials are well on the path to setting a global standard for a politics and economics that takes aggressive consumerism and unfettered commercialism as its starting point, and which seeks new community uses for technology.

U.S. and Canadian Millennial teens are already asserting a leadership role among their age mates around the world. One reason is that, in the manner of elder siblings, North Americans are reaching the new generational mind-set ahead of the others. That’s what makes overseas kids ready to pay attention to them. Another reason is their extraordinary pan-global diversity, through which kids from nearly every corner of the world can find bits and pieces of themselves in what goes on here. That makes kids overseas willing to follow their lead. A third reason is the ability of kids from so many countries to communicate with one another—and develop a sense of shared community—through the internet. That’s how kids elsewhere are able keep up with American and Canadian Millennials.

Teens here are, along with Australians, the world’s most aggressive and skillful navigators of the internet. For this, they owe a debt to older generations who provided the necessary tools and training. In 1999,25 percent of U.S. households had web hookups, versus 13 percent in Japan, 9 percent in Great Britain, 7 percent in Germany, and 4 percent in Italy—and among all global teens on-line, North Americans are the ones most likely to use the web for news, entertainment, purchases, and political action.

Older North American generations are boosting their kids’ leadership role by focusing so fervently on children’s issues and by constantly repeating the mantra that children are the future. Their own kids naturally focus on these issues, accept this mantra, see their global dimensions, go on-line to learn more about them, link up with kids from other countries, and begin to take action.

Kids around the world are themselves noticing the high Clinton-era priority that Americans place on the welfare of children—not just in their own domestic policies but in their major actions abroad. What causes the United States to intervene in locales such as Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, or Kosovo? U.S.-produced images of children, broadcast all over the world on satellite TV. Which nationality is most conspicuously willing to adopt orphaned children, no matter how sick? Whose army is most often used for humanitarian reasons? America’s movie and CD exports may be violent and profane, its president may constantly preach morals to the world as the world snickers at his, its armies may be forward-positioned in more places than ever—all that may be true and more— but from the standpoint of today’s global kids, no people stand readier than Americans to spend their treasure and risk their lives in order to help children anywhere who fall victim to wars, earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, famines, and disease.



Simon, you up? Simon Bogs, there are children in Mexico who have been up for three hours making shirts for corporate America.

—Laney, in She’s All That




I saw a boy lose his hand. He had it one minute, and then he didn’t have it the next. He was working with the [sisal shredder]. He was crying a lot, and he was bleeding—on his clothes, on the ground. I think it was his left hand.

—Richard Swetenham, European Commission





These are positive things, duly noted around the planet, which have the effect of enhancing the American Millennials’ budding leadership role among their global peers. In a letter to the Junior Journal, Taiwan teen Chen Jun-Lin quoted the Backstreet Boys to offer her view from across the Pacific: “I don’t care who you are, where you’re from, what you did, as long as you love me.” Life remains wretched for millions of kids in a world where, each day, 32,000 children under the age of 5 die of preventable causes. Older people sympathize, but assume nothing much can be done. Today’s kids are shedding that fatalism and are trying to find a new challenge by taking on soluble global ills every generation before them has come to tolerate.

“Through friendships and fibre-optic cables,” says the web site of the global teen activist Nation 1, “youth are taking positive action to shape their planet. The Youth Movement consists of many remarkable projects all over the globe. However, for the true power of youth to be realised, it is imperative that we unite, by using what we know best: technology.” Nation l’s organizing motto—“connecting and empowering youth”— speaks to this rising generation’s modus. Its global-action web sites don’t look anything like the noisy, dumbed-down sites older people often design to attract teen visitors. Instead, they are simple, uncluttered, and briskly informative, with trim fonts and clean designs, and proudly state their linkages with the adult institutional world without a trace of Boomer coyness or Gen-X cynicism. They bristle with action plans, lists of prior achievements, and no-nonsense requests for help.

Usually, Millennial internet activists target their own global peers— children on all continents who are abused, hungry, or otherwise hurting. The number-one geographic focus is Africa, whose kids inhabit a bottomless pit of suffering and need. In a vast arc reaching from Sudan across Rwanda and Congo to Angola, an estimated 60,000 children under 15 have been pressed into combat and fight in wars that rage on even after the next-older, soldier-age generation has been largely wasted. Tens of thousands of Sudanese children are enslaved, which has prompted a vast effort by a hundred American middle schools to demand, or buy, their freedom.



More than 120,000 children, some as young as seven, are serving as soldiers in Africa’s numerous wars.… Most child fighters are boys, but some are girls who are first used as “girlfriends” by adult troops.

—Financial Times




What verdict will our descendants render upon their ancestors who stood by silently as a generation of African children were reduced to a biological underclass by this sexual holocaust?

—Eugene Rivers, on the African AIDS epidemic




Children are dying from hunger in Angola …. If food is available, children eat last, because they are the most expendable. And those children who survive will come of age amid malnutrition, illiteracy, violence, and ruthless epidemics such as polio and meningitis. Their legacy, should they survive, will be a vast plain of scorched earth.

—Catherine Bertini, World Food Programme





The crudest childhood scourge is AIDS (in Africa, “slim disease”). It has killed so many parents that many villages now contain only the very old and very young. Through this year, nearly ten million African children under 15 have lost their mothers, or both parents, to AIDS. In 1997-98 alone, the number of new orphans was utterly staggering: over one million in Uganda alone, another million in Kenya, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, half a million in Tanzania—even 180,000 in the more prosperous South Africa. “Nobody has an excuse for apathy,” writes Newsweek. Here lies a great Millennial challenge: Can they rescue their African peers? Can they apply science—or change human behavior—to prevent the next generation from being ravaged even worse? Surely, many will try.

When Millennials get busy, they get results. To date, no one has gotten more results than a 1982-born Canadian, Craig Kielburger. When he was 12, Craig read a Toronto Star article about a Pakistani boy his age who had been sold into bondage as a carpet weaver and who one day dared to speak out against child labor—and then was murdered.

Reading that story changed Craig’s life. Within five years, Craig (now 17) and his friends had succeeded in establishing Free the Children, a power-packed global youth army with 100,000 volunteers in more than twenty countries. Using the internet and working closely with a variety of public and private organizations, Craig’s group has helped build child-worker rehabilitation sites in Asia, set up job cooperatives for mothers of Latin American child workers (enabling the latter to go to school), create rescue homes for Middle Eastern camel jockeys, extract Filipino children from the sex trade, and organize a European boycott of carpets that lack a “rugmark” guaranteeing they are not made by small children. Their volunteers have aided hurricane relief in Nicaragua, sent health kits and baby items to Kosovo, campaigned to get the police to assist Mexico’s child beggars, and sought to criminalize “child sex tourism.” Free the Children’s new goal is to mobilize global teens to get their governments to ban the worst forms of child labor and criminally punish those who are responsible.
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Excellencies and officials of Europe…. We suffer enormously in Africa. Help us. We have problems in Africa. We lack rights as children. We have war and illness, we lack food…. We have schools, but we lack education…. We want to study, and we ask you to help us to study so we can be like you, in Africa

—written message found with Guineans Yaguine Koita, 14, and Fode Tounkara, 15, who froze to death in the baggage compartment of an airliner after stowing away on a flight to Brussels




This is a new phenomenon. Children are discovering that they dont have to be helpless, because they can have an impact by getting together.

—Janet Nelson, UNICEF





When in history has any single group of kids launched so many activities, on so many continents, on behalf of so many less-fortunate members of their own generation? Kudos to Craig Kielburger—and to the internet, without which Free the Children might never have gained traction. Yet for this cause to have gone so far so fast, more was required than energetic kids with high-tech tools. Adults worldwide have been totally supportive in ways they would not have been in earlier eras. Teenage good-deed-doing on a global scale would have seemed incomprehensible in the 1940s, ridiculous in the 1960s, implausible in the 1980s. Today, it makes sense, and it happens.

More, much more, is still to come. As U.S. and Canadian Millennial get older, they will continue to mobilize their global generation. Perhaps, as young adults, they will not deem the plight of their African (and other Third World) peers so far beyond hope as today’s older generations seem to think. Who knows what good they can someday do?



We have proved the critics wrong when they say the young aren’t old enough, capable enough, or smart enough to bring about change.

—Craig Kielburger, 17, Free the Children





But the world cannot assume that Millennial deed-doing will always be so benign. What many of today’s global Boomers now fear—a perpetuation of global Gen X, with all the splintery cynicism and hardscrabble nomadism that implies—will not be the coming youth problem. Instead, there will be other dangers, coming from unexpected directions. The budding power of this global generation could soon be a source of immense civic energy, for good or ill, throughout the world.

The children who have attracted such intense public concern throughout the developed world will reach their teens in the Oh-Ohs and come of age as adults in the Oh-Teens. As they do, their nations may be inclined to mobilize against any obstacle standing in their way. This could pit U.S. Millennial against Millennial abroad (the Chinese “Peach” generation?) or against young Islamics who will not share the same generational kinship. Let’s hope that it will do neither—that it will instead pit Millennial with Millennial against some of the great unmet challenges facing all of humanity.
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One prediction can safely be made. By the time today’s “tweens” come fully of age as adults, the world will understand that it has not reached the end of history. And by the time today’s newborns come fully of age about a quarter century from now, the world will understand that history has restarted, powerfully, with a new burst of youthful energy.



PART THREE

WHERE THEY’RE GOING




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE CLOCK IS TICKIN’


Mm-hmm, soda pop bop…

The clock is tickin ‘, an ‘we can’t stop

—BRITNEY SPEARS, “Soda Pop”



[image: ]he stroke of the new year on January 1, 2000, marked a major moment of life-cycle reassessment for all of the adult generations who experienced it. Many G.I.s marveled that they had lived long enough to be there. Many Silent reoriented themselves to a high-tech, high-touch future that they presumed would henceforth be more leisure than labor. Many Boomers, with the sci-fi sound of Zarathustra still in their ears, counted their remaining mortgage payments and wondered if they still had time to discover the truth. To many Gen Xers, Y2K signaled the final closing of their youth era and the beginning of life’s real challenges.



As I look upon the happy faces in front of me, I see the cure for cancer, the space station completed, and the world changed in unimaginable, profound ways—it seems as if the young are becoming more enthusiastic and more intelligent—I do not doubt that the 2000 graduating class from Village Green will be anything less than superior.

—Joshua Shapiro, 17, in a graduation address to preschoolers




Graduation caused me to look at all the kids I went to preschool with in a new light for the first time. Suddenly, it’s different. I’m sort of looking at them as adults.

—Ben Snell-Callinan, 18




I’ll never turn around, anymore …

—The Moffatts, “We Are Young”





None of this taking stock mattered to the first Millennials, the Class of 2000—those whom young Lindsay Dance calls “the beginning of the future,” a future that truly belongs to Lindsay’s peers more than to older people. As they speak out about the future, they are beginning to reveal a can-do attitude utterly unlike that of Boomers back in the 1960s. “We’re going to get some things accomplished,” says 17-year-old Brent Bice.



This is my generation and my life, and I’m going to do something with it.

—Tyler Hudgens, 15




I’m at the point now where I need to take some steps forward. People will just have to be ready for it.

—Jonathan Taylor Thomas, 17




Setting goals is easy, but it is not so easy to obtain them.

—Bouavanh Phommachanh, 17




I don’t think there will ever be a Utopian country, but if we try, we can get pretty close!

—Sarah Trent, 12





“We’re not going to be the whiners or complainers or the ones sitting in therapists’ chairs or turning into couch potatoes watching low-budget TV movies. We know what we’re talking about, we know where we’re going.”

Where exactly is it that the Lindsay Dances and Brent Brices are going? The Millennial Generation is primed and poised to power its way through American society. But when? And how?

The when questions are easier to answer, since there are fairly predictable phase-of-life events associated with each age bracket. For example, one can say with some certainty when most Millennials will marry, have children, be of military age, buy their first homes, or fully occupy the youth culture. Even their political timetable is predictable. Over the last two centuries, there has been a fairly regular age schedule by which American generations have risen and fallen in their dominance of different political institutions. A generation attains a plurality in state legislatures, for example, when its first cohort attains its late forties, in the U.S. Congress when it reaches its early fifties, and in the U.S. Supreme Court when it reaches its mid-sixties.

The how questions are more interesting, albeit less easy to answer. What will Millennials someday do to families, the culture, the economy, or government? This requires an understanding of how (and why) they will differ from Boomers and Gen Xers, at each phase of life—in other words, how their unique generational persona will shape the behavior and attitudes they bring to young adulthood, midlife, and old age.

History does, of course, always mete out surprises, good and bad. When those surprises and public actions are big enough—as the Great Depression and World War II were for young-adult G.I.s—they can fix a generation’s reputation and agenda for the rest of its life. Let’s defer those issues until the next two chapters.

For the remainder of this chapter, let’s look at what Millennials are likely to do, decade by decade. Barring cataclysmic events, one can at least sketch out a timetable with a fair degree of confidence. Further out, these forecasts all hinge on how history might intrude on the Millennial life cycle. Intrude, it will. No one seriously believes that the next seventy-five years will unfold as smoothly as they do in the official Census projections or Social Security’s actuarial tables. This is especially so for a generation that is likely to have such a great impact on the future shape of political and economic institutions.
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We live in the generation where all that matters is the future.

—Kirsten Johnson, 16




The future is going to look brighter because our expectations of youth have been low for such a long time.

—Dallas Morning News




Our generation has more pressure to be the greatest, which is good as a goal, but is also detrimental [and] can lead to bad decisions in life.

—Lorie Thompson, 17




It’s time to see our kids for who they truly are…. [Mjostofthem could one day make this country an immensely better place.

—David Gergen, U.S. News & World Report




You have to use us. America needs people, they need young people to keep their communities going.

—Atkinson, 15




We shouldn’t be the generation of complainers. We should be the generation of doers.

—Kimberly Huston, 16




I just hope that my kids aren’t as rebellious as you Boomers were.

—Michael Eliason, 17





The twenty-first century belongs to Millennials far more than to Boomers or Gen Xers, and the Oh-Ohs will be the decade of their breakout. Over time, how history has already shaped them will have much to say about how they will shape history.

The Millennial Life Cycle

The past is record: The first Millennial babies were born in 1982, walked in 1983, talked in 1984, reached kindergarten in 1987, and entered middle school in 1994 and high school in 1996. They started having soccer moms in the late ‘80s, hit puberty in the early ‘90s, and stole their first kisses and smokes in the middle ‘90s. They received drivers’ licenses, took their SATs, found part-time jobs, went to proms, and made their first serious sexual choices in the late ‘90s. The year 2000 brings their first high school graduations, college admissions, military enlistments, union-hall signups, and lasting separations from Mom and Dad. It’s also when they will start voting.



In 2007, 6.9 million men and 9.1 million women will be in college.

—U.S. Department of Education forecast




[T]here’s a large group of people entering college and then the workplace. Although the competition will be tougher, it could also be beneficiai because everyone will be striving to be more excellent.

—Andrea Greenwich, 17




Educators must lure male students back to college and the fuller intellectual life it represents—even if sitting in class reading Beowulf doesn’t seem as exciting as earning $75,000 designing web pages.

—The Washington Post,paraphrasing Georgia Governor Zeli Miller




At age 18, Ariye Shater took a summer job at a high-tech company, which offered him an annual salary of more than $50,000 if he would skip college and stay on as a full-timer.

—The New York Times




A lot of guys get a pickup, a dog, and build houses.

—Linda Burnett Shade, chancellor, University of Colorado at Colorado Springs, explaining why fewer men are heading to college





Then what? The timetables are predictable, the meanings more speculative. However, what is already known about Millennials, combined with the historical record of other generations, enables one to draw an outline with a fair degree of confidence.

THE OH-OHS

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will start dropping out of college (many to join the dot-coms) in 2001. They will reach age 20 (and graduate from junior college) in 2002. They will reach legal drinking age (and start quitting college for pro sports) in 2003, graduate from college in 2004, fully occupy the lower military ranks in 2005, comprise the pop culture’s entire target market in 2006, qualify for lower car insurance rates, be eligible to be elected to the U.S. Congress, reach the current median female marriage and childbirth age, and begin graduating from law schools in 2007, earn medical diplomas in 2008, and reach the current median male marriage age in 2009. Early in the Oh-Ohs, a recognizable generation of Millennial teens will gain attention in Britain and Australia; by mid-decade, in much of Europe; by the end of the Oh-Ohs, in Asia and Latin America.

The public discovery of their existence (which began in 1997) will extend through about the year 2002, by which point most Americans will accept that Millennials are a bona fide new generation. They will fully possess the youth culture roughly between the years 2002 and 2007. Sometime between 2007 and 2012, they will break out as a major national phenomenon.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. Keep an eye on the Class of 2000. Since birth, they’ve been something of a public property, a trait that will follow them into their twenties. Through the Oh-Ohs, whatever institutions they newly occupy—from college to pop culture, from armed forces to union halls and voting booths—will receive the same media glare, parental obsession, and political intrusion that high schools felt in the late 1990s. By mid-decade, the nation will have a fascination for 18- to 22-year-old youths, who will be newly protected, pressured, and praised. By decade’s end, the public fascination will extend into the middle twenties age bracket.



It seems that the people who run the dorms on [the Cai Poly] campus have decided that it is a right for incoming freshpeople to have a spot in the dorms, as space permits. Note that this means that the Xers currently populating the dorms will get thrown out. … I guess they want to provide the college experience. Weird. Cai Poly has been very student-unfriendly in all of my experience.

—Justin Smith




There has been a lot of talk around [Marietta College] here as to how “bad” the students are and how they don’t have respect for each other or their living space, so with the incoming freshmen they really wanted to emphasize being community-oriented … making a conscious effort to civilize younger people.

—The Marcolian




Boston University is now building a superdorm at a cost of $100,000 per student, double the national average. The glass-and-steel tower looks less like a rooming house than a sleek yuppie condo, with sweeping views of the Charles River and the Boston skyline. All bedrooms are private, shared carpeted suites with genuine kitch ens—adu It-size fridges, built-in microwaves, garbage disposals, the works.

—The New York Times Magazine





Through the Oh-Ohs, Millennials will rise swiftly and smartly in pop-culture influence. The gap will narrow between their own tastes and what older culture providers market to them. Much like in the ‘60s, during which Silent songsters such as Bob Dylan and Paul Simon developed a keen ear for the younger Boomer attitude, the Oh-Oh youth culture will showcase a new round of Gen Xers who move beyond X-ish angst and speak more clearly to the Millennial mind-set.

In music, film, and sports, Millennial stars will begin to emerge, and the male half of this generation will begin to assert itself. Some of this will still reflect a Gen-X shadow, but most will reveal a more recognizably Millennial attitude, exemplified by a new type of team-oriented athlete in pro sports and clean-cut (macho or girlish) star in entertainment. Pop music will become more melodic and singable. Gen-X genres such as new wave, alt-rock, and rap will still be around, but, by degrees, these styles will be tamed and domesticated to suit the new youth taste. Sitcoms will become more melodramatic and wholesome, casting away much of the residual Gen-X veneer (that will now be considered “very ‘90s”). Film and theater will blend the high-tech with the traditional. Many older people will applaud these trends, but some critics will complain that “bland” is in, and that nothing profound or provocative is being expressed.

Colleges and universities will buzz with activity, change, new pressures, and new arguments. As more college-bound students from the United States and around the world compete for a fixed number of desirable slots, elite schools will become even more selective, second-tier schools (and top-caliber state schools) will rise in prestige, and single-gender and sectarian schools will grow in popularity. Most colleges’ average SAT scores will rise. Rejected students and their parents will complain about perceived unfairnesses in admissions. Affirmative-action criteria will be retooled to pay less attention to race and more to socioeconomic background. The stakes will seem very high. More than ever, college and entry-level jobs will act as societal sorting mechanisms, through which young adults will learn where they stand in relation to their peers.

School spirit and the quality of college life (dorms, food, library reading rooms) will enjoy an upswing, fueled by fussy Boomer parents who will have more than the usual trouble “letting go.” The college decision will become more of a joint parent-student issue. Colleges will be expected to provide the complete traditional collegiate experience, from ivy-covered halls to pep rallies to classic subjects. Prodded by parents and the media, administrators will toughen on-campus security and rules of student conduct. By the end of the decade, colleges will scale back or eliminate their remedial freshman classes. Except at elite schools, the academic standards movement will reach college in some form, perhaps through pregraduation competency testing. Grades, honor codes, internet behavior, and cheating on exams will all become major issues.



During my year in the dormi at Berkeley in 1979-80, heavy drinking and drugs were prevalent and totally overlooked by the university. There was zero “adult” supervision of the 18-year-old kids going wild, breaking the law on university property. Today’s media and parents will not tolerate such behavior from the Millennials as they start college.

—Rick Toft




When they have sex, which I hope is after they’ve earned their PhD, I want it to be a wonderful experience.

—Michael McGee, Planned Parenthood




It’s all about mainstreaming the campus, turning it into another puppy mill. We might fight it, but unfortunately, that’s where things are headed.

—Kristin Wartman,editor o/Cal-Santa Cruz, on the university’s decision to abandon a 35-year practice of no letter grades, beginning with the 2001 school year




You realize we’re all going to go to college as virgins. They probably have special dorms for people like us.

—Jim, in American Pie





The old Boomer-era campus causes will recede, to the chagrin of aging faculty, and be replaced by others of more urgency to the Millennial life experience. Women will win rising shares of leadership positions, academic honors, and graduate admissions. At the same time, men will feel less at home on campus, male dropout rates will rise, and gender-studies programs will come under student attack. How to bring young men back into higher education will become recognized as a national problem. A more multiethnic student body will seek common ground rather than bastions of separatism. Students will prefer the melding of ethnic-studies programs into more traditional academic fields. Class (and money) will rise above gender or race as a flashpoint for student political argument. Dating across racial and ethnic lines will be more common, while dating across class lines will become less so.

The younger Millennial cohorts, meanwhile, will show a marked improvement in achievement and behavior. That, in turn, will make scholastic competition more intense and professionalized (with more private tutors and precollege counselors). The academic side of school will be more rigorous and less fun. Educators, political leaders, and the media will edge away from their ‘90s-era criticisms of teenagers and will more often declare the quality of school-age children to be a badge of national progress.

By the time Millennials entirely fill the ranks of college and graduate schools, they will resolve longstanding debates about substance abuse. Most rates of what is now defined as “abuse” will go down, but tobacco and marijuana could go either way. Their use may become ritualized into this generation’s peer-driven sociability and be perceived as a salve to rising academic and social pressures. What Millennials decide is acceptable will be transformed, cleaned up, domesticated, given a lasting stamp of social approval, and no longer considered dangerous. In any case, they will decide by behavior what culture-warring Boomers could never decide with rhetoric: which substances constitute “use,” and which “abuse.” If Millennials decide that tobacco smoking is OK, the current antitobacco siege will lift. If they decide it’s wrong, the U.S. industry’s domestic markets will collapse—and perhaps, with the help of global Millennials around the world, its export markets as well. Whatever Millennials decide will settle these debates for decades.



I know some kids who are on TV and stuffand end up in trouble, butVm not gonna be like that. I’m only gonna keep acting as long as it’s fun. Then maybe VII play pro golf. Or maybe I’ll just buy the [Los Angeles] Clippers.

—Frankie Muntz, star of Malcolm in the Middle




Even if I earn millions, I will probably do the average things, like live in a dorm and work at McDonald’s…. Probably not McDonald’s.

—Amelia Atwater-Rhodes, teenage author of In the Forests of the Night




When I get older I want to be a pro baseball player, and I also would like to have a family and children. I could live without baseball, but if I didn’t have family I don’t know what I would do.

—Chase, 13




JOEY: People change, Dawson. DAWSON: They don’t have to.

—Dawson’s Creek




Market analysts are predicting a values shift for Gen Y lovers whose dating, mating, and child-rearing habits may be more like those of their grandparents than like the cast of Melrose Place.

—American Demographics





Millennials will redomesticate the dating-and-mating process. Teenage balls and proms will become more formal and fully supervised. Postadolescents will strip the singles scene of much of its current edgi-ness and danger by placing a new emphasis on manners, modesty, and old-fashioned gender courtesies. They will introduce courtship rituals that stress reciprocal duties and deference to parents—modern variants of the young prince delivering a dragon’s head to the father of his beloved. Compared to Gen Xers, though, these young couples will have much clearer plans for where they want to go in life—plans which parents will find hard to obstruct. To reduce the risk of disease and infertility, and to conform to new peer social standards, Millennials will begin to reverse the trend toward later marriage and childbirth.
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They’ve changed television as we know it. They’ve changed the box office, and fashion. What’s next?

—Ed Winter




Will the big brands of the new millennium bear names most of us have not yet heard of?

—Business Week




Computer games are destined to become the originating point for the next century’s popular culture.

—David Bennahum, APL Digital




The kids who don’t have computers at home will be at such a fundamental disadvantage. It will be as if they don’t have a pen or paper.

—Elliot Soloway, University of Michigan




We only use 20 percent of our brains, and there’s so much more out there than what we’ve established for ourselves as a society. I want more.

—Chrissy Preston, 17





Young workers will demand that employers adjust to the needs of workers who wish to build careers and families at the same time and to lead lower-stress lives than their parents did. “Fair play” on pay and benefits will be at issue, and new labor problems will arise, especially among male workers. The American workplace will become less nomadic and X-ish, and—following the next recession—more cooperative, standard, and loyal. Entry-level youths will be attracted to solid companies with career ladders and standardized pay and benefits (including, for men, continuing education programs). They will be less attracted to consulting, contracting, temping, freelancing, or new business startups. Older employees will admire their skills, confidence, and team spirit, but will question their creativity and toughness. Millennial women will dominate entry-level medical, legal, and media positions, while Millennial men will dominate business and technology. These and other gender separations will protect and enhance a new sense of role identity and esteem for females and males alike. In a reversal of young-adult Boomer trends, men will specialize more on construction and institution building, women (with their growing lead in arts and humanities degrees) on values and culture.

Young-adult Millennials will start constructing a new definition of “middle class.” As their cliquishness ages with them, a clearer generational center of gravity will emerge than ever existed for Gen X, within which social prestige (and pecking order) will become important. Millennials will define certain ways in which it will be more (or less) acceptable to make a living, with social status accorded to those who fit those definitions and denied those who do not. Within a more tightly defined order of higher and lower class, Millennials will be less inclined than Gen Xers were at like age to take big career risks or turn their personal lives inside out to make more money.
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Big brands will return to the youth shopping cart, as Millennial simplify their choices. They will take the pieces of the splintery Gen-X commercial culture and gather them all under the umbrella of a few huge happy-looking logos, each of which will subsume all individuality and diversity within a choice of product lines. This will enable Millennial to enjoy a vast diversity of personal choice—while at the same time building trust with a small number of commercial providers and creating a single overarching generational style. They will begin buying big-ticket items such as cars and appliances, after consulting with (and often receiving major financial help from) their parents. Durability and “class” in the eyes of peers will be big new concerns. Young adults will be drawn most to products that combine their focus on family formation and community approval with breakthrough technologies.



As we enter the twenty-first century, teenagers face greater opportunities for personal growth and economic success than ever before.

—Council of Economic Advisers




Yes, we have a bright future, and we see that you need money to survive on this planet, period.

—Courtney Snowden, 17




You will not make forty thousand dollars a year right out of high school. You won’t be a vice-president with a earphone until you earn both.

—Charles Sykes, author ofDumbing Down Our Kids




The more the market climbs now, the less room there will be in later years for younger investors to gain.

—Peter Coy, Business Week




The outcome might be a very large upper-middle class if everyone’s goals are fulfilled.

—Rima Tatevossian, 17




You see the jobs people have, the high cost of living … and you feel a lot of pressure to support this lifestyle.

—Chris Powell, 17





Leading-edge Millennials will render the internet and other new technologies less chaotic, more reliable, and less dangerous for the younger members of their own generation. They will embrace and help develop groupware, community networks, cooperative games, and web devices that credential, simplify, segment, and screen the infosphere. A new breed of internet activists will marshal global peers on political, economic, military, and environmental issues of common concern.

In politics, young voters will emerge as a new powerhouse, surprising most older people with their activism and determination. Youth voting rates will rise. Collegians and high school students will use the internet to build a whole new style of grassroots politics and erect electronic national arenas in which youths won’t just talk and run surveys, but organize, agree on action plans, and delegate authority. The armed forces will increase in prestige by becoming, to the public eye, less an outpost for solo gladiators and more a camp for public-works teams. Some form of national service will emerge as a natural outgrowth of the school-uniform movement, trampling libertarians under an emerging consensus from both sides of the culture wars. In 2009, the fortieth anniversary of Woodstock will bear little resemblance to the original, as Millennials clean it up and lend it a distinctly can-do political bent.

By decade’s end, the Oh-Ohs will feel much more different from the ‘90s than the ‘90s did from the ‘80s. Millennials will set the tone for the Oh-Ohs just as Boomers did for the 1960s, though not at all in the same way. Where the Boomer upheaval focused on issues of self, culture, and morals, the Millennial upheaval will focus on issues of community, politics, and deeds. They will rebel against the culture by cleaning it up, rebel against political cynicism by touting trust, rebel against individualism by stressing teamwork, rebel against adult pessimism by going positive, and rebel against societal ennui by actually getting a few things done.



By 2010, minorities will form the majority of children in Hawaii (80 percent), New Mexico (77percent), California (57percent), New York (53 percent), Florida (53 percent), and Louisiana (50 percent).

—U.S. Census Bureau




I chuckle to think that MTV and the WB of 2000 look like Nick of 1992.1 wonder what MTV will look like in 2010.

—Chris Loyd, 17
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For the rest of their lives, Millennials will look back on the songs, films, and events of the Oh-Ohs with the when-we-were-young nostalgia a generation always attaches to the time it broke out as a new phenomenon.

THE OH-TEENS

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will reach age 30 in 2012 (and become eligible for the U.S. Senate). They will produce their first national leaders (governors, senators, and members of Congress) early in the decade, emerge as the largest generation of eligible voters and become eligible for the presidency in 2017, and attain roughly 5 percent of national leaders in 2019. This will be their peak decade for marriage and for the birth of first children. Millennials will be the leading writers, performers, and consumers of the pop culture, and will be reaching their peak of cultural influence. By now, a truly global generation of Millennials will be emerging in many parts of the world.



You’re the past, I’m the future, the future

—Brandy, “The Boy Is Mine”




We’re told we will produce a generation … who will expect the world to be as delighted with them as we are. And even as we laugh at the knock-knock jokes and exclaim over the refrigerator drawings, we secretly fear the same thing.

—Joan Ryan,San Francisco Chronicle




Things changed so fast between my mother’s generation and mine, and you wonder, will things change that fast again ?

—Gen Xer mom




We all have that dream to make it to the top When we do we know we’re never gonna stop

—Cleopatra, “Cleopatra’s Theme”




Once any band of Millennials conforms with each other, they end up with that power to make everything work. From gangs to sports to politics, Millennials are going to strengthen almost every different element in American society.

—Josh Braxon




Happiness is just around the corner.

—Vengaboys, “We Like To Party!”





Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. Millennials will begin the decade at the peak of their breakout, and will end it with their generation being a tired subject (much like Gen X became by the mid-’90s). Their breakout will seem utterly uncreative in the cultural sense, but enormously powerful politically. Millennial youths will go for tangible results, not gestures or feelings. They will coalesce and mobilize around any challenge that admits to a measurable, quantitative solution. Their hugely powerful political influence will start being embedded in national institutions, with which they will be bonding and identifying—much as Boomers bonded and identified with the culture during the 1970s.

On campus, as in other youth environs, the Oh-Teens will be more a decade of consolidation than change. Millennials will still dominate university life, but their influence will no longer be new. In the pop culture, they will overwhelm the residue of Gen-X influence. Mature Millennial stars will emerge, many of them Latin and Asian, who will reflect a more mature and domesticated concept of masculinity and femininity than did the first batch of (Oh-Oh-era) Millennial stars.

The Oh-Teens will be the first of the Millennials’ two main family-forming decades. While they have babies, they will begin to make their mark on schools and community life. As always, their priorities will land right atop the public agenda. They will expect government to be pro-parent, not merely pro-child. They will evaluate institutions on the basis of how well they enhance their ability to fulfill their roles as parents, to raise children, and to provide for their households. Institutions seen as favorable to family life will be reinvigorated; those seen as harmful, challenged. The very definition of marriage may be reinforced with new forms of certification. Family-making will become more popular and better facilitated by public policy. Men and women will together create a more conformist peer culture, with new and diverging standards and expectations for each sex. As this happens, feminist ideas of the 1970s (or even 1990s) will feel outmoded—displeasing many aging Boomers and Silent.



Yes, I’m going to conquer these people and I’m going to make all these people happy.

—Yonah Higgins, Cleopatra




Xers grew up; Millennials were crafted. Xers made great individuals. Millennials may end up just being good tools.

—Pat Meli




Q: Do you think the web should be censored so you can’t see censored material?

A: Yes… If it’s called harmful, chances are that it is in fact harmful, and I can’t think of one practical use of this kind of stuff on the web.

—Aaron, 15




Your internet server is like your house or business, or any other place where kids hang out, and it should be run by your rules. You should be allowed to censor anything you want…. If someone is causing a disturbance, you should have the right to ban them.

—Eric, 14





Racial and ethnic divisions will be supplanted by a new sense of societal cohesion. Transracial marriages and multiracial children will be more common, with less attention paid to the cultural differences once associated with various races and ethnic groups. As the browning of America reaches critical mass, diverse Latin, Asian, African, and Arab elements will mix into an increasingly pureed “melting pot.”

In the workplace, new gender walls will begin rising. Health care, in particular, may become a bastion for Millennial females, much as teaching did for women in the G.I. Generation—with surgeons providing a male outpost much as math and science teachers once did for male G.I.s. To the emerging generational ethos, such a new arrangement could make total sense. Similar bastions may arise within law, journalism, the ministry, and the arts. Politics could become a gender battleground, as young women who were the circa-2000 high school student-body presidents confront male peers who are increasingly ambitious in that sphere of life.
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A new middle class will emerge. With thirtyish Millennials filling the lesser-paid ranks, a distinctly modern form of unionism could resurrect class-consciousness, culminating in political class warfare and demands for higher taxes on rich Gen-X tycoons and reduced benefits for affluent old Boomers, whose old-age entitlements might be resented by Gen Xers and Millennials alike. With the disappearance of the generations to whom the original Social Security and Medicare “promises” were made, Millennials may feel free to press for a “new new deal” that would reduce payouts to Boomers and Gen Xers in return for better long-term treatment of Millennials, who by then will embody America’s hopes for its national future.

THE OH-TWENTIES

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will reach age 40 in 2022. Their officers will begin retiring from the military. They will dominate the teaching profession early in the decade and school boards and juries by late in the decade. They will comprise roughly 20 percent of national leaders by 2025. Still giving birth in large numbers, Millennials will begin to control the child’s world for a new generation of babies that start arriving in the Oh-Twenties. Millennials will be at their peak of cultural influence, as producers, writers, and performers of the pop culture for their successors in youth.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. On the brink of midlife, first-wave Millennials will combine confidence, energy, and con-formism to fashion a new era of political vigor and family-friendly “normalcy.” Little social argument will be tolerated. By now, the browning of America will be accepted as fact—accompanied, perhaps, by new restrictions on further immigration. When people want to attack a group, they’ll put their criticism in terms of politics and economics, quite unlike the moral and cultural wedge issues of the late twentieth century. Income and class disparities will narrow, as Millennial unionism and corporatism rise in power.

Millennials will aggressively apply their stamp to every aspect of American life. In the culture, they will clean up the elder “mistakes” of their youth era, in ways that might today seem authoritarian and intensely anti-individual. In the workplace, they will add stress-reducing structures to settle expectations, even at the cost of innovation. In technology, they will launch big projects to improve people’s daily lives.



I’m going to law school to become a )udge. Somebody has to clean up the streets.

—Christen Sutton, 11




We are the new age, the age of electronics, of better technology and medicine.

—LocDao,16




In the next twenty years, I hope to develop a way to regenerate the part of the brain that is dead after a stroke.

—Curry Cheek, 14




Why did they make [the universe], if we can’t go any farther than that?

Lorenzo Hernandez, 10, on why human exploration should not stop at the moon





Late in the decade, Millennials will start shaping a new child generation—as voters and educators, not just as parents. Here they will be inclined to encourage personal qualities not seen, and widely missed, in the orderly social and cultural environment they have created. They will correct what they will consider the Boomers’ stress-inducing parenting “mistakes” by imposing less structure and allowing more freedom. Long skeptical of the heavily protective and behavioral Gen-X parenting style, Millennial parents and voters will now be in the position to correct it. In schools, they will ease up on the pressure throttle, in an effort to make learning more fun and children more creative.



Now, we by no means killed God— no, no. … We simply tucked him away in the cupboard for safekeeping, maybe to use again one day, but only for special occasions. I guess you could say I’d delight in a millennial awakening of sorts, but for now we lay our goods at the grand altar of cyber power and hard drives.

Because our generation has the resources it does and the ability to obtain such resources, we are more powerful than any other generation in terms of technology, money, and weapons.

—Sara Williams, 17




Could it be that these little hard-drivers are more aggressive, activist, and forceful in their beliefs, whatever those beliefs might be?

—Erika Massey, 17
—Brian Rush




To ask us to produce great artists and articulate a brilliant new culture might be asking a bit too much.

—Michael Eliason, 17




People expect so much of me, and I can’t do it all.

—Gibson Cima, 17





By decade’s end, Millennials will be more robustly involved with American political and economic institutions than Boomers were in the late ‘80s or Gen Xers in the late Oh-Ohs. Asserting itself with great fanfare, a fresh-faced “power elite” will begin to challenge the aging Gen Xer entrepreneurial elite, who might be willing to praise their juniors as a group while questioning their mettle as individuals. Millennials will herald a modern technocratic vision of progress, whose lofty goals will require long-term civic action and a costly new infrastructure.

The Oh-Twenties will be the decade during which a large number of Boomers begin to pass away, leaving behind nettlesome wills and artifacts of “wisdom” that will be ineffably precious to them but of little use to Millennials, who by now will have their own robust agenda.

THE OH-THIRTIES

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The eldest Millennials will reach age 50 in 2032. Their generation will come to include a majority of state governors and members of Congress, and will produce its first serious presidential candidate. This will be the Millennials’ peak decade for buying houses, acquiring debt, and raising children. Their leading wave will pour into business leadership positions. They will provide the leading producers, but no longer the writers or performers, of the pop culture for the younger generation.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. The Oh-Thirties will be the Millennials’ decade of civic belonging—when “normalcy” moves beyond schools and families into all elements of daily life. By now, they will be taking the cutting-edge basic research of the late twentieth century and applying it to large-scale public-private projects. The Oh-Thirties will become an orderly decade of capital broadening, much as the ‘90s will then be remembered as a chaotic decade of capital deepening. Millennials will lay costly new infrastructures, build big things, and develop other grand plans to make life still better. New public devices that provide collective security against risks—economic, social, global—will be a major goal for midlife Millennials.

Issues involving children and schools will remain high on the agenda, but with the focus shifting to how strong public institutions can make up for weak parental convictions, rather than the other way around. Millennial voters will approve gleaming new schools and community facilities, embodying new materials and technologies. Millennial politicians will chafe at any resistance they encounter from what remains of the Gen-X political leadership, and will look forward to the time when they are fully in charge.

The Oh-Thirties will mark the apex of Millennial influence on community and cultural life. The family-oriented, peer-approved gender-role divisions that felt fresh to Millennials in the Oh-Teens, back when the largest number of them were getting married, will now feel routinized, on autopilot, seeding as-yet unexpressed misgivings in younger people. To the snickers of youth, Millennials may work hard to disavow, conceal, or even electronically delete whatever they perceive was excessively vulgar or violent in the cultural artifacts of their youth. And as Boomers pass on, the fulsome encomia offered to honored Aquarians by their middle-aged Millennial children may prompt guffaws from some sixtyish Gen Xers.



This is a revolution in waiting. This generation will redefine society in the twenty-first century just as baby boomers shaped social, political and economic changes in the last half of the twentieth century.

—Gerald Celente, Trends Research Institute




[Today’s teens] give me the greatest hope for newspapers because they have the attributes of a 60-year-old, and 60-year-olds are our greatest newspaper readers.

—Mark Smith, Northwestern University




Since we are leading the world into a new millennium, society is giving us a chance and a good rep. I think we will prove them right and take the world politically, economically, and socially to new levels.

—Sarah Boone, 17





THE OH-FORTIES

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will reach age 60 in 2042. Their leading edge will have a firm grip on the White House, corporate America, and lower-court judgeships, and will be making inroads into the Supreme Court. This will be the Millennials’ peak decade for income and college-tuition payments. They will start becoming grandparents. They will contribute little to the pop culture, and their tastes will be largely ignored by others. In 2047, the eldest Millennials will reach 65, what in the late twentieth century was considered the “normal” retirement age.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. With Gen Xers no longer in the way, the Millennial elite will feel the hubris of their previous achievements—and consider themselves ready at last to give America the grand overhaul they’ve always dreamed about. Public action will become a vehicle for every kind of new social aspiration, and public facilities will acquire unprecedented mass and grandeur. But by now, Millennials will be pushing some of their projects a bit too far to suit younger generations. On the elder side of the first real generation gap they will ever have experienced, Millennials will hear themselves judged and denounced by their own coming-of-age children. They will remember having gotten along much better with their own parents, way back when.



It is my firm belief that there is still hope to “turn this world around,” and that the hope lies in the Millennial Generation and how they are raised. … The Millennials … need to be brought up with the mind-set that they are influential and can put an end to the negative connotations that are associated with youth and society in general today.

—Erin, 19




As a “tween” at the end of the twentieth century, I think that sometimes culture is poisonous, and tweens trying to keep up with being “cool” are harassed almost to the point of insanity. My recommendation to all tweens: to heck with cool!

—Talia Lavin




Are we a first step in a desperate attempt at getting this world out of constant turmoil? Do our higher education standards, morals, and conservative values make us the generation that sets things straight? Are we not allowed some liberalism of our own?

—Oscar Soto, 16




Sometimes a baby’s gotta do what a baby’s gotta do.

—Rugrats




Grandchild of baby boomers! The very phrase boggles the mind. …

—Newsweek





THE OH-FIFTIES

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will reach age 70 in 2052. This generation will hold presidential power through the decade, and reach its peak of CEOs early in the decade, but will gradually lose its majority of national leaders and corporate board members. This will be the Millennials’ decade of highest net worth, though their incomes will be declining. They will attain a majority on the U.S. Supreme Court. The later-born (’90s baby) Millennials will start to eclipse the earlier-born. By now, this generation will be largely irrelevant to the culture.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. Now on the far side of a values divide from younger people, Millennials will find their optimism tested more sorely than ever before. They will be upset by a decline in community spirit. Their political and economic acumen will be taken for granted by younger people with more cultural and spiritual interests. Aging Millennials will look upon the quantitative improvements wrought in their lifetime as benchmarks toward national progress—and will not be pleased when their children refuse to follow their lead.

THE OH-SIXTIES AND BEYOND

Here’s the Millennial timetable. The first Millennials will reach age 80 in 2062, 90 in 2072, and 100 in 2082. The last Millennial president will be ousted. While still holding a firm grip on the judiciary, Millennials will see their share of national leaders falling from 20 percent in the middle Oh-Sixties to around 5 percent by the late Oh-Seventies. They will lose their Supreme Court primacy sometime in the 2070s, but their last justice may stick around until the Oh-Nineties. The last prominent Millennial leader could make it to the turn of the next century. Unless major advances are made against human senescence, Millennial will require long-term elder care from the Oh-Seventies through the Oh-Nineties. Barring an unforeseen lengthening of the human life cycle—which this generation of scientists may work mightily to extend—the last Millennial will die sometime around 2120.

Here’s what this timetable will mean for America. In old age, as always, the needs of Millennial will remain a public priority. They will make major demands from younger generations, and will not be denied by their middle-aged children, who will feel inferior to their parents in lifelong civic contributions. Around the Oh-Seventies, old Millennial will receive rewards and honors. As they depart, their lifelong virtues (optimism, community spirit, teamwork) will be newly missed, creating a void that a new generation of children, born around the Oh-Sixties, can start to fill.



Wow, Bart, if we combine my concern for people with your blatant hucksterism, we might actually accomplish something!

—Lisa,
The Simpsons




I saw an ad in a 1990 magazine that had a headline, “Only policemen wear uniforms” and featured two punkish kids with zebra-stripe pants and pastel shirts. I can’t wait for my generation to join the workplace. Can you say good-bye to casual Fridays?

—Chris Loyd, 17




I predict that in fifty years…I’ll be 62 and telling my grandkids how hard it was back then. “We didn’t have transporters! We had to walk or get a ride from our parents to school. And we (cough, cough) had real teachers, not robots!”

—Chrissy, 12




I predict that in the future everyone will have smart houses. When you ask the house if you can have a strawberry smoothie, you turn around and there it is!

—Sarah, 10




By 2050, burritos will be as ail-American as Budweiser.

—Richard Brookhiser





Part of a Larger Story

One should stop here and ask: What will Millennial have done to deserve these rewards and honors? Why will younger people consider them so worthy? Has something larger than this narrative been going on in the world?

You can easily read all the above in the context of an end-of-history society—a place in which all that Millennial will do is grow up, get married, have children, make a few movies, sing a few songs, earn some money, hold high office uneventfully, retire, and die. This assumes seven more decades like the 1990s, without the kinds of critical events that shake societies from time to time and cause major turns in the course of events.

But history never runs so smoothly, certainly not for a generation loaded with as much potential economic and political power as this one. If, by contrast, you assume that the interaction of history and generations will someday produce great discontinuities—that is, extraordinary challenges, dangers, urgencies, and triumphs—you can read the decade narratives as simply one aspect of a far more meaningful story. On top of this chronology, let’s lay one of history’s great rites of passage, within America’s borders or even around the world. Suppose there is a major war or economic disaster. Picture how such a crisis might lend dimensionality, motivation, adrenaline, and drama to all aforementioned trends, giving them shape and texture, motivation and character, adding guideposts and touchstones not just for Millennials, but for all generations alive at the time.



People horrified about the future are all of a sudden looking toward my class, the Class of 2000, for answers.

—Alex Carr, 17, cjonline.com




I can predict with what I believe is considerable accuracy this about the century to come. It will be remarkable because its history will be shaped, and written, too, by a group of what promises to be remarkable human beings. The Millennials.

—Anna Quindlen, Newsweek




All our lives, our parents have protected us, sheltered us. Now we must break free of those chains and wander out into the world.

—Laura McMahon, 17
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Here is where history reveals a very important lesson for Millennials. Go back through time, and once every long human life—roughly every eighty to one hundred years—you can find another American generation that started life much as today’s teens and children have. Each of these ancestral generations encountered a crisis, an enormous bend-point in history, while coming of age as adults. The timing hasn’t been exact, but has varied by less than a decade.

Were these mere coincidences? Historical accidents? No. These crises arose because the persona of the rising generation, and the personae of the generations that preceded them, provoked the society to respond in a more determined fashion to the sparks of history.

Before turning to this question about a Millennial crisis, let’s take a step back in time, to learn about four ancestral generations whose early life-cycle stories resembled that of the Millennials to date.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
HERO GENERATIONS IN HISTORY


His battery is dead. But his memory lives on.

—CHIPHAZARD, in Small Soldiers



[image: ]e were a special generation, and we were America,” historian William Manchester reminisced of his World War II-fighting agemates. “You get used to that.” And they did. “Ours was the best generation,” Gene Shuford recalled of his college generation of the late 1920s. “Underneath we really thought we were all right ….” And, as their lifetimes demonstrated, they were.

The G.I. Generation (alias the “World War II Generation” or, to Manchester, the “Swing Generation”) cut trails and built dams during the Great Depression, landed on beachheads in Normandy and Iwo lima, built Levittowns, conquered polio, built gleaming suburbs and interstate highways, landed astronauts on the moon, and held the White House for a record thirty-two years.



Newspapers shout, “A new style is brewing!” …

It’s all just a little bit of history repeating

—Propellerheads, “History Repeating”





That’s what they did, but equally important is how they were perceived: as “All-American” youths even back in the 1920s (then known among older people as a”Decade of Bad Manners”); as George Marshall’s “best damn kids in the world” who conquered more lands and seas than any generation dating back to Alexander the Great; as the “Best and Brightest” who believed in an “Establishment” and founded a “Great Society;” as America’s first self-proclaimed “senior citizens;” and, in their decade of farewell, as the peer group Tom Brokaw admiringly calls “The Greatest Generation.” Birth to death, the G.I.s have been the most praised and rewarded generation of their century.



I don’t know what Uncle David could’ve possibly meant by life experience. I’m 18 years old. I’ve been to sleep-away camps … I even got on the wrong bus once. I had a goldfish who died.

—Coreena, in Boy Meets World (TV show)




Knowing what went down a few hundred years ago can even come in handy sometimes.

—Blaster, in Blaster’s Universe





Collectively, the G.I.s comprise a “Hero” archetype, the kind of generation that does great deeds, constructs nations and empires, and is afterward honored in memory and storied in myth.

What did America do to create such a generation? How did the members of such a generation begin life? What was their childhood era like, and how were they perceived as children? Who were the older generations, and what were they like as parents?

When you strip away the modern trappings of the present day, you can see how the G.I.s, through the early 1920s, bore much in common with Millennials up to now. From birth, they were seen as a special generation—protected from harm, pressured to behave, prodded to achieve. They were born after a raucous era that historians liken to the 1960s, and grew up in times historians liken to now. They followed a (Lost) generation that resembled Gen Xers, and were shaped by a middle-aged (Missionary) generation of Boomer-like culture warriors.

Nor is it just the G.I.s who resemble Millennials, as shown in the list of American generations on page 327.

Dating back at least as far as the seventeenth century, you can find a hero generation once every long human lifetime: the Glorious, Republican, Progressive, and G.I. Generations. With one exception, these occur once every four generations. All but one can be classified as following the hero archetype from birth through old age. The Progressives, stunted by the trauma of Civil War before they could fully come of age, had a hero-type childhood but never acquired the same young-adult mantle, midlife hubris, or late-in-life honor.

Within each of these generations’ childhood eras, you can see a pattern resembling the Millennial experience:


	» A hero generation arrives just after an era of societywide


	upheaval in values and culture that many historians call a “spiritual awakening” and passes through childhood during a time of decaying civic habits, ebbing institutional trust, and resurgent individualism.
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RUSSELL: I’ll promise you one thing. I’ll never take any unnecessary measures. I won’t try to be a hero.

claire: Too late. You already are a hero.

—Promised Land






	» A hero generation directly follows a youth generation widely deemed to be disappointing, reacts against the older “postwar” generation that fomented the spiritual awakening as young adults—and fills a void left by the passing of an elder generation known for civic purpose and teamwork.


	» A hero generation, early in life, becomes the target of passionate adult efforts to encircle and protect the childhood world, to promote child achievement, and to attach a new sense of destiny to youth—to which it responds by meeting and beating adult expectations.






Marbles skipped a generation.

—Beri Fox, a marble maker whose child customers say their grandparents, not their parents, taught them to shoot marbles





Let’s see how these four generations fit this pattern.

The Rise of the G.I. Generation

The first children of the twentieth century came along right after a “mauve decade” (the 1890s) that has been widely likened to the 1960s and its aftermath. Often termed the “Third Great Awakening,” the end of the nineteenth century was a time of labor radicalism, prairie populism, budding feminism, and Bible Belt fundamentalism. Cities were immigrant cauldrons. Kids wandered the streets, crime and drug abuse were skyrocketing, and family life felt unsettled, even as exciting new vaudeville and “tin pan alley” cultural currents and “social gospel” value systems (the origin of the New Deal) swept through clubs, campuses, and chautauquas.

The Progressive-Era presidencies of Theodore Roosevelt and Howard Taft, during which the social passions peaked and began to calm, was an opportune time for children to be born. Several scholars have suggested that the turn of the last century marked what historian Leonard Cain calls a “generational watershed” and that the children born just after 1900 were far more “favored” than those born before—in families, schools, and the economy.

Who were the less-favored ones? The kids of the Lost Generation (born 1883-1900), who had grown up fast and hard amid gangs, a streetcorner “newsie” culture, and adult-approved narcotics. Lost kids were unusually suicide- and crime-prone, prompting a tenfold increase in the number of magazine articles on “juvenile delinquency.” John Carter wrote of that era’s “unregenerate youth.” Thomas Wolfe described his child peers as having grown up “without innocence, born old and stale and dull and empty, … suckled on darkness, and weaned on violence and noise.” “At 17, we were disillusioned and weary,” wrote Malcolm Cowley, pointing out the contrast between his Lost peers and the “brilliant college graduates” who came along in their wake.
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Baseball hats, beware. A new hat has been tossed into the ring, one that captures the flavor of the 1920 s flapper’s cloche. … These inexpensive, crushable, machine-washable fabric hats are major accessories for young New Yorkers this summer.

—The New York Times





Further up the age ladder, the G.I.’s child world was dominated by middle-aged Missionaries, the post-Civil War generation that had come of age with campus rebellions, labor riots, and waves of immigration. While the first G.I. children were born, Missionaries were still deep into their “muckraking” phase. By the time the last G.I.s were born, that older generation had transformed the temperance movement into the more zealous Prohibition. As the 1920s wore on, against the backdrop of a famous bull market, they deported radical aliens, pursued an antisex Code of Decency, launched “vice squads” against bootleggers, and more. The younger Lost satirized them as “Babbitts” or “Tired Radicals,” while the Missionary Cornelia Comer lashed back at the “eulte de moi” of young adults who were “painfully commercialized even in their school days.” In a “Letter to the Rising Generation” in the Atlantic, Comer asked, “What excuse have you, anyhow, for turning out flimsy, shallow, amusement-seeking creatures?” Meanwhile, the old “bloody shirt” veterans of the Civil War were dying off, and Lost doughboys and barnstormers and rumrunners had not the slightest prospect of taking their place in the pantheon of civic heroes.



You know the elderly who have their pants hiked unpractically to their nipple-line, and the funny hats? I was watching some old movies and realized that those were the hip styles when they were young. They just got in the habit of wearing their clothes like that and continued to do so even when styles changed. I wonder if seventy years from now we will see grizzled old men with baggy pants over their shoes, tattered jeans worn at the crotch line with six full inches of their boxer shorts exposed. History can be brutal, no?

—Ray Waters




Among Millennials, I can see a return of the slapsticklvisuallnontopical humor that was a hallmark of the GI Generation, but not since. Ever notice the shows that appear on Nickelodeon in the late afternoon? They make very heavy use of pratfalls, “gross-out” humor, slapstick, etc. Amanda Bynes, the first comedienne to emerge from the Millennial generation, is very reminiscent of Lucille Ball. In one of her sketches, she even did an uncannily accurate impersonation of Lucy herself.

—Susan Brombacher





Amid this carnivalia, Missionary parents were determined to shape the new child generation into something special and good. In 1904, muckraker John Spargo’s The Bitter Cry of the Children augured the determination of parents and other adults to join forces and seal off the child’s world from urban danger and adult vice. Adults were adamant that their offspring grow up as “clean-cut” as the new child image being created for them. From Pollyanna to Little Orphan Annie, popular literature idealized children who were modest, cheerful, helpful, and deferential to adults. The new role of a child was to be “seen and not heard.” G.I.s became the first boys and girls whose pin money came from “allowances” for good behavior (then a new concept), not from marketplace earnings.

As the Literary Digest summoned “a reassertion of parental authority,” the dominant child-nurturing style was likened to the manner of training dogs: firm repetition, clear rewards, selective use of affection. The family of the 1920s, according to a contemporary source, “maintained] higher standards that test character more severely.” Families were small, by the standards of the day, and newly stable. This became the first generation in U.S. history in which a majority reached age 15 without suffering the loss of a parent or sibling.

Applying a resolute grip of adult authority that grew tighter with each advancing decade, Missionary parents injected what one historian described as “a new, explicit insistence on conformity into child life.” The first Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Camp Fire Girls, and 4-H Clubs redirected the “gang instinct” to useful purpose. Missionaries liked to see their G.I. kids in military-style uniforms. They invented the summer camp tradition of sending kids on woodsy escapes from a city life thought to be immoral and unhealthy for children. They put kids to work building trails, collecting firewood, and doing other tasks that developed group pride, helped others, and demonstrated respect for adults.

Government programs for kids expanded, even in the libertarian 1920s—an era when public programs for adults atrophied. State pensions for widows with kids were instituted in nearly every state between 1911 and 1919. A much-heralded White House Conference on Children in 1909 led to the creation of the U.S. Children’s Bureau in 1912, which paved the way for the enactment in 1921 of the first federal health program in America—targeting only kids.

A new child-nutrition movement demanded more “antiseptic” child environments, vitamin-rich diets, and antihookworm campaigns. The milk station movement culminated in widespread pasteurization, while Little Mothers’ Leagues advised parents, “Don’t give the baby beer to drink.” Thanks to the “protective food” movement, capital investment in food processing grew faster than that of any other industry between 1914 and 1929—and infant and child mortality fell by 50 percent. (Still today, G.I. senior citizens are likely to think that packaged foods are better.) The Harrison Act targeted hard drugs, and Prohibition succeeded both in suppressing parental alcoholism and in pushing alcohol away from the child’s world. As a consequence, these new children grew up as the brawny, world-moving youths shown in WPA murals, averaging a full inch taller than the prior generation. Later, this better childhood health would translate into an extraordinary 20 percent increase in life expectancy between the Lost and the G.I.s.

From the start, the new kids were treated as a form of public property, off limits to private exploitation. Businesses that had once hired children with impunity now found themselves facing public outcry, even legal punishment. In the 1920s, cash registers replaced cash boys, and pneumatic tubes and telephones replaced child messengers. With news delivery, what children had once done as streetcorner entrepreneurs they now did on bicycles under strict adult supervision. The child labor rate fell by half for boys, by one-fourth for girls, marking the largest single-generation decline ever.



Yeah see you once again Yeah everybody swing

—Backstreet Boys, “I Wanna Be With You”





Public education instilled skills of productive citizenship, with a new emphasis on “vocational” education (home economics for girls, industrial education for boys). For the first time ever in America, more teens were in class than out, making school an important socializing force. Thus arose the golden era of the high school, well captured in the later teen movie musicals starring Mickey Rooney and ludy Garland. The ethos: Work hard, play by the rules, and everybody shares in the reward. Through all American history, G.I.s were the child beneficiaries of by far the largest one-generation jump in educational achievement. Over the span of this one generation, the average length of schooling rose from the ninth-grade level to the twelfth, the share of 20-year-olds attending college tripled, and math and science aptitudes rose sharply. It wasn’t long before they would be helping to design those gleaming Oz-like towers featured in the 1939 World’s Fair, and not long after that before they would be building them.



My nine-year-old Millennial son Ian happens to have a good friend who is about eighty and was a soldier in World War II. Sometimes on his way home from school, Ian catches his friend out gardening (the man is still in pretty good shape), and they actually sit down in the grass and the old man tells war stories. Ian sits rapt and wide-eyed, and can’t get enough of these tales. The man told me the other day, with a big smile and a tear in his eye, that “These kids today are the kind of kids we wish we had. God bless them.”

—Susan Brombacher





In an early twentieth century world in which one adult in four was a first-generation immigrant, this new child generation was overwhelmingly native born—and was prevented from acquiring as many foreign-born peers by the federal enactment of strict immigration controls in the early 1920s. The Lost Generation ended up 18 percent immigrant, the G.I. Generation only 11 percent. Commonly, children lived in relatively homogeneous ethnic neighborhoods, often the second address of an immigrant family. Where their parents had been distinctly Italian (or Slavic, or Jewish), these second-generation kids added the suffix and became Italian or Slavic or Jewish Americans, blending in with a society now more melting pot than polyglot.

Upon reaching adolescence, the new youths began policing themselves. In an increasingly standardized youth culture, teens watched the same movies and listened to the same radio songs. As historian Paula Fass explains, young G.I.s constructed the first modern “peer society”—a harmonious community of group-enforced virtue. Having “fine friends” and engaging in “fair play” was essential to popularity. Youths began taking pride in their ability to “make the best better,” to use the words of the 4-H Club motto. By the mid-1920s, the very word kid shifted in meaning from a word of elder criticism to one of praise.

When the first G.I.s reached college, they began packing the Rose Bowl and other huge new stadia in cheerful youth masses unlike anything ever before seen. They set to work imposing new social mores that pressured collegians to stay within the bounds of the normal. Their fraternities and sororities administered a ritual of “rating and dating” (understood lists of “dos and don’ts”) to control the libido. Couples were expected to dance close, but student organizations policed “extreme dancing.” Violators got a card, and repeat offenders could be asked to leave. Holding hands on the first date, kissing on the second, petting later. Being too forward or too shy brought embarrassment from peers.

College drinking stayed within new rules established and enforced by collegians themselves, with drunkenness and “teetotaling” both frowned upon. Smoking, previously considered a questionable habit, was cleaned up and linked to sociability, progress, and good work habits. The term jazz, stripped of its sexual connotation, came to include a jaunty, sanitized, mainstream G.I. sound that blasted new “big bands” to fame.

The New York Times described these new youths as “gorgeously emancipated” from Lost Generation badness, and “entirely subservient to conservative public opinion.” The president of Williams College summed them up as “nice boys.” The Lost writer and critic loseph Wood Krutch chided them as “not rebellious, or cynical, or even melancholy. They do what they are told, believe what they are told, and hope for the best.” College kids increasingly became what a midwestern college newspaper labeled “a political generation” guided by “facts, rather than romantic fallacies.” Malcolm Cowley remarked how they “pictured a future to which everyone would be made secure by collective planning and social discipline”—what football coach Knute Rockne popularly described as “causes bigger than ourselves.”

The generation that produced the first Miss America also produced the first “All-American hero.” Dutifully modest, young Charles Lindbergh startled the adult world in 1927 by turning down the lucrative movie offers that followed his ticker-tape homecoming. Along with the young cartoonist Walt Disney, Lindbergh was definitely setting a trend. From this first wave (the early 1900s babies) to a later last wave (the early 1920s babies, such as George Bush and Bob Dole), G.I. youth produced, cohort by cohort, progressively lower rates of suicide and crime, higher academic aptitudes, and enormous jumps in educational achievement.

By the time Franklin Roosevelt became president, he summarized common knowledge when he remarked that “the very objectives of young people have changed,” away from “the dream of the golden ladder—each individual for himself” and toward the dream of “a broad highway on which thousands of your fellow men and women are advancing with you.”



One of my husband’s former coworkers has a 13-year-old son who refuses to watch TV or go out and play until he has all of his homework done. His mother couldn’t afford to buy him a computer, so he has collected aluminum cans over the last two years and now has enough to buy one himself. Get the job done. Duty before pleasure. Hard work has rewards. All the same kind of tenets the old World War ll-winning G.I.s had.

—Lis Libengood




War stories are interesting to me. I find myself studying my history textbooks reading up on wars, and reading about patriotism.

—Robert Reed, 17







I HONOR EVERY VETERAN THAT SERVED IN OUR NATION’S WARS AND CONFLICTS: MY MESSAGE TO Y’ALL VETERANS OUT THERE YOU SHOULD FEEL GREAT. … I THANK YO U FOR YO UR SACRIFICE AND SERVICE!!! SEMPER FI.

—Ace of Spades, 16





Upon coming fully of age as adults, during the Great Depression and World War II, the G.I. Generation:


	» repudiated the cynicism and “eulte de mot” recently displayed by their next-elders, and offered afresh-faced optimism and civic spirit to a nation hit by back-to-back crises,


	» mobilized muscular CCC workers and union organizers to attain a “social gospel” and a “higher” civilization that an aging generation of moralists could envision but could not bring about themselves, and


	» as conquerors of seas and continents, and masters of the power of the atom, stepped into the hero’s role vacated by the last Civil War veterans.




One frequently hears parallels drawn between America today and the America of the “Roaring Twenties”—the booming stock market and widening gap between rich and poor, the rampant commercialism and breakthrough innovation, the frenetic pace of personal life and the shrinking role of government, the showbiz glitz and celebrity trials and culture wars, the cynical “you don’t say?” and “yeah, whatever” attitudes. Yet the most striking similarity is in the collective personae of the people in each age bracket then and now—especially youth. Beneath all the “wonderful nonsense” of the ‘20s, all the wacky dances and out-of-control adults, it’s easy to overlook the collegial, dedicated, hopeful generation of young people poised to make a great mark on future events. They just don’t seem part of that decade. But they were. That’s when America was just starting to notice them.

Thanks to modern medicine, G.I. elders have remained alive and active longer, in the eyes of children born sixty or more years after them, than any prior generation of heroes. And Millennials afford them a special place of honor—admiring them, according to many polls (including our Class of 2000 Survey), more than any other generation they know. Today’s teens respect the G.I. capacity for embarking on big projects, for building big things, for making the family-friendly culture of Nick at Nite, for shouldering big family responsibilities without complaint. “I am proud of my grandfathers, because they fought in World War II and kept the U.S. safe,” wrote a 13-year-old Nashville middle schooler in an online school project, “and I am proud of my grandmothers, because they kept the economy running.” As Millennials open their eyes at today’s adult world, they miss what the G.I.s had to offer. “Pullin’ together in times of need, that’d always been Big Mama’s job,” said Shorty, the Millennial child of the extended family in the film Soul Food. “But who was gonna do it now that she was gone?”

Shorty’s question is all too real. This Millennial affinity for G.I.s isn’t just a matter of grandchild’s affection, though surely there is some of that, too, but also of a realization that today’s seniors are vacating a role that’s available to be filled, that needs to be filled, and that isn’t about to be filled by anyone else.

Now let’s look at other ancestral generations upon whom these same “special child” dynamics were at work.

The Rise of Earlier Hero Generations

THE PROGRESSIVE GENERATION (BORN 1843-1859)

In 1859, in an article entitled “The Murder of the Innocents,” the Atlantic magazine reported children going insane or, in one case, dying “from sheer overwork and raving of algebra.” These kids arrived just after the great causes of the 1830s and early ‘40s—communes, religious fads, transcendentalism, feminism—had passed, leaving behind them a generation of young adults (the Gilded Generation) notorious for their wildness, truancy, and contempt for manners. Now adults were cracking down on the younger kids in an effort to make up for lost time.

Looking up the age ladder, these children saw adventuresome if uncultured young adults who were either fast becoming rich or wasting their lives trying. Further up, they could see and hear opinionated midlifers waging passionate arguments that would soon break the nation apart. Among themselves, kids hunkered down and did their best to fit in.



A parent called me and said, “Help me, my son loves history. What good will that do him? Try to get him into math or sciences.”

—Tom Rowland, sociology teacher





In the 1850s, Americans tightened the strings around these new children. At the time, the adult world was gripped with gold fever, Whitmanesque self-worship, expanding Catholic (Irish and German) immigrant influence, “bleeding Kansas” sectionalism and “almighty dollar” commercialism. The Atlantic author bemoaned how “little ones begin, in their very infancy, the race of desperate ambition which has, we admit, exhausted prematurely the lives of their parents.” Families were being dislocated by rapid industrial change, and many of the new jobs were in frontier regions accessible only by dangerous journey. Kids were becoming more class-conscious in their social groupings, more aware than before of the diverging occupational and income situations of parents.



What if I wave my wand and nothing happens?

—Harry Potter, in Harry Potter and the Sorceror’s Stone





Much like the nightly circle of prairie schooners on the Oregon Trail, families and community institutions established new barriers to separate the young from these threats, reflecting what historian Joseph Kett called “the desire of middle-class Americans to seal their lives off from the howling storm outside.” Parental-advice books stressed nurture over nature, family togetherness over the growing adult trends toward social atomism. In his influential 1842 parenting guide, Christian Nurture, Horace Bushnell described children as “formless lumps,” equally capable of good or evil, always in need of careful guidance within the “organic unity of the family.”

[image: ]
Schools imposed the first compulsory attendance laws and expanded the use of report cards. Teachers valued punctuality, orderliness, and duty over creativity. Having earlier complained about the precocity and ill manners of America’s (Gilded Generation) kids, foreign observers now began noticing how the new batch was more compliant and group-oriented. A French visitor remarked how “the most absolute obedience and the most rigid discipline prevail in all American schools.” McGuffey-style recitations and choral singing became popular in schools. “A hundred wills move at once simultaneously,” with “an accuracy that was really amazing,” remarked a visitor who watched “hundreds of quite young children going through the same evolutions.”

A man who worked with kids remarked how, on the eve of the Civil War, they were expected “to carry from the cradle to the grave an unblemished name, with unblemished morals.” Historian Kett noted how “the old idea that youth was a time for sowing wild oats, that an excess of prohibitions in youth merely produced an erratic adult, had no place in the thought of mid-century moralists.” “I don’t regret a single ‘excess’ of my responsive youth,” Henry James later wrote, his only “regret” resting in “certain occasions and possibilities I didn’t embrace.”

Among the “occasions and possibilities” these kids would not embrace was the chance to become a full-fledged hero generation. The Civil War intruded too early and too harshly for that. Some young Progressives fought and died alongside a mostly older soldier population, but their more typical memory was being cloistered at home by fearful mothers in schools that, to one foreigner, became “centres of the most intense patriotism.”

Upon coming of age, during the Civil War and Reconstruction, this generation:



SIMBA: That’s not my father, that’s just my reflection.

RAFIKI: NO, look harder. You see’ He lives in you!

—The Lion King






	» helped tame the instincts of their more freewheeling next-elders, with whom they constructed a postwar “Victorian High” of industrial progress and stable families,


	» eased America away from the principled passions of the generation that had fomented the Civil War, and


	» systematized the civic achievements of the now-deceased generation that had founded the Republic.






Cities fall but they are rebuilt. Heroes die but they are remembered.

—President Beck, in Deep Impact





Though stunted as heroes—and afterward overshadowed, in the world of politics, by the “bloody shirts” of the next-elder Gilded Generation—the Progressive Generation did retain a powerful civic instinct. Through the rest of the nineteenth century, they emerged as America’s first Ph.D.s, civil servants, and professional politicians. They entered the twentieth century as potent institution builders, bureaucratizers, and time-and-motion analysts. Late in life, they orchestrated the emergence of a modern, urbanizing, civilizing nation—now known as “Progressive Era” America.

THE REPUBLICAN GENERATION (BORN 1742-1766)

For the greatest heroes in U.S. history, one must reach further back in time to the generation whose last members (Albert Gallatin, John Jacob Astor, “Uncle Sam” Wilson) were dying just as the Progressives were being born. The Republican Generation of Jefferson, Hamilton, and Madison is revered to this day for winning the Revolution as foot soldiers, crafting the Declaration and Constitution as young adults, and expanding the new nation’s reach and securing its institutions as leaders.

They were born and raised in the aftermath of the Great Awakening, the spiritual revival that spread through the colonies in the 1730s and early ‘40s, pitting young believers in faith against elder defenders of works and leaving social unrest, broken communities, and slave revolts in its wake. That awakening set the stage for their own youth era, in which a restless individualism gripped the colonies. Immigration and geographic mobility quickened. The economy boomed. A newly vigorous British empire undertook elaborate campaigns against the French. With “liberty” the new catchword, American provincials began to worry that the advance of their civilization came at the cost of financial debt, political corruption, and social decadence.

Looking up the age ladder, the young Republicans noticed just above them wild and cynical young adults (the Liberty Generation), whose penchant for risk, adventure, spending, and indigence shocked older people. They had grown up, declared prominent clerics, as replete with “luxury, idleness, debauchery,” as children “out of Christ … infinitely more hateful than vipers.” Now young adults, these (heavily immigrant) privateers and dandies stood accused by elders of being an “evil and adulterous generation,” known for drinking, rioting, and mayhem. Further up the ladder, Republican children could discern aging spiritualists and ripening ideologues who inveighed frequently against the tenor of the age. When they reached midlife, the former youth leaders of the Great Awakening demanded that a new and better child generation be raised. By now, the last colonial generation known for civic deed-doing, elders shaped by the Glorious Revolution of 1689, were nearly all gone—and missed.

From the very beginning, historian Charles Royster remarks, “the revolutionary generation knew that they would stand above all their descendants.” From adolescence forward, Republican youths did indeed feel like a founding generation. “Tis but the morning of the world for us,” declared Hugh Henry Brackenridge as a Princeton student in the early 1770s. Only one in six was born outside the colonies—by far the smallest proportion to that point in history—and only a relative handful were educated beyond colonial shores.

Historians of colonial childhood have noticed a profound change in the tone of child-rearing beginning around midcentury The earlier crop of kids had been raised with Hogarthian neglect. The new crop of kids, every clergyman or novelist or diarist insisted, must be spared from harm and vice, taught the difference between right and wrong, and raised to be smart and confident, the dutiful servants to a dawning republic of virtue. In 1753, eager to prevent “horrid profaneness” and to encourage “a spirit of loyalty in the youth of the town,” the Massachusetts colonial assembly cracked down on Boston’s Pope’s Day by passing a stricter Riot Act. A dozen years later, Pope’s Day had given way to an orderly demonstration during which, instead of rioting, the two rival youth gangs met, arranged a truce, and organized a public donation for resistance to British tyranny.



This continual cycle of learning in each successive generation is why the American Revolution is unfinished and always will be.

—Ralph Mosher





Whereas in 1750 routine brutality among teenagers hardly aroused comment, by 1770 the Boston Massacre demonstrated that the violent death of even a single youth could spark outrage throughout the colonies. Over the course of those twenty years, colonial attitudes toward children had gone from neglect to protection, from blame to sympathy. In the years after 1750, notes historian Daniel Blake Smith, Virginia and Maryland witnessed “a more openly affectionate, intimate family environment in which … infants and small children became the centerpiece of family attention and affection.” The visiting French essayist Crève-coeur, traveling through the colonies in the 1750s and ‘60s, described how colonial children “are gently held by a uniform silk cord, which unites softness and strength. … They are corrected with tenderness, nursed with the most affectionate care, clad with that decent plainness.” Advances in child nutrition caused the average height of adult Americans to increase by more than half an inch—the biggest one-generation gain until the G.I.s 160 years later.



I worry…that all America s traditions will be lost because a small faction dislikes them. I don’t want to lose “The Star-Spangled Banner” as our anthem because it’s too long, or Mother’s Day because every woman isn’t a mother. I just hope that those striving for the best today will turn America around into what it used to be.

—Robby Willey, 16





Eager to push the new children away from the rowdiness of recent decades, towns warned kids to stay off the streets and away from gambling and theaters. Popular child-rearing books reinforced the seriousness of the parents’ role. “By 1750,” observes historian Jay Fliegelman, “irresponsible parents became the nation’s scapegoat.” By the 1760s, popular novels such as Clarissa, which lauded the “good” (civic-minded) parent and excoriated the “bad” (selfish) parent, became a national obsession. They vastly outsold books on politics in this last decade before the Revolution. Parents accepted Rousseau’s warning that “Public manners can only be reformed by beginning with private vices, which naturally arise from parents.”

Dismayed by how prior colonial schoolchildren had returned from England (in John Page’s words) “inconceivably illiterate, … corrupted and vicious,” parents now wanted to educate their kids in colonial schools. The ratio of teachers to children jumped by about 50 percent, and many new colleges such as Princeton and Dartmouth were founded (according to historian John Roche) “to raise up a new generation imbued with personal virtue, a common fund of knowledge, … and zeal for service to the community.” The curriculum shifted away from theology and ancient languages and toward history and modern languages. Moral philosophy shifted away from the spiritual and toward the pursuit of “happiness” or “utility” as the end of good government.

As colleges stressed teamwork and duty, pranks declined, interest in Masonic “brotherhoods” rose, and the share of graduates entering nonclericalcallings climbed from one-fifth to one-half. In time, these changes proved consequential. Many eventual leaders of the Republican Generation were educated in these new institutions—and later would take pride in how their colleges had been described as a “nursery of sedition, of faction and republicanism.” Harvard’s Andrew Eliot boasted how “the young gentlemen are already taken up with politics, … (and) their tutors are fearful of giving too great a check to a disposition which may hereafter fill the country with patriots.”

The adult fever of “civic revival” and “republican virtue” that gripped America during and after the Stamp Act riots of 1765 was, above all, an expression of outrage at the violation of youthful innocence. No metaphor for the contrast between British tyranny and American virtue was clearer than the image of parents abusing children. Cartoons depicted “the Child, Revolution” as a young maiden accosted by ogling British ministers, while newspapers decried Britain’s “whipping” of her “dearest colonial child.” John Adams wrote resentfully about how Britain “rocks the cradle, and sings lullaby, and the innocent children go to sleep, … while he prepares the birch to whip the poor babes,” and John Dickinson described the Stamp Act riots as “the resentment of dutiful children, who have received unmerited blows from a beloved parent.”

Those who were in fact emerging from childhood would soon become highly regarded young men and women, praised not just for noble deeds and selfless courage, but also for intelligence and good cheer. “All gaming, tricking, swearing, lying / Is grown quite out of fashion” intoned a popular ballad in 1779, “For modern youth’s so self-denying, / It flies all lawless passion.” One such modern self-denier was 21 -year-old Nathan Hale, who calmly declared before his hanging, to the stunned admiration of witnesses, “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.”

Upon coming of age, during the years spanning the Revolution and the founding of a constitutional republic, this generation:



Our conception of the “best” will change. The “best” will no longer be a cultural concern, but a civic one.

—Michael Eliason, 17






	» lent civic focus and discipline to the untamed “liberty” instincts of their next-elders,


	» gave political substance to the moral vision of elders, the aging generation ofthat had earlier helped to trigger the Great Awakening, and


	» stepped into the civic role vacated by the generation that had won the Glorious Revolution of 1689 and built the colonial institutions that had endured for decades thereafter.






Someone asked me once if I knew the difference between a civilian and a citizen. I know now. A citizen has the courage to make the safety of the human race his personal responsibility!

—Rico, in Starship Troopers





In so doing, this Republican Generation fulfilled what they regarded as an obligation of material service to posterity. Even in their youth, they radiated confidence. “The rising world shall sing of us a thousand years to come / And tell our children’s children the wonders we have done.” Thus sang New York’s patriot recruits in 1776—before it was clear to anyone that the fruits of their courage would outlive the year, much less the millennium.

THE GLORIOUS GENERATION (BORN 1648-1673)

Go back nearly another century, and you can find a similar childhood for the Glorious Generation, born 1648 to 1673, the peers of “King” Carter and Cotton Mather. In time, this “hopeful bud” generation would be stamped by a moment of triumph—the (colonial) Glorious Revolution of 1689—after which they would remain public heroes, institution founders, and commerce builders. Over their lifetime, their generation would transform America’s English-speaking colonies from a scattering of rude and violent outposts to a flourishing and stable provincial civilization. It would also codify slavery as a legal and social institution.

Glorious children were born in the aftermath of the Puritan Awakening, an era of religious upheaval and reform originating in Europe that ultimately spawned the isolated enthusiasm of New England’s settlements and, a bit later, the expansion of a planter society on the Chesapeake. Their childhood was an era of reaction, drift, and fierce controversy over the ideals of the original settlers. The colonies’ leadership was uncertain how to deal with the native Americans living among and around them, or with the French colonists to the north, or with a newly vigorous (and restored) monarchy in England.

Just up the age ladder, this mostly native-born generation of children saw two older generations that could not have been more unalike— midlife believers and young-adult skeptics, youthful sinners in the wake of aging saints. Where the founding generation can accurately be described as “Puritan,” the “second generation,” wrote historian Oscar Handlin, “seemed a ruder, less cultivated, and wilder people.” This Cavalier Generation was variously described by the ruling orthodoxy as a “corrupt and degenerate rising generation,” a “wild beast multitude,” and a “hardhearted” generation with “a sad face.” Above them stood, well into midlife, the generation who had originally envisioned and founded what John Winthrop called a “City upon a Hill,” whereupon “posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of this evil world.”

Around the time the first Glorious were born, colonists revised their views about how children should be raised, committing themselves to what Thomas Shepard, Jr., called the “more thorough, conscientious, religious, effectual care for the rising generation.” Lamenting the “great neglect of many parents and masters in training up their children in learning and labor,” the Massachusetts assembly ordered towns to provide primary schooling for their children. “Do we not grievously neglect them?” asked Urian Oakes of his pupils, “to cherish and promote any good in them?” Meanwhile, Virginia mobilized authorities against the growing problem of orphaned children by ordering counties to “take up and educate” them.

During the 1650s and ‘60s, adults increased the protection of colonial children, while the clergy used a new, more positive vocabulary to speak of the young. “They are a generation of your betrustments,” Eleazar Mather commanded parents, “a generation committed to your care.” New England churches began teaching good works and civic duty (“preparation of salvation”) rather than passive conversion. “Duties cannot work the saving change,” preached Samuel Willard, “but it is certain” that they bring young people closer “to the blessing.” While telling New England youths that they were “walled about with the love of God,” Oakes reminded them that “every true believer is a soldier, engaged in a warfare.” For the care of his 6-year-old son Robert, John Carter instructed his guardians to “preserve him from harm” and educate him to be “useful for his estate.” The double message worked. By the mid-1670s, a new and more modern colonial generation began graduating from Harvard and taking over Virginia plantations: confident rationalists with a steady eye on the future, pleased to be part of a worldwide effort to build a great English-speaking empire.



Mankind. That word should have new meaningfor all of us today. We can’t be consumed by our petty differences anymore. We will be united in our common interest.

—President Whitmore, in Independence Day







Tomorrow, our seeds will grow All we need is dedication

—Lauryn Hill, “Everything Is Everything”





Between 1689 and 1692, after a stormy era of wars and rebellions, these youths completed their crisis-ridden rite of passage to full adulthood by mobilizing the colonies to rise up, at roughly the same time as London, against the reviled Stuart “usurper” (James II) on the throne of England. “It was a happy revolution,” declared Cotton Mather, the tireless peer leader in Boston. According to historian T. H. Breen, it “released long-suppressed generational tensions” and produced a seismic shift in political authority from old to young. “Be up and doing. Activity. Activity,” preached the young Benjamin Colman. “This will most likely be followed and rewarded, with triumphant satisfaction.”

Upon coming of age, during what came to be known in the colonies and England as the Glorious Revolution, this generation:


	» began turning away from the nomadic adventurism of their next-elders in favor of establishing, for the first time, an affluent and durable society in the New World,


	» translated the original Puritans’ “law of love” into a love of law, and


	» filed the civic role vacated by the departed Elizabethan generation that had prevailed over Spain in 1588 and transformed England into a seafaring imperial nation.




In time, the peers of Cotton Mather provided the greatest civic deed-doers of the six colonial generations who came of age before the American Revolution. Today’s Americans can see a measure of what they accomplished by visiting Colonial Williamsburg.

The political issues and deadly struggles of their era are now often forgotten. (Who today recalls that King Philip’s War in Massachusetts, in 1675-76, killed more inhabitants per capita than any other war America has fought, before or since?) And, from today’s vantage point, this generation’s “beehive” concept of social order seems utterly dehumanizing. It encouraged the Glorious elite to chisel slavery into law and to import, during their peak leadership years, tens of thousands of Africans in chains—an injustice that would cost future generations far more in hatred and blood than it could ever benefit them in wealth.

Yet for good or ill, this generation—like the more legendary Republicans and G.I.s—embodies the hero archetype. From childhood on, the Glorious lent the colonies order, stability, and durability, pending some distant day when an entirely new set of national political institutions could be forged by others.

Hero Generations Later in Life

After their special and protected childhoods, these generations (apart from the war-damaged Progressives) had life cycles that reveal a parallel pattern. When children of a hero generation come of age as young adults, a special momentum develops:


	» The special treatment and protections follow them into young adulthood and blossom into a sense of collective confidence and power.


	» They and their elders declare a new determination to rid society of dangers that had ravaged the prior youth generation, but which only now are deemed intolerable.


	» Entering young adulthood, they undergo a heroic trial, a climactic moment in history in which their courage and fortitude are tested.


	» In midlife, as an honored generation of civic heroes, they create powerful and enduring institutions, build big new infrastructures, craft a new modern world, and dominate politics and economics deep into their old age.


	» Entering elderhood, they reveal a hubris that sparks angry quarrels with their own children, who help foment a spiritual awakening to challenge their parents’ social discipline and secularism.






Studenti should learn to look up to the heroic—in thought and action, in politics and literature, in science and faith. After all, the few men and women who become heroes do so by looking up, and beingpulled up by a vision of nobility.

—George Will





So far, Millennial fit this hero-generation pattern. Will they continue to do so? If so, which of these four ancestral generations will they most resemble? The nation-founding Republicans? The globe-conquering G.I.s? The empire-building Glorious? Or the Progressives, stunted as heroes but grand Victorian modernizers and systemizers nonetheless?



We are all bound by honor.

—Carlos Bhanji, 17





Suppose the future holds nothing but a linear extension of the trends of the 1990s—with its ever-rising portfolios, humanitarian wars, safe streets, benign technologies, civic ennui, and celebrity talk shows. In such a future, the Millennials would face no trial of history and no chance to be a hero generation. They would emerge from their “special child” chrysalis as nothing more than ultra-compliant consumers and workers, husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, voters and politicians, in an unchanging world.

Or, alternatively, suppose history deals them a hero trial.

In Election, a smart satire on Millennial student government, Tracy Flick, a hyperambitious candidate, declares that “This country was built by people like me.” Miss Flicks guiding light could well have been young David Humphreys of the Republican Generation, who was just as keen on praising his peers for civic skills other generations lacked. “All human greatness shall in us be found,” he exuded, Flick-like, “for grandeur, wealth, and reason far renowned.” And, of course, to this day Americans honor the generation of lefferson (and Humphreys) for soldiering the Revolution, drafting the Declaration of Independence, framing the Constitution, acquiring vast territories, building roads and canals, and making the United States a continental republic.

Millennials are America’s latest generation with hero potential. In the Oh-Ohs, as they come of age as young adults, they will test the rhythms of history. They and others will learn whether theirs is in fact America’s next great generation.

Time will tell, but the groundwork has already been laid. “You can’t interfere with destiny,” warns Flick. “That’s why it’s destiny.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A CAPACITY FOR GREATNESS


My little baby’s all grown up and saving China!

—MUSHU, in Mulan



[image: ]he men who landed on Omaha Beach never dreamed that they had been born to do that,” reminisced the G.I. economist and essayist Herbert Stein shortly before he passed away in 1999. “We cannot tell just what challenges will occasion greatness in the generations of 2020 and 2050. Yet there does seem to be a capacity for greatness in America. It lies dormant at times, and this maybe one of those times. But it will spring to life when the need or opportunity arises.”

The next quarter century will reveal whether a “need or opportunity” will in fact arise for Millennials, a hero trial that could reveal a “capacity for greatness” commensurate with what Americans revere in hero generations of the past. “I know we are the future,” says 17-year-old lanet Chang, “but sometimes that concerns me.”



I need you to do somethin for me. Only you can do it.

—Big Mama to Shorty, in Soul Food




The United States government just asked us to save the world. Anyone wanna say no?

—Harry, in Armageddon





Chang has a point. Starting in the middle Oh-Ohs, and extending into the 2020s, Millennials could find themselves at the vortex of history. By then, they may well have matured into the same kind of results-oriented young adults those four ancestral generations produced on the eve of the gravest tests of this nation’s history. They will be empowered by their specialness, familiar with uniforms, used to meeting and beating high standards, respectful of adults, responsive to command—in short, Millennial will be exactly what older leaders may seize upon as a powerful tool in time of crisis.



Sometimes, for the greater good, sacrifices must be made.

—Seti, in Prince of Egypt




Look on the bright side. Well all get high schools named after us.

—Andrea, in Deep Impact




We must meet this threat with our courage, our valor, indeed with our very lives to ensure that human civilization, not insect, dominates this galaxy now and always!

—Diennes, in Starship Troopers





These new attributes of American youth may embolden the nation and tempt it to undertake greater global risks than at any time since Boomers started coming of age back in the 1960s. Middle-aged Boomers sometimes say that their generation could have rallied against a Hitler as compliantly as their parents did, but most Americans who have lived through both the ‘40s and the ‘60s would probably doubt it. In Desert Storm, Gen-X soldiers were acknowledged as capable and did the job swiftly and well, but heard few accolades about glorious American youth nor of the need to rid the world of future dangers on their behalf.
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All this could change, as Millennial replace Gen Xers in the ranks of youth. The higher their confidence, the more inclined they could be to embrace a world-saving role. The more they uplift the national pride and the more adamant the public feels about securing a better future for them, the more aggressive the nation’s leadership could become. As 17-year-old Tim Jones observes, “The optimism our generation feels for the future maybe our downfall.”

The sagas of hero generations past suggest that Millennials could indeed go in this direction. But that’s not the only clue.

Other generations play equally important roles. Youth alone cannot alter the national mood. The social and cultural changes of the ‘60s required not just riotous Boomer youth, but also middle-aged Silent mentors and aging G.I. foils. The anticivic, market-oriented individualism of the ‘80s required not just nomadic Gen Xers, but also middle-aged Boomers and aging Silent who derived other kinds of life-cycle satisfactions from the same mood.

Around the middle to late Oh-Ohs, the current generational lineup (Millennial kids, Gen-X young adults, Boomers in midlife, Silent seniors, G.I.s fading) will start moving up a notch. The first Millennials will reach their mid-twenties, receive graduate degrees, and enter the professional world. The eldest Gen Xers will move deep into their forties and enter key managerial roles. The eldest Boomers will reach their middle sixties and find themselves at the apex of their public power. The eldest Silent will be in their eighties and losing influence. Meanwhile, the surviving G.I.s will be so old that their absence will be felt more deeply than their presence— and a new generation will start filling the nation’s cribs.

As Millennials, Gen Xers, and Boomers set to work attaching their unique personae to these new life-cycle phases, the pulse of public life will quicken. America will acquire an entire generational lineup more power-packed than any since World War II. The natural order-givers will be old, the natural order-takers young. A just-do-it officer and managerial corps will be in midlife, and the generation most inclined to put on the brakes (the Silent, the only ones who will personally remember World War II) will no longer exert much public influence. Put all that together, and it’s not hard to imagine what could happen next.

It’s time to apply the lessons of history, superimposed on what is known about each of these generations, to determine how their coincident aging could produce a new era of crisis and, with it, a Millennial hero trial.



Millennials believe in positive change, but that’s less the belief that things are getting better than the belief that things can get better. They seek some new form of order and stability—not a return to the 1950s, but the forging of a new national consensus.

—Tobias Burmeister




Master Yoda says I should be mindful of the future.

—Obi-Wan Kenobi, in The Phantom Menace







Having just woken up after seeing The Phantom Menace, I was amazed at the blatancy of the Good Kid role of Anakin Skywalker (who will become Darth Voder). Only once is anything bad said about the kid, and never does Anakin do anything which could be construed as wrong.

—Justin Smith




There’s been a shift in game enemies, from facing down demons who attack for no reason other than they’re evil to fighting terrorists and other modern foes for a cause, and a good one, human freedom, liberty, etc. Strategy titles used to be about conquering the world, tearing down a society. Now, however, there’s been a shift to titles like Age of Empires and Alpha Centauri in which the goal is to build a civilization and defend it against barbarian hordes or the forces of chaos.

—Allen Rausch




Like the Power Rangers they idolized as children, Millennials believe they can magically transform themselves into a massive force against evil by simply working together.

—Sean Fitzpatrick





The Generational Lineup of Maximum Power

When you look at today’s adults, you can see the modern equivalent of the generational constellation that was present when ancestral hero generations were in childhood. This helps explain not only why Millennials are turning out as they are, but also why America is heading in a new direction—and how its public mood is about to turn.

Let’s look at this shifting constellation, from oldest to youngest.

The G.I.s will be dependents in deep old age, and few will be available to teach the lessons of past heroism. America’s ‘90s-era thirst for formative heroic virtues will deepen into a thirst for heroic deeds.

With each passing year, the Silent will grow more frustrated. Recalling their crisis-era youth, in which brutal forces of history steamrollered over the rights and lives of ordinary people, they will see the lessons of their own lifetime ignored by younger generations. The Silent will champion civil rights and due process in terms that will be familiar only to themselves, and will be opposed by far more powerful, youth-led forces championing civil duties and public action. This most nuanced, expert, and humane of recent generations could be boxed out by their juniors—who, for their own life-cycle reasons, will want simpler, less exquisite, even (when required) less humane solutions.

The Silent might try to temper the new youth resolve through their last remaining bulwark, the U.S. Supreme Court. If so, any entanglement with the action of youth could rekindle memories of the obstructionist “nine old men” of the Depression years—and, at most, would be temporary. In time, Silent objections will be swept aside, even as society begins to miss their lifelong virtues of compassion and sensitivity to others— qualities no other generation will then display to an equal degree, qualities small children will then be learning from mostly Gen-X parents.

Without a moderating older hand to tame their arguments, Boomers will reach their peak of political power and global influence. Old Boomers will “reinvent” old age, much as they have every other life phase, and will lend it a spiritual, inner-driven flavor. Accordingly, Boomer leaders will be even less inclined to compromise over questions of principle than at any earlier time in their lives. They will look to the future with a new sense of urgency, realizing that they are soon fated to relinquish this power and influence to generations that, they will believe, lack their wisdom. Boomers will feel deeply responsible to their grown Millennial children, to American history, indeed to all human civilization, to “fix” unresolved national or global problems. With Millennials now expressing their own opinions, the Boomers’ long internecine culture wars will give way—replaced by larger and possibly global crusades. Surveys on U.S. actions in Desert Storm and Kosovo already indicate that Boomers entering midlife have become the most martial of America’s living generations, the one most inclined to send troops, bomb cities, and fight to win on behalf of a cause they perceive as just.

Again and again in history, it is the Boomer kind of “postwar” generation, born in the aftermath of a great crisis, that comes of age during a spiritual awakening, enters midlife during eras of aggressive individualism (like the ‘90s), and in time ages into priest-warriors willing to guide society into its next crisis. In the years following World War II, English historian Arnold Toynbee hypothesized that this “Cycle of Generations” underlay the “long war cycle” that had recurred five times in a row in modern Europe, dating back to the Renaissance. The same generation that came of age proclaiming “peace” and “love” could fall prey to what Toynbee described as a “generational forgetting” of the last total war, which it knows only through tales told by its parents. The Boomer-spawned (now Gen-X-led) violent culture of recent decades lends credence to the Toyn-beean forecast that, as elders, postwar generations inure themselves to the real-world damage that can result from civic risk-taking.



All the wisdom is in the very young and the very old. Everybody in between is messed up.

—Linda Schaffer, Nickelodeon




If Boomers and Gen Xers ever lead Millennials down a path they don’t want, a path that doesn’t seem right, apath that gives leaders new powers without checks and balances, I hope they say no.

—Bob Cooperman




I know you think my dad’s harmless, but you’re wrong.

—Jane, in American Beauty





Whatever public choices old Boomers make, whatever orders they issue, midlife Gen Xers will provide the on-site managers (and generals) who will have to get the job done. As the Oh-Ohs reach the Oh-Teens, this forty- to fiftyish generation will tire of rootlessness and seek a more hands-on role in public life, a more enduring link with history than the pop culture now offers them. To date, Gen Xers are a loose political cannon, one that has seldom fired, one for which the flamboyant ex-wrestler Jesse Ventura has thus far generated the most inspiration and voter turnout. Were a great public need to arise in an era of crisis, Gen-X managers would not feel constrained by existing national institutions to which they will have seldom looked for help or guidance. Suddenly, a generation that had appeared invisible in public life could turn into a giant wrecking ball while also providing the cranes and blueprints for building something new. The commercial slogans of their youth—Why Ask Why, Just Do It, No Excuses—could become the political catchphrases for a new ethos of public action. When action is required, Gen Xers will not take the tiny incrementalist steps familiar to the ‘90s. Instead, given the tasks at hand, they will draw a straight line between two points and care little about the rules (or feelings) that might stand in the way.



This world’s no fun. You noticed that, too?

—Two Willows, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer




I’ll be back when y’allfmd a subject more “Saved by the Bell”-ish!

—Joel, in Scream 2





With old Boomer priest-warriors issuing orders without anyone older around to argue with them, and with action-minded Gen-X executives ready to translate their elders’ priorities into effective game plans, the stage could be set for the taking of huge public risks—to span what could be perceived, by Boomers and Gen Xers alike, as a great discontinuity between a corrupt and imperiled old world and a hopeful and modern new one.

The stage would be almost set for some unforeseen event to spark a new national resolve, to foment a new mood of crisis. But one other ingredient is required: a young-adult generation of loyal, group-oriented, achievement-minded order-takers.

Enter the Millennials.

When today’s teens and kids come fully of age, assuming they follow history’s usual generational rhythms, they will solve problems Gen Xers couldn’t, by fashioning a new sense of community out of ‘90s-style individualism. They will correct what they will perceive to be the mistakes (and compensate for the flaws) of Boomers, by placing positivism over negativism, trust over cynicism, science over spiritualism, team over self, duties over rights, honor over feeling, action over words. In so doing, they will fill the role vacated by the G.I.s.

Beyond these generational forces, is there something about history itself that could lead Millennials to a hero trial? Yes, there is.

The Next Rendezvous with Destiny

“To some generations, much is given,” said Franklin Roosevelt in his second inaugural address. “Of other generations, much is expected. This generation has a rendezvous with destiny.” He spoke those words at a time when rising G.I.s faced an economic depression at home and the rising risk of war abroad. Over the next quarter century, if America keeps another “rendezvous with destiny,” the Millennials could discover that they are in fact the next generation from whom much is expected.

At the core of modern history lies an important pattern that beats to the rhythm of a long human life. Many historians have remarked on it. Over the past four centuries, colonial America and the United States have entered a crisis era—an era of total social effort and institutional rebirth—roughly once every eighty to one hundred years, akin to Lincoln’s “four score and seven years” between the Declaration of Independence and Gettysburg. Start with the Great Depression and World War II, go back through the Civil War, the American Revolution, and the Glorious Revolution (of 1689), to England’s triumph over Spain, and you’ll see this cycle—alias Arnold Toynbee’s “long war cycle”—at work.

Add in the spiritual awakenings (such as the Consciousness Revolution) that occur about halfway in between, and you’ll notice their alignment with other patterns that have been examined by historians and social scientists. These include the cycles of political change and realignment noticed by Arthur Schlesinger, Ir., Walter Dean Burnham, and Samuel Huntington; cycles of foreign policy and global power, by Frank Klingberg and George Modelski; cycles of religious revitalization, by Robert Wurthnow and William McLaughlin; cycles of substance abuse, by David Musto; and cycles of commercial flux, by legions of economic theorists from Nikolai Kondratieff to Harry Dent.

Neither accident nor coincidence, this cycle of American history derives from the intersections of the seasons of life with the seasons of time. Put simply, this is a generational cycle. Its movement is driven by the same forces that cause each new batch of rising youths to correct for the excesses of midlife parents and leaders and to fill the role vacated by recently departed elders. The concept is as old as Exodus, the “tempers” of ancient Greece, the Celtic wreath, and the circularity of Navajo sand paintings. The antecedents are as profound as they are many and varied. A triumphal modern nation like the United States, feeling like it has conquered the business cycle and stands unrivaled in the world, may deem itself exempt from these larger rhythms—but does so at its peril.



Haven’t you ever wanted to be part of something special?

—Connie, in Independence Day




My son, born in 1989, is already accessing his favorite sites on the web. … He is already drawing very good renderings of airplanes, rockets and other mechanical devices.

—Robert Hoffman




It seems as if half of my graduating class (the Class of 2000) is in the Air Force Junior ROTC program. Maybe that means something. The shocking thing is that most of these teens are not even what you would call political conservatives.

—Robert Reed, 17




I want to be in the U.S. Navy when I grow up, and, right now, am Life rank in the Boy Scouts of America. It doesn’t offend me one bit to be called a Hero.

—Philip, 14





Here’s what this cycle teaches, and what it foretells: Roughly once every twenty years or so, around the time all living generations start entering new phases of life, the social mood changes direction. In the last century, this occurred in the mid-1900s, the late ‘20s, the mid ‘40s, the mid ‘60s, and most recently in the mid ‘80s (when the oldest Silents reached retirement age, the oldest Boomers reached midlife, the oldest Gen Xers came of age as adults, and the first Millennials were being born). If this rhythm continues, sometime around the middle Oh-Ohs— maybe a few years before or after, but in any case when first-wave Millennials are somewhere in their twenties—a spark of history will ignite a public response quite unlike what it would have touched off in most earlier decades, such as the 1990s. History always produces sparks. But some sparks flare and then vanish, while others touch off firestorms out of proportion to the sparks themselves. (Recall how the sinking of the Lusitania produced such a mild response, and the attack on Pearl Harbor such a decisive one.) These next sparks could prompt enough of a reaction, and such a powerful mood shift, that America would embark on an era of crisis that could last into the 2020s.



If you let bad things stop you, you won’t be here for the good things.

—Big Mama to Shorty, in Soul Food




Maybe it was a hero trial, something to make me come out a better person.

—Preston, in Can’t Hardly Wait





Now add young-adult Millennials to this mix. Think about how such a generation could be energized, organized, and mobilized far beyond what could ever have been achieved with young Boomers or Gen Xers. Realize that the same generational dynamics at work in the United States will apply among the global Boomers, Gen Xers, and Millennials in Russia, China, India, Indonesia, Israel, Europe, and elsewhere. Stir that up, heat it with the blaze of terrorism, nationalism, religious zealotry, and unbridled technology, and you can appreciate why all the late-twentieth-century talk about an “end of history” may have been premature.

Thus could Millennials, and America, confront the next “rendezvous with destiny,” giving the rising generation a hero trial, whether its members wish it or not.

A constellation of old Boomers, midlife Gen Xers and young-adult Millennials is a lineup of maximum power and civic risk. It tends to usher in an era when public events move the fastest and furthest, when nations and empires rise and fall, when the likelihood of political or economic calamity (and war) is high, when societies can either self-destruct or ratchet up to a higher level of civilization. This constellation thus represents both a danger and an opportunity that literally comes along but once in a long human lifetime, every eighty to one hundred years.

No one can foresee exactly what the crisis will be, or exactly what role Millennial would play in it. One can reasonably assume that the crisis era will be touched off by festering national and global problems that are familiar to most of today’s Americans. How the crisis era climaxes and resolves, however, maybe entirely beyond today’s imagination—much as no one attending the Scopes “Monkey” trial in 1925 could ever have envisioned what America (and the world) would become just twenty years later upon the end of World War II. History never repeats in its particulars. The crisis could be national or global, economic or environmental, high-tech or low-tech, planned or chaotic. No one can say what combination of causes and events it would include.

Given the Boomers’ own collision with Vietnam, one might wonder how likely it is that they would actually put their own Millennial children in uniform and march them into harm’s way. Yet twenty years ago one might also have asked how likely it was that the first Boomer president, a man with clear origins in the ‘60s youth movement, would urge America to put children in school uniforms—which, of course, Bill Clinton did. In due course, some future Boomer president could summon Millennials for a new national uniformed service corps, a tool that yet another president could use as the first step toward the complete mobilization of this generation.

In any crisis era, whatever sacrifices older generations may ask of youth will be asked in part because their elders would have such high regard for them. Everyone would understand—much as elder leaders have proclaimed in all of America’s past crises—that the very purpose of the societywide effort is to secure a better future for a rising generation that deserves a better future. And if that generation’s achievements are great, so too will be their collective rewards. Upon the Millennial homecoming, Boomer and Gen-Xer leaders will retool public institutions in their favor—as was done for G.I.s and for every earlier generation of hero veterans—even to the disadvantage of their own peers. Cutting old-age benefits for Boomers or Gen Xers would be an easy call if Millennials are anywhere in the line of fire.



I don’t like wars, but sometimes they just happen. Things have to be solved.

—small boy, nickellennium.com




I feel badly for Millennials. The Young Boomer hatred of the draft kept us Xers out of wars with drafts. I don’t think that the Millennials will be afforded any such luxury. If the right crusader (president) comes at the right time with the right message and the right political backing, Millennials may well be put on the march.

—Pat Nieli




Universal Military Training would help save our youth. … There would be no Oxford University deferments for the Bill Clintons, no plush National Guard hideaways for the George W. Bushes, no cozy tours in safe headquarters for the Al Gores. In boot camp they’d learn the basics— drill, discipline, teamwork, leadership, responsibility, and citizenship—while getting physically hard and mentally together.

—David Hackworth





Should a crisis arise, with Millennial lives at stake, history could mete out good, middling, bad, or truly horrible outcomes. While no one can predict how a crisis would climax, and what a new postcrisis era would be like, it would probably include a redefinition of government’s relationship to the economy and society, a redefinition of man’s relationship to technology, and a redefinition of America’s relationship to the world. Millennials could play an epic role, crafting new myths of lore, doing deeds only dimly imaginable today. The consequences, for good or ill, would be enormous—not just for America, but indeed for the entire world.



I recently graded essays for elementary and middle school students in Seattle/Tacoma. One essay topic was to “Describe What the Perfect Planet Would Be Like, in Your Opinion.” More than 50 percent of the kids listed the following: no poverty no drugs, no guns, no smoking, no alcohol, no violence, no pollution, no war. A smaller number of them actually said they would get rid of money forever. Could this become a socialist generation?

—Michael Totten




It’s only a slight exaggeration to say that the fate of the world rests on the shoulders of the little emperors of China, the hijos unices of Spain, the spoiled brats of the U.S.

—Peter Coy,
Business Week




The danger of [the Millennial] viewpoint is that they do not seem to face the fact that there are very real differences in people and that underneath it all we really aren’t carbon copies of each other.

—Joe Bexton




Youth violence as a trend may well be going down as we move into an all-Millennial-all-the-time world, but when it occurs, it seems to have a frighteningly massive quality to it. We Gen Xers shot each other opportunistically over shoes and jackets and drugs. Their violence, when it occurs, seems to be planned and organized, and committed en masse. Is this a Millennial thing?

—Barbara Walton





Thereafter, for the rest of their lives, Millennials would collectively embody the transition into the new modern order, much as the Glorious, Republican, Progressive, and G.I. Generations did in prior centuries.

Alternative Futures

These rhythms of history are quite powerful, with many examples throughout human history, in all epochs and cultures. Given the generational forces at work, in America and around the world, an era of crisis seems unavoidable. It could come early or late, be severe or mild, and end tragically or triumphantly—but come it will.

Can anyone be certain of this? Of course not. Societies are complex human systems, and a full account of all the possible circumstances that might perturb or suppress history’s seasonal rhythm is unknown and perhaps unknowable.

If you doubt the rhythm will continue, if you believe that the generational pattern of the twenty-first century will break the patterns of the past, then perhaps you are expecting Millennials to live out a relatively uneventful life cycle that roughly matches the decade-by-decade descriptions in Chapter 14. They’ll write a few books, make a few movies, have a few presidents, eat a few pizzas, invent a few gizmos, buy and sell a few stocks, wage a few peace-keeping missions—and say a gentle if prosaic good-bye. That fits the American recipe for “life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness,” but not a lot more.

Otherwise, suppose the rhythm continues. Suppose there is a crisis, and a Millennial hero trial, followed by a new modern era. How might the forecast be different?

Millennials would still live out the life cycle described earlier, except in much fuller force. The ethnic melding and gender-role separation would be swifter and more enduring. The anti-Boomer flavor of the new Millennial culture would be more far-reaching. The reconstruction of political and economic institutions would be more complete. Everything this generation thereafter does would be more muscular, hubristic, determinative of social change.

Afterwards, the generational cycle would proceed. The children of the crisis would become a “New Silent” generation. The children born after the crisis—the generation shaped by Millennials—would become “New Boomers” who would, in time, launch a spiritual awakening against the secular order that their aging Millennial parents will by then personify. The children born during that spiritual awakening would become “New Xers” who would grow up with a dimming appreciation of what Millennials once did. And the children born after the awakening would become “New Millennials,” filling the void left by their honored but fading elders.

[image: ]


I have great optimism for our future because of all the brilliant, hard working students I have been privileged to teach. My only concern is that this young generation may be too nice, too willing to respect and follow some idealistic leader in a dangerous direction.

—Joel Raney, high school English teacher




All the Millennials that I have met like socialism, and think it’s a great way to maintain social order. … They haven t been trained to see the dangers of socialism and communism. They dont really understand some of the danger that can come from taking away personal freedom. … This is really the only aspect of my generation that bugs me.

—Michael Eliason, 17




Push Millennials the way you push us [Gen Xers] on the bottom of the social food chain, and you wont have gangsters, you’ll have communists.

—Angeli Primlani




You and I see a one-world conquest I dont know, I just guessed!

—Hanson, “Something New”





All this assumes that the crisis goes well, and that Millennials succeed at their hero trial. However, history reminds that many paths are possible. The legacy of the nation-founding Republicans and globe-conquering G.I.s suggests that heroic stature is achievable for a generation with a start like that which Millennials have enjoyed. The experience of the Glorious, whose legacy of slavery took nearly two centuries to undo, warns that the grand constructions of “good child” generations can end up haunting and oppressing their heirs. The damage the Civil War did to the Progressives just coming of age reveals how a crisis that is too harsh and too early can stunt a generation’s future potential. As for very bad outcomes, one need not reflect long on the growing variety of weapons of mass destruction, or on the misuse of new technological breakthroughs, to appreciate the full range of possible cataclysms.



It is said our generation will aim to fix the problems that we (collectively) see in our society, and that we will do so by using governments to control unnecessary speech and eliminating dangerous or “subversive” ideas. … There is already a feature in new computer systems that will allow individuals to be tracked on the internet. The fact that the trend has already started would lead one to believe that our generation will react to it, [but] I personally doubt it.

—Tim Jones, 17




Sooner or later, you’re going to have a national identity card, and it will start in the high schools, conditioning a generations of Americans to say that a national identity card is not only useful and convenient but necessary.

—Lisa Dean, Free Congress Foundation




Children are taught to inform on their friends and teachers—and most of all on their parents. In Hungary, I lived under two regimes that based their existences on that practice. Are we certain we want America to go that way?

—Balint Vazsonyi




The solution to a spiritual problem is not to turn America into a nation of Soviet-style paid informants.

—Steve Dasbach, on a new Oregon plan to pay high school students to inform on classmates’ drug abuse





Today’s children and teens have never known a war requiring any significant American sacrifice—in life, liberty, taxation, consumerism, or even access to foreign travel and imported goods. For many, their only real exposure to violence is on movie screens, TV news, and video games. They have hardly known even a mild economic downturn. For many, their only real exposure to financial sacrifice has been when their parents refuse to buy them what they want.

For such a generation, a collision with economic hard times or a major war poses a gigantic question mark. When a crisis comes, its harshness could explode across young lives like a video game that is no longer virtual. And if, in its early stages, the crisis is not handled well, or if America’s leaders are mired in personal scandals or vendettas that undermine their ability to command sacrifice from others, or if fate takes a harsh turn, or if millions of young people find themselves suddenly out of work, then the familiar Millennial sunniness could turn sour.

What then?

Millennials would still rebel against the perceived adult “mistakes” of their youth, but their list of mistakes would grow—and the tone of their rebellion would darken. They might rebel against today’s pop culture not just by cleansing it, but by demanding a repressive censorship. They might rebel against today’s spreading gap between rich and poor not just by urging new public policies, but by enlisting themselves in an ugly class warfare. They might rebel against today’s unfocused multilateralism not just by asking for more focus on action and results, but by prodding an aggressive militarism. They might rebel against today’s civic ennui not just by voting and politicking, but by boosting populist demagogues. And, perhaps more frighteningly, they might rebel against today’s high-tech individualism not just by enabling high-tech teamwork, but by constructing a new high-tech authoritarianism many of today’s older people now consider impossible.

After a crisis era, Millennials could inherit the G.I.s’ tendency to apply the cutting-edge technologies invented by their parents with such mastery and exuberance that they could prove unable to check their own excesses—without a corrective rebellion by their children. Two leading technologies of the G.I. childhood and youth eras—the airplane and nuclear power—were mainly the creations of their parents’ Missionary Generation (the Wright Brothers and Albert Einstein, respectively). After World War II, whose victory was secured by those two technologies, the G.I.s kept developing airplanes, missiles, and nuclear bombs in an arms race that lasted from their first president (lohn Kennedy) through their last (George Bush). This arms race—including the scientific rationalism that underlay it and the “domino theory” foreign policy that enforced it—became a key issue in the late-1960s “generation gap” between G.I.s and their Boomer children.

Two leading high-tech fields that Boomers have pioneered—computers and biogenetics—could play a similar key role in the Millennial life cycle. This is especially likely if these technologies are central to the cause, conduct, or climax of any crisis era. Afterwards, one can envision midlife Millennials propelling these technologies in directions as unimaginable today as MIRVed nuclear missiles would have been in the days of dirigible balloons. If the Millennials’ heroic trial is twisted by adversity, if their postcrisis hubris turns pathological, if their muscularity turns brutal, this is the kind of generation that could produce an Orwellian era, much like the “Big Brother” people feared back in the postwar years of conformism, bland culture, and midlife G.I.s.



Soon people will be able to know about anyone or anything. Everyone will be educated and without privacy.

—Lacey Roddick




There will be pencils that pick up brainwaves and write or draw whatever you are thinking.

We will have thought transmitters. You step inside, think of something, and voila! It appears!

We will be able to tell what other people are thinking.

We won’t have to punish criminals anymore because we can make them better people by erasing their brains and putting something better in them.

—9- to 11-year-old children, nickellennium.com




You see, Fred, it isn’t the size of a guy’s IQ that matters. It’s how he uses it.

—Damon, in Little Man Tate




[I]f the worst should occur, some blame should be placed on the thus far greatly overrated Boomers.

—LuisPoza, 17





Americans should hope not. They should hope instead that, like the children of the 1750s and ‘60s, Millennials will emerge from their young-adult collision with history in a way that will make their parents, ancestors, and heirs all extremely proud of them. Or, if postcrisis Millennials do push computers, biogenetics, and the rest of modern science in unwise directions, Americans should hope that their “New Boomer” children will put a stop to it, sometime around the 2040s, with a cultural eruption and spiritual recrudescence that would bring smiles of recognition to a smattering of centenarian Boomers. Succeed or fail, Millennials could follow down the path of Jefferson’s and Reagan’s generations, both of which got along better with their parents than later on with their own children.



The video game I’m currently helping to design is called Empire Earth and is a real-time strategy game that covers human history from 500,000 B.c. to 2400 A.D. In it players will be able to produce heroes, great leaders from the past such as Abraham Lincoln and Isaac Newton to help build their civilization. Now I’ve had to create fictional heroes for players to use in the future eras and I amazed myself at the bright and upbeat future heroes I created. … Looking over the descriptions of my fictional heroes, one thing strikes me—in temperament and experience, they’re basically Millennials.

—Allen Rausch





All of today’s generations, especially Millennials, are hoping for the best possible outcome. “Whatever the Millennials touch, whether good or bad, it all turns to gold,” insists Josh Braxon, a late Gen Xer in his early twenties who senses that his juniors possess “that power to make everything work.” “Our new young masters will achieve greatness,” agrees Gen Xer Eric Weisbard in The Village Voice. “They’re too secure not to, knowing what a winning hand they’ve been dealt.”

When history does in fact summon “the power to make everything work” from young-adult Millennials, today’s parents—then deep in old age—can look on with pride to see how their grown children did indeed benefit from the values they were taught in their youth.

Millennials as a Hero Generation

The experience of earlier hero generations suggests that, to fulfill their potential, they must be raised as children to think of themselves as special, powerful, capable of great collective deeds. So far, Millennials are on track.

For nearly two decades, this nation has enjoyed large helpings of peace and prosperity, atop civic decline and worries about the long-term sustainability of its present course. The intensity with which Americans riveted first on babies, next on children, and more recently on teens— holding them to higher standards than U.S. presidents and CEOs—has unmasked the older generations’ abiding anxieties about the new century.

Anxiety about the future can be a good thing, when directed to useful purpose, and surely one of history’s best purposes is the raising of good and capable children. Visions of trouble can valuably remind a society about how crucial its rising generation could someday become in time of need. Whether or not Millennials must ever respond to an epic crisis, history will propel them to be and do what Boomers and Gen Xers were not and did not do. That much is certain.

[image: ]
Will Millennials become America’s next great generation? In the prism of history, greatness is a matter of perspective. The German historian Leopold von Ranke once wrote, “Before God, all the generations of humanity appear equally justified.” In “any generation,” he wrote, “real moral greatness is the same as in any other.” Like G.I.s, Millennials will have strengths that other Americans will celebrate, but like all generations, they will have countervailing weaknesses whose consequences will become more apparent as they reach middle age. That’s when they will start creating problems that their children will want to correct. Every generation provides something new, something important, something necessary in the context of its own time. So too does every generation, no matter how “great,” leave plenty for its successors to do.



We’re superheroes. That’s what we’re supposed to do—save cities, fight monsters.

—Powerpuff Girls




He’s better at this than I’ve ever been at anything in my life. He’s better at this than you’ll ever be, at anything.

—Fred, in Searching for Bobby Fischer




We saved the world. I say we have to party.

—Buffy, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer





Because history may be counting on Millennials to serve a special purpose, Americans should hope that today’s kids keep their strong game going. The first batch, now in their teens, is loud, proud, and confident, and is likely to become more so as they pass through college and into adult life. The next batch could be tremendous achievers.



This is our moment here at the crossroads of time

We hope our children carry our dreams down the line

—Billy Joel, “Two Thousand Years”




When we go out there, and we give it absolutely everything, that’s heroic. Let’s be heroes.

—Moxon, in Varsity Blues





No one can foresee exactly what surprises, perils, delights, disappointments, and triumphs lie in store for Millennials. Yet Boomers and Gen Xers can take some satisfaction in how they are raising a generation fully prepared to accept challenges, live up to their elders’ trust, and triumph over whatever history has in store for them. “We are comfortable with change,” reassures 17-year-old Laura Bennett. “Be it good or bad, we can handle it.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
MILLENNIALS RISING


Stories will be told until we’re old Stories
will be told until the end ottime

—HANSON, “Stories”



[image: ]enerations are a great key for unlocking the history of any society that believes in progress. In recent decades, America has witnessed tremendous changes in its social mood—from the Great Crash to D-Day from the Summer of Love to Morning in America—driven in large measure by life-cycle aging. Each time adult generations reach new phases of life, and each time a rising generation comes of age, they separately acquire new perspectives on where their society is heading. The result is a regular and predictable change in that society’s mood and direction.

That’s what happened in America in the middle 1940s, middle ‘60s, and middle ‘80s. It’s due to happen again in the middle Oh-Ohs, right around the time the first Millennials reach adulthood.



This is a good land. We are good people. The children we raise are overwhelmingly decent. … For us to mistakenly assert otherwise is to deny them and their virtue.

—Bob Lonsberry




We will accomplish a lot. We’re going to surprise a lot of people.

—Mina Sisouvong, 18




I like to think that our children might actually turn out as we hope.

—Joan Ryan,San Francisco Chronicle




Reach for the sky Hold your head up high— you’re a superstar

—Love Inc., “You’re a Superstar”





Those who pay no attention to generational transitions, or who think generations matter only to the producers and consumers of pop culture, leave themselves with precious little to assess where they, and America, stand in the sweep of history. When such people look to the past or future, they notice only a multitude of discrete events. They see a hurricane here, a bombing there, a bull market, a bear market, an election every four years. They assume that America will remain what it is and where it is, like a rudderless ship, unless some out-of-the-blue event (a scientific discovery, a terrorist attack) knocks it someplace else.



Why doesn’t the government trust its teenagers to do the right thing? Didn’t America raise them right?

—Elizabeth Daley, 15




Will some of us fail simply because we didn’t meet the Boomers’ expectations?

—Oscar Soto, 16




You have to make us feel important, too. … People rise to your expectations. If you expect them to make a mountain, they will, because you expect it of them and they want it.

—16-year-old, to Patricia Hersch, author of A Tribe Apart




Every generation is an experiment.

—Newsweek





Trying to understand the direction of America by looking at the breaking headlines while ignoring generations is like trying to understand the movement of the ocean by looking at the breaking waves while ignoring the tides. Those who disregard generational change have been surprised by the last several turns in the American mood. Those who continue to disregard it will be just as surprised the next time a new decade and a new generation alter the nation’s course.

The decade is the Oh-Ohs. The generation is the Millennials. When the two come together, the young people of America will dazzle the nation much as Boomers did in the ‘60s, though to very different effect.

This intersection of life and time cannot be stopped. When it occurs, it will please some older people and displease others. On the brink of old age, many Boomers will be delighted to see such civic-spirited young adults, but will despair at their disregard for the inner life. On the brink of midlife, many Gen Xers will welcome the good example young adults will be setting for the next child generation, but will complain about the blandness of their groupthink.

Few Americans have ever seen so many young people with such an appetite for achievement. Indeed, older generations are so accustomed to worrying about kids who accomplish too little that they might not know what to do with kids who may want to accomplish too much. The new youth danger lies less in the direction of entropy than in the direction of order, and few of today’s older Americans have any personal memory of what dangers or opportunities that might pose. As Boomers and Gen Xers watch Millennials go to work, they may feel disoriented, uncertain about what to do or how to help.

When America has, at long last, a young generation ready to accept elder leadership, the quality of that leadership will matter far more than before. Millennials can heed moral exemplars, and respond to principled leaders, far better than most of today’s adults could when young. That’s the opportunity side. Yet these new youths might decisively oppose nominai leaders who fail to provide real direction, and they might be inclined to support misguided leaders if better alternatives aren’t available. That’s the danger side.

To this point, Boomers and Gen Xers have steered Millennials away from the attitudes and behaviors of their own youth eras. They have done so through new family-life and workplace accommodations, parental protections, cultural screens, educational standards, and disciplinary rules that, on balance, have served this young generation well, while providing guideposts to measure future progress. Adult America has done a decent job with these kids—so far.

But Millennials are growing up. The oldest of them will soon be adults, moving beyond the chrysalis of child-safety devices, Zero Tolerance rules, and standardized tests. With their leading edge entering college, these young people are on the brink of becoming a highly effective social force, given the right leadership and moment.

Today’s teens look forward to this. What they may not know—yet what history teaches—is that every generation has a shadow side. For Millennials, the shadow they confront could include excessive collectivism and rationalism, a capacity to push technology too far or follow leaders too unquestioningly As they age, Millennials would do well to guard against their shadow, while retaining the collegial energy that makes them so remarkable as a generation.

For the sake of Millennials—and, through them, the future of America—the most urgent adult task is to elevate their expectations. Rather than dwell on all the negatives, on problems such as youth violence or substance abuse that are clearly ebbing, America should set goals big enough to engage the imagination of this generation of achievers. Rather than dwell on trying to shelter a generation that needs room to grow, America should require adult leaders to possess the integrity to deserve the trust of youth. And rather than persist in the tired mantra of “if it feels good, do it,” older people should heed the fresher advice of 9-year-old Kylie from the GreatKids web site: “Whoever you are and wherever you are,” she writes, “keep up doing your best, practice, be nice, and most of all do what’s right and what you should be doing!”



[The teenager,] right now, is the ultimate personification of the American dream, the ultimate personification of the American ideals.

—Rider Strong




When I first heard what she had done, I wondered, “Would I have done that?” I might have begged for my life. Cassie didn’t. She may have been 17, but she’s a far stronger woman than I’ll ever be.

—mother of Cassie Bernall, who affirmed her faith to her killer, Columbine High




Aaron Hall, 16, who saved a 6-year-old boy from a mountain lion, was awarded the Heroism Award with Crossed Palms, an honor bestowed upon Boy Scouts “who put their lives at extreme risk in an effort to help another.”

—Boy Scouts of America




We can reach our destiny

We will feast in harmony as one

—‘N Sync, “Forever Young”





During the Great Depression, older people felt increasingly powerless about what they personally could do about the many problems of the nation and the world, but increasingly hopeful about what younger people might someday do. America “cannot always build a future for our youth,” declared Franklin Roosevelt at the time, “but we can build our youth for the future.”



My generation is one of the most confident and unique of the century.

—RobbyWilley,16




Millennials are developing an amazing optimism and a conviction that the future will indeed be better for all.

—Robert Brenner




Kids are powerful, and kids can do incredible things.

—Dianna English, 16




I don’t know what my future holds, but I’m sure it’s something great.

—Whitley Lassen, 17




Every generation has a chance at greatness. Let this one take its shot.

—Newsweek




You and I are capable of infinite futures.

—Nikki, 13




To infinity, and beyond!

—Buzz Lightyear, in Toy Story





In today’s America, one hears much praise for what the G.I. Generation built, but no one ever asks: Who built the G.I. Generation? The answer is, the generations of Roosevelt and Truman—elders who provided young people with principled leadership, challenges to character, ambitious national goals, and solid foundations for long-term achievement. In due course, that young generation congealed into what Henry Malcolm called “a generation of Prometheus and Adam,” capable of turning the corner on economic despair, conquering fascism, outlasting communism, building massive infrastructures, and landing men on the moon.

Boomers and Gen Xers realize that neither of their generations is likely to be remembered as a generation of heroes. Perhaps, however, both can someday be remembered as the leaders, educators, and parents who shaped a generation of heroes. To this point, they have made a solid start at this great and good task. But if they wish to do for Millennials what FDR’s and Truman’s peers did for G.I.s, they must learn from those shining examples, and must accept the fact that America’s next generation will not resemble their own.

The Millennial future is what America is destined to become—and soon. lohn Stuart Mill once defined a generation as “a new set of human beings that have been educated, have grown up from childhood, and have taken possession of society.” When you think of today’s young people this way, you cannot help but rivet on their potential for power—organized power, legal power, official power. As the oldest Millennials reach their twenties, they will fill colleges, move beyond parental control, and begin making up their own minds about their nation and the world. What they will say, and especially what they will do, could shock and disturb many of today’s adults who have spent most of their lives cultivating individualism and an instinctive distrust for power. But power, when harnessed, can be a force for good. “Change the world” was a fine youth slogan back in the 1960s, but Boomers may need the power of their grown children to get it done.
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Hope abounds. Older people should thrill at what today’s kids already are, and what they may become. At the 1999 Women’s World Cup, four cheerful, red-white-and-blue-bedecked tween-age girls held up a sign that spoke of soccer but could as easily speak to the Millennial agenda for the crafting of a bright new modern era. “This is my game,” those four girls signaled to the world. “This is my future. Watch me play.”

With Millennials rising, America needs to start thinking bigger. Test them. Challenge them. Put difficult tasks before them, and have faith that they can do themselves, and their nation, proud. Lead them. Love them. And above all listen to 17-year-old Sarah Fulton when she says, “Celebrate the good! Celebrate the youth in America!”



The sun will set on my time here and will rise with you as the new king.

—Mufasa, in The Lion King




You have to trust me.

—teenager, in Small Soldiers




We are not going to let the world down.

—Chaz Schmitz, 16







AFTERWORD

Fathers have a bias. Go to any school musical, science fair, moot court, or soccer game, and you’ll see. Dads root hard, at times too hard, for their own kids and their teams. (Moms have also been charged with this.)

We’re both fathers, and we freely admit that we share a prokid bias. We root for our kids, their teams, and their generations. Between our two families, we have six children—two Gen Xers and four Millennials. The four Strausses are Melanie (age 23) the Harvard China expert, Vicky (19) the JMU prepsychologist, Eric (17) the snake and iguana charmer, and Becky (16) the soccer star; the two Howes are Giorgia (8) the Harry Potter maven and Nathaniel (6) the Pokémon master.

For the record, we should say that the Strauss cadre (who have been interviewed many, many times for this book) remain perplexed about how their father could possibly know anything about what’s hot and what’s not in teen music, film, and fashion. The Howe duo are likewise amazed at their dad’s cluelessness about Hogwarts and Charizard. We know our limits. That’s why, in our daily lives, we turn to the true experts on Millennial matters, our wives, Janie Strauss and Simona Howe.

Beyond our families, we have indeed immersed ourselves in the world of today’s kids. We’ve spoken with history, English, creative writing, and theater classes at several local high schools, and surveyed hundreds of members of the Class of 2000. On a separate track, Strauss has created the Cappies Theater Awards program, has worked with theater programs in two dozen northern Virginia high schools, and has written two musicals on Millennial themes: MaKiddo (a full parody of The Mikado), about a high school for “practically perfect” kids, and StopScandal.Com, about a civic-spirited teenager who tangles with his corrupt congressman. Howe has been an active dad at his kids’ schools, while battling as a policy spokesman to save their fiscal future on Social Security, Medicare, and other budget issues.

That’s not the whole of it. As the saying goes, Millennials and us, we go way back.

We first came to this topic more as historians than as parents or school activists. The two of us have been collaborating on generational histories for a decade and a half. The idea for our first book together, Generations, arose in 1984, when today’s 18-year-olds were still in strollers, Jessica McClure was stuck in a Texas well, and most yuppies were hearing the term “baby boomlet” for the first time. We coined the name Millennials in 1987, around the time ‘82-born children were entering kindergarten and the media were first identifying their prospective link to the millennial year 2000. That was five years before the first American use of the term “Generation X.”

We published Generations in the winter of 1990-91, when the oldest Millennials were in third grade and only 33 million had yet been born. That’s when we publicly named, defined, and described them—and placed them among the pantheon of American generations. In 1991, the very idea of a new child generation, following a young-adult generation that still didn’t have a name, struck even our supportive readers as somewhat hypothetical.

But we went ahead anyway. In Generations, we predicted that the Millennials, when they first reached their teens, would be the target of a raging obsession in America over how best to protect and structure and improve the lives of young Americans. We also suggested that by the late ‘90s they would become the new epicenter of the culture wars, the new trump card of national politics, and the new focus for reconstructing bedrock social institutions, from fatherhood to schools. Today, in the year 2000, these predictions seem unremarkable. That’s because they’ve mostly come to pass.

Early in 1993, we published 13th Gen, a sociobiography of Generation X, where we alerted teens and twentysomethings that a very different batch of 10-year-olds was growing up right behind them. In 1997, we published The Fourth Turning, a book about the cycles of history, where we described the oldest (15-year-old) Millennials as riding a crest of adult concern that was just about to break over the nation’s high schools. If anything, we underestimated the American absorption with teenagers that was about to strike. From polls to TV stories to newsmagazine cover articles, the media has canvassed the minds and showcased the lives of teenagers (and younger kids) far more than has been true for any earlier youth generation in living memory. The internet has meanwhile given young people an independent voice, and global reach, unimaginable just a decade ago.

We decided to write Millennials Rising in 1998, a year before Columbine, as our own answer to the “Generation Y” negativity that was seeping into the media and marketing worlds. After Columbine, that task felt all the more urgent. Gen Xers had been conditioned since childhood to weather the caustic reception that they experienced in the early ‘90s and that they have since largely shaken off. Raised in a more protective and positive fashion, Millennials have not been so conditioned. Another public torrent of bleakness about the next rising generation, we felt, could be damaging for these young people—and dangerous for America’s future.

Hence this book. Those familiar with the format of 13th Gen will notice many similarities, such as R. J. Matson’s wonderful cartoons and the sidebar charts and quotes. They will also notice differences. There, we had “Crasher” (Ian Williams) offering a persistent Gen-X perspective. Here, we use quotes from a chorus of more than a hundred 8- to 18-year-olds. More than anything we have written before, this is a true internet-age book, with a broad two-way connection both to our sources and to our readers.

Some of the voices in the sidebars come from a web discussion we’ve hosted, over the past three and a half years, at www.fourthturning.com. When we launched that site, we started a single forum with four topics. Since then, the site has blossomed into a massive, intergenerational town meeting, with over two hundred discussion topics and innumerable visitors, many of them teenagers. Our regular visitors have held two readers’ conventions, in Washington, D.C., and Nashville. For the success of this web site, we thank our Gen-X webmaster, Nabeel Hyatt (who has gone on to further dot-com triumphs), our current Millennial webmaster, Hayfield Secondary School student Kevin James, and our many contributors.

This book is immensely richer for the vast harvest of other internet elements (search engines, news archives, chat rooms, and book, film, and song lexicons) that make an author’s work quicker and more comprehensive. For much of this we thank Sean Carey, who “hangs ten” with the best of them when surfing the net, and Frank Gregorsky, whose contributions, especially on technology and the pop culture, have been immense. Frank’s superb “Love Those Millennials” newsletter on this generation reveals a passionate and positive commitment to today’s teens. We also acknowledge Lis Libengood for her input on small-child nurture, Scott Beale on education, and David Kaiser on a variety of topics. And we thank Rick Delano, a dedicated advocate of Millennial causes, for his experience, good sense, and consummate ability to make things happen—and for helping us organize our consulting arm, LifeCourse Associates.

We are grateful to our first-draft manuscript readers, especially Third Millennium’s Rich Thau and Richmond teacher Rob Peck, and the two dozen students at McLean and Langley High Schools, along with the teachers (Denise Katz, Cathy Colglazier, Josh Hertel, and Mary Jane Regan) who helped arrange these and other student discussions. We thank Fairfax County School Superintendent Dan Domenech for his continuing interest in our work. We appreciate the assistance we received from school officials Tom White and Doug Rice, who helped us fine-tune and launch our Teachers and Class of 2000 Surveys; from the twelve principals and two hundred teachers of the high, middle, and elementary schools who took part in our Teachers Survey; and from Vicky and Becky Strauss, Emily Tavoulareas, and Sarah Abrams, who tabulated these surveys.

Howe wishes to thank many acquaintances for helping out in ways large and small, including Mike Males of the University of California for his principled views and stunning insights; George Carey of Just Kids, Inc., and Lou Eigen of Social and Health Services Limited for the benefit of their long experience; Jenna Marston at the Partnership for a Drug-Free America for her obvious mastery ofthat subject; Charles Rodin and Christine Nord for helping him thread through data and sources on kids; Adam Burke, at the Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan, for preparing up-to-date results from the Monitoring the Future surveys; Paul Beavers and William Bornschein, dedicated teachers in Tennessee and Kentucky, for their vital perspectives on middle schoolers. He thanks Peter G. Peterson, an unwavering champion of today’s kids, for giving him the opportunity to look closely at this generation’s economic future. He thanks Richard Jackson at the Concord Coalition and Phil Longman at U.S. News and World Report, whose views he often solicits and always values—along with so many others he’s “talked Millennials” with, including Susan Baker, Bob Filipczak, John Fraim, Lewis Jaffe, Nat Irvin, John Peterson, Lee Pressler, Bill Roesing, Scott Sanders, Mike Vlahos, Bill Wolfe, and too many in the media to name.

Strauss gives a nod to colleagues in his teen-targeted theater projects, including Bill Lane, Bo Ayars, Steve Rosenhaus, Eric Krebs, Chuck Noell, Trena Weiss-Null, Maria Rendine, Melanie Strauss, and the hundreds of students on the various casts and crews of his two musicals; to Judy Bowns, Gael Reilly, Marylou Tousignant, Kathie West, Rebecca Wilburn, and the many school theater directors and critics who have helped the Cappies bring new excitement and public acclaim to high school theater; to Elaina Newport, Mark Eaton, and his many other colleagues in the Capitol Steps; to the Close-Up Foundation, Presidential Classroom, and National Young Leaders Conference, who have helped the Capitol Steps tailor political satire for teenage audiences; and to Mort Kavalier, Sandy Irani, John Cameron, and Johns Hopkins University for their gift of immeasurable value.

As with all our books, we are grateful to our agent, Rafe Sagalyn, for helping us hone our message, restrain our love for the written word (in quantity), and thereby reach an audience. We applaud our cartoonist, R. J. Matson, whose work is also featured on Capitol Steps record albums and off-Broadway stage sets, along with the occasional New Yorker magazine cover. We thank our editor and publisher, Edward Kastenmeier and Marty Asher, Katy Barrett, and the staff at Vintage Books for bringing us on for another collaboration. It’s not often that the same authors and the same publishing team get to work together on two books seven years apart. In many ways, Millennials Rising has been the most focused and rewarding of the books we’ve done. For making this happen, Edward deserves much of the credit.

Most of all, we wish to thank our readers for taking the time. We invite those of all generations—especially Millennials—to join a far-ranging discussion on our web site, www.millennialsrising.com.

When the G.I. Generation was in its youth, the historian lames Truslow Adams coined a new concept, “the American Dream,” which he defined as the promise of giving every young person “the chance to grow into something bigger and finer, as bigger and finer appeared to him.” By “bigger and finer,” Adams spoke not merely of houses, cars, and other material things, but also of compassion, honor, community, and principle. For Millennials, the American Dream carries a whole new dimension of drama and purpose.

This dream can be every parent’s hope. Let it come true for your children, and ours, and for the children you teach or serve, and all other children you know. They are our blessing, all of them to each of us.

Neil Howe and William Strauss





NOTES

These notes are organized in four sections. The “Author Surveys” section describes the student and teacher surveys that we undertook expressly to assist us in writing the book and to which we refer frequently in boxes and in the text. The “Sidebar Voices” section covers the sidebar quotes—where they come from and how we got them. “Text References,” organized by chapter and subhead, provide sources for factual items mentioned in the text. In general, we try to provide sources for all direct quotes or written citations (from people, articles, book titles, and so on) and for all major factual claims applying to all or most Millennials or Americans, especially claims about quantitative levels or trends. Each reference is listed in the order in which the quotation or claim appears in the text; the notation op. at. refers only to another reference in the same chapter subhead. The final section, “Data Sources,” explains (by topic group) major quantitative indicators often used in the text. “Text References” frequently refers the reader to this final section.

Given the vast range of topics covered in this book—and the numberless scholarly, journalistic, and pop culture sources that bear a connection to them—there is no way we could reference everything of interest. For readers who wish to dig deeper into sources, we invite them to do their own web searches, starting with newspaper and magazine archives or on search engines run by research institutes or government agencies. As for readers who want to find out more about our generational perspective on American history, or about our earlier treatments of the Millennial Generation, we invite them to read our three previous coauthored books: Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584—2069 (1991), 13th Gen; Abort, Retry, Ignore, Fail? (1993), and The Fourth Turning: An American Prophecy (1997). Above all, we invite readers to join other readers and ourselves in discussing any and all aspects of this book, and Millennial issues in general, at www.millennialsrising.com.

Author Surveys

To supplement other youth polls, we designed and conducted two generational surveys for this book: a Teachers Survey of 200 elementary, middle, and high school teachers in twelve public schools in Fairfax County, Virginia; and a Class of 2000 Survey of roughly 660 students (all in the June 2000 graduating class) at four Fairfax County public high schools. Both surveys were authorized by school officials.

In the Teachers Survey, we asked teachers with ten or more years of experience to compare today’s students with those of ten or more years ago, on a number of academic, extracurricular, attitudinal, and behavioral measures.

In the Class of 2000 Survey, we asked students to answer a variety of generational questions about themselves, and about their parents, teachers, and siblings.

Comprising the western suburbs of Washington, D.C., Fairfax County has one of the largest and most renowned school systems in the nation. Its student population is ethnically diverse, with 13 percent Asian, 10 percent Latino, 8 percent African American, and 3 percent other. Nonwhites and Latinos thus make up one-third of the high school student body— the same as the national share for this age group. Three of every ten students live in homes where a language other than English is spoken. Though Fairfax County is relatively well-to-do, with a median household income nearly twice the national average, 18 percent of all students are eligible for free or reduced-price school lunches, 9 percent live in households with annual incomes under $25,000, and 5 percent live beneath the official poverty line. The twelve surveyed schools span the full range of this population’s ethnic and socioeconomic diversity.

Further information about both surveys is available on-line at www.millennialsrising.com.

Sidebar Voices

We draw our sidebar voices from nearly two hundred sources—including fifty-five newspapers, fifty-four magazines, sixty internet sites, sixteen other media sources, eight books, and three high school classes.

Many of the voices come from familiar periodicals (The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, USA Today, Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & World Report), all of which have boosted their coverage of youth issues in recent years. Thanks to the internet, we were able to track down Millennial news items and features in dozens of regional papers spanning every part of the country (e.g., Boston, Norfolk, Augusta, St. Petersburg, Amarillo, St. Louis, Chicago, Minneapolis, Missoula, Seattle, Portland, Sacramento), plus Canada, Europe, and Asia. Other sidebar sources include business, religious, educational, political, research, and associational publications—among which American Demographics, The American Enterprise, Child, Phi Delta Kappan, and Teen People stand out. Frank Gregorsky’s “Love Those Millennials” newsletter and Don Tapscott’s Growing Up Digital book are also excellent sources of youth quotes.

The world wide web provides a variety of candid and colorful personal comments from kids, teens, parents, and others. The most useful sites include standard news outlets such as ABCnews.go.com, channel one.com, and msnbc.com; on-line magazines such as slate.com and salon.com; electronic communities such as discovery.org, geocities.com, and zdnet.com; youth-oriented gatherings such as boomerang.nu, free zone.com, headbone.go.com, kidscom.com, and nickellennium.com; commercial and cultural sites such as americangirl.com, flickfilosopher.com, girlsgamesinc.com, kidbiz.com, and myfamily.com; and generational links such as generation-y.com and millennials.com.

By far the most important internet contribution comes from our own web site, fourthturning.com, from which we quote over two dozen discussants from across the United States and in all walks of life. Every Millennial voice is identified either by age or student status. A number of the teen quotes are excerpted from essays submitted to us by students at Lan-gley, Marshall, and McLean high schools in Fairfax County, Virginia.
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Data Sources

ABORTIONS. The CDC and AGI are the only sources of national figures on abortions. The numbers cited here follow the method of the StatAbs in using AGI national totals, which are considered more accurate, and then using annual CDC data to interpolate in years for which AGI did not compute national totals. The abortion rate is usually defined as total abortions per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44.

AGE OF MOTHERS. Though no agency tabulates it, the average age of mothers at birth can be derived by taking the NCHS annual birth data and calculating an average age of mothers weighted by the share of mothers in each age bracket. This is what we did at decade intervals from 1900 to 1970, and then yearly from 1970 to 1997.

CRIME. Two major statistical programs measure the nature, level, and rate of U.S. criminal activity. The Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), directed by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, tracks crimes reported to local police and federal authorities. The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), directed by the Bureau of Tustice Statistics, uses Census personnel to ask households whether and how they have been victimized by any crime, reported or not. To find out about police activity (such as arrests) or crimes with no surviving witnesses (property crimes and many homicides), the UCR must be used. Otherwise, the NCVS is widely regarded as a superior measure of the societywide impact of most violent crimes. See the Bureau of Tustice Statistics, at www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs; and the Office of Tuvenile Tustice and Delinquency Prevention, at ojjdp.ncjrs.org.

EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT. For overall trends and summary, see Trends and CondEd. For results and publications on the TIMSS (Third International Mathematics and Science Study), see timss.bc.edu/. For results and publication on the NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress), see nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/site/home.asp.

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT. For educational attainment by age or birth year (highest grade completed or college degree received), see “Educational Attainment in the United States,” CPR, P20, various dates.

EMPLOYMENT. Data on employment (by sex, age, race, region, marital status, presence of children, etc.) are collected by the Census Current Population Survey and tabulated by the BLS. For mothers and fathers with children, see “Employment Characteristics of Families,” annual news release, BLS (available at stats.bls.gov/news.release/famee.toc.htm). The employment rate refers to the population share of persons who work at all for pay (even just one hour) during the current week; the labor-force participation rate refers to those who either are working or are actively seeking a job. Full-time means at least 35 hours per week. The conventional BLS measure of teen employment is poor (a single year-round yes-or-no age bracket from age 16 to 19). But for this book we were able to access unpublished BLS tabulations for each race and age (15, 16, and 17) that distinguish between school and summer months. For the purpose of historical comparison, the BLS has aggregated these figures into three time periods (1977-79, 1987-89, and 1996-98), which were all at or near the full-employment peak of the business cycle.

FAMILY STRUCTURE. Census tabulates and annually publishes descriptive figures on family structure in “Marital Status and Living Arrangements” and “Household and Family Characteristics,” CPR, P20, various dates. Living conditions (including presence and status of mother, father, siblings, and other relatives) are tabulated by family and by child. See also the Census historical tables available at www.census.gov/popula-tion/www/socdemo/hh-fam.html. Parents include both natural and stepparents; reliable cross-sectional data on natural versus stepparents are unavailable—though see efforts in StatAbs (1993), table 77; and AmChild, 65.

FERTILITY. A fertility rate usually refers to the birth rate of a single age bracket of women. The total fertility rate equals the number of children that a woman would bear if, over her lifetime, she bore them at every age at the same fertility rate as all women currently do at every age. Demographers often prefer it to the crude birth rate because it reflects only behavioral choice and cannot be pushed up or down by the age distribution of women. In time, absent immigration, a total fertility rate of less than 2.1 (slightly more than two births per woman) must result in population decline. For the United States, the total fertility rate is computed annually by the NCHS in its NVSR (see “Vital Statistics”). For every nation worldwide, it is computed and tabulated by the United Nations (Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division) as five-year averages. See World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision (United Nations, 1998), which includes historical fertility for every country since 1950 and projections well into the next century.

IMMIGRATION. The principal source for annual immigration data is the Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (annual). Another source, which does a better job picking up undocumented immigrants, is “the Foreign-Born Population in the United States,” CPR, P23, various dates.

INCOME AND POVERTY. All figures on income and poverty (family, household, or personal) are taken from the Census “Historical Income and Poverty Tables,” available through the current year at www.census.gov/hhes/income/histinc/index.html. See also Census, CPR, P70. Unless otherwise noted, income refers to real income (in 1998 dollars deflated with the CPI-U). The official “poverty” designation is applied by the U.S. government to households, and all adults and children living in such households, whose total annual cash income does not meet a fixed dollar standard (that was somewhat arbitrarily chosen in 1963 and is adjusted yearly for inflation). In recent years, the Census has developed and now publishes an alternative experimental poverty measure which takes taxes and in-kind benefits into account.

POPULATION BY GENERATION. The population of a generation is the sum of two parts: native births between the birth-year boundaries and total immigrants who belong to the same cohort group. Calculating total native births is easy. To calculate total immigrants, we created a model that used a fixed distribution of immigrants by age to allocate each year’s total immigration into birth years. Future native births, future immigration totals, and the fixed distribution of immigrants by age are all taken from the “middle” Census projection (see “Population Projections of the United States by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: 1995 to 2050,” CPR, P25-1130, Feb l996).

The following table shows the population totals. All the native birth figures are final except for the last few years for the Millennials. The immigration count, on the other hand, includes millions of immigrants yet to arrive—and for the Millennials, this count is largely speculative since most of it has yet to happen. The Census projection simply assumes a continuation of current immigration levels.

[image: ]
Generational totals make comparisons difficult since they don’t account for the different birth-year lengths of different generations. The following table recomputes the numbers on a per-birth-year basis.

[image: ]
SEXUAL ACTIVITY. Three ongoing federally funded research projects are widely cited to describe the trend, level, and type of youth sex and contraception: First, the Youth Risk Behavior Survey, prepared by the CDC, with results for 1991 to 1997; see www.cdc.gov. Second, the National Survey of Adolescent Males, funded by HHS, which focuses on the sex activity of male youths in 1988 and 1995; see www.urban.org/family/teenmale.htm. And third, the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, prepared by NCHS, which focuses on reproductive activity for women aged 15 to 44; see www.cdc.gov.

SIBLINGS. The average or median number of siblings related to each child can be derived from Census data on families by number of children (see “Household and Family Characteristics,” CPR, P20, various dates). See also StatAbs, and earlier years in earlier editions; We the American Children, Census (1993), 6; and AmChild.

SUBSTANCE ABUSE. Two major national survey sources are used to track trends and levels in youth substance abuse. The first is MTF, whose annual questions to students in grade 12 (since the class of 1975) and in grades 10 and 8 (since the class of 1991) focus heavily on drug use and attitudes toward drug use; see www.health.org/mtf. The second is the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse, prepared by SAMHSA, whose populationwide rates of substance use date back to 1979 (annually since 1991); see www.samhsa.gov/gov/oas/nhsda.

VITAL STATISTICS. The NCHS compiles national data on vital events from state and local sources and publishes them in a series of reports (in hard copy as the NVSR and on the web at www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss.htm). The series covers births (most recently, “Births: Final Data for 1997,” NVSR, vol. 47, no. 18), including births by age bracket of parent, by race and ethnicity, by birthweight, by region, and by total fertility rates. It covers teenage births (most recently, “Declines in Teenage Birth Rates, 1991-98, Update of National and State Trends, NVSR, vol. 47, no. 26), with greater detail on age of mother, marital status, and pregnancy rates. It covers deaths (most recently, “Deaths: Final Data for 1997,” NVSR, vol. 47, no. 19), including mortality rates (per 100,000 people) by cause of death and by age bracket and race of the deceased; the NCHS web site includes detailed cross-tabulations by all three variables since 1979. It covers infant deaths (defined as death before age 1), including neonatal deaths (defined as death within thirty days of birth) and infant death rates (per 1,000 live births). It covers marriages and divorces, including average age of first marriage for males and females, marriage rates (per 1,000 people age 15 and older) and divorce rates (normally, per 1,000 married women age 15 and older).





A VINTAGE ORIGINAL, SEPTEMBER 2000

Copyright © 2000 by Neil Howe and William Strauss

Vintage and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Howe, Neil.

Millennials rising : the next great generation / by Neil Howe and William Strauss; cartoons by R. J. Matson.

  p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

eISBN: 978-0-307-55794-0

1. Youth—United States. I. Strauss, William. II. Title.

HQ796.H74 2000

305.2350973—dc21

00-034949

www.vintagebooks.com

v3.0



OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_016_r1.jpg
MY PARENTS
AREFASCIST
PLGS!

MY CHILDREN






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_137_r1.jpg
" UH MOM! T HAVE A BAD FEELING ABOUT WHO MADE THESE SHOES!






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_015_r1.jpg
Compared with Your Students 1015 Years Ago,
Are Your Elementary School Students Today. ..

YES N0

Moreracially diverse ~ 71% 3%
More affient ~ 66%  10%
Healthier ~ 35%  15%

—Asted of elementay school teachers
inFartax County (V). in Teachers' Survey (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_136_r1.jpg
Which of the Following Music Do You Like?
Contemporary Pop 62%
Rap 56%
Swing 46%
Classical 39%
Heavy Metal 32%

Country & Western 18%

Opera 12%

—asked of 13- 1o 15-year olds in
NationalGengraphic s oridwid survey of 15,000 youths (1939)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_014_r1.jpg
Generation
Lost

61

Silent
Boom

X
Millennial

Birth Years.

1883-1900
1901-1924
1925-1942
1943-1960
1961-1981
1982-2002

Famous Man

Hary Truman

Ronald Reagan
Martin Luther King,Jr.
Gearge W Bush
Michael Jordan

Zac Hanson

Famous Woman

Mae West

Ann Landers

Sandra Day 0'Connor
Hilary Clinton
Courtney Love

Tara Lipinski





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_135_r1.jpg
U.S. Kids’ On-|

ine Questions to the Third World

“What i t that makes peope 5o poor?”
“Have you ever been teased because you're poor?”
“Have you ever felt lft out?”

—from Tapoi, a wordide network o 7- to 13-year-olds






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_013_r1.jpg
UNCONDITIONAL
AMNESTYZ.

&






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_134_r1.jpg
Total Fertility Rate for World
and Selected Regions, 1950 to 2000

ord

Devcoped






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_012_r1.jpg
U.S. Rates of Divorce and Abortion,

1976 to 1996

Rate per 1,000 Women*

Aborions

“Wornagd 15-44 o ahotons arid o ove g 15 for dore






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_133_r1.jpg
GLGBAL Kb AT

L Hey! L ey
it TR Wnkeop??

CHICAGO






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_099_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_010_r1.jpg
NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION |
ON SEX, VIOLENCE % MORAL TURPITUDE ! |

i . |~

[ ADuLTHOOD IN CRISIS ||
|






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_098_r1.jpg
Five Reasons Parents Should Relax About Cyber Love:

1. Alcohol isn't served

2. Meeting someone doesn't require new clothes

3. Your son can't get someone pregnant

4. Your daughter can't get pregnant

5. No one ever contracted an STD through a made cable

-Don Tapscot,Growing Up Digtal (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_131_r1.jpg
PMEIL YYSSW. WDUGU? MYOB! YOOC! DTS!
1CCL! IKWUM. GTG. TTYL. (Tanslation: Par-
don me for jumping in. Yeah, yeah, sure,
sure, whatever.Why don'tyou grow up? Mind
Jour own business! You're out o control!
Don'tthink so! | could care fess! | know what
Jou mean. Gotta go.Talkto you later)

—common web-talk acronyms






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_028-73_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_097_r1.jpg
Rates of Pregnancy, Abortion, and Birth
for Girls Aged 15-17, 1980 to 1996*

1

g
g e
; 100 [
] —-—
HE Aborion Rt
P w
2

@

0 1o w0 s






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_130_r1.jpg
Do You Worry About Family Finances?

Alot:  12%
Attimes:  46%
Notreally: ~ 42%

—suey o . teens, USA Weskend (August 2, 1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_096_r1.jpg
Can Sexual Urges Be Controlled?

Aways: 51%  Never: 4%
Surveyof 10000 12-to 16-year-lds, “Poject eally” (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_095_r1.jpg
'PUBLIC SCHOOLS DETENTION CENTER

‘THE ZERO TOLERANCE FOUR






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_094_r1.jpg
Do You Support Zero Tolerance in High Schools?
Yes: 69%  No: 26%

—survey of all ages, Hartis/xcitepol (ovember 12, 1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_092_r1.jpg
Life Goals

Having a well-paying job: ~ 81%
Having a good relationship with parents:  77%
Getting married:  57%

Having children: ~ 38%
Owning a business:  28%

—response ofstudens n grades 7-12,
in PRIMEDIRoper (November 1938) ationa Youth Survey






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_091_r1.jpg
Compared to 10 Years Ago, Are Students’
Oral English Skills Better o Worse?

Better  Worse
Elementary School ~ 33%  21%
Middle School ~ 20% 3%
High School  17%  52%

—asked of teacher i Faitax Couny (VA
in Teachers'Survey (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_090_r1.jpg
What are the major causes of problems in SOCIETY today?
Seven top answers from students in grades 7-12 in 1998

Sl o tinkin
ke g ofoher, ] ss%

e don e
i b vl %

Weongloingly plic

Lackofparenldiscipie 4

podemlied [N

[ R E—
cacka ®e Ime % om don S0 6w








OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_019_r1.jpg
GENERATION

CURRENT
AGE

100 & over
761099
581075
01057
191039
oo1g

ENTERING
CHILDHOOD

Thid Great Awakening
Word War | & Prohiition
New Deal & Word War I
Anerican High
Consciousness Revolution
Culture Wars & Roaring ‘905

ENTERING
YOUNG ADULTHOOD

World War | & Prohibition
New Deal & Word War I
American High
Consciousness Revolution

Culture Wars & Roaring ‘%05





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_018_r1.jpg
SOCIETY & CULTURE
child Nurure
Family Stabilty
Family Policy Pririty
School Emphasis
Crime and Drugs
Popular Culure
Gender-Role 6ap
Racial Goal
Immigration
Income Equality
Fiscal Tt

Public Generosity to Poor

Boomer Childhood
©.1945-65

relaing
high, tarting o fall
needs of community
excellence

low, starting torise.
homogenizing.

wide

integration

low

fising

toworking-age adults

fising

Yer Childhood
©.1965-85

underpotective
faling

needs of adults
liberation
ising
confrontational
narroning
assertion

ising

peaking
torettees

peaking.

Milennial Childhood
©.1985-today

tightering
Tow, stating to e
needs of children
standards
High,tarting tofall
fagnenting
narow

diversty

tigh

faling

tokids

faling





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_139_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_017_r1.jpg
MILLENNIAL CHILDHOOD LOCATION IN HISTORY

HISTORY & EVENTS

Era

Presidents
Confrontations Abroat
Economy

Popular Phrases

TECHNOLOGY

Electronic Products

Consumer Products

Public Infrastructure

Boomer Childhood
©.1945-85

American High

Truman to Kennedy
Horea to Cuba
Affuent Soiety

Cold War
AskNot

Pax Anericana
1Have A Dream

broadcast TV
78sand LPs
8mm filn
vacuum tubes
mainframes

madein USA

sedans and stationwagons
electric ranges

foom fans.

test sateltes
B-52s
interstate highways

Yer Childhood
©.1965-85

Consciousness
Revolution

1B)to Carter
Vietnam to an
Stagfation

Great Society
HellNo!
Linits to Growth
Malzise

cable TV
cassettes and CDs
VCRs

transistors
calculators

imports
Beetles and hatchbacks.
mictowaves

A units

moon launches
CBs
teloom sateltes

Millennial Childhood
©.1985-today

Culture Wars &
Roaring Nincties

Reagan to Clnton
Iraq to Kosowo
Long Boom

Morning Again
Kinder, Gentler
Family Values
Culture Wars

interactive TV
streaming and MP3s
Vs

microchips

personal computers

global production
minivans and SUVs
delivered food
climate control

space shutles
stealth and smart bombs
the intemnet
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:“Did you kil?"

A “No.”

@: “Did you have 2 gun?”
A “Yes”

@: “Did you aim the gun?”
A “Yes”

: “Did you fire it?"

A “Yes”

: “What happened?”

A: “They just fell down.”

—interview of achildsodier i A,
inwake! (Api'3,1999)
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MILLENNIALS RISING

THE NEXT GREAT GENERATION

NEIL HOWE AND
WILLIAM STRAUSS
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Birth Year Markers and Famous Young People
BY BIRTH YEAR

1974 Leonardo DiCaprio, Alanis oissete Jdediah Purdy
1975 Lauryn Hill, Wendy Shalt, Tiger Woods, Livan Hernandez

A 1976 Aica Silerstone, Peyton Manning, Jevon Kearse:

1977 James Van Der Beek, Fiona Apple, Sarah Michell Gellar

1978 College Class of 2000, obe Biyant, teve Fancis

1979 Brandy,Jennifer Love Hewitt, Azliyah Haughton

1980 Chelsea Clinton, Macaulay Culin,Chrstina Aguilera

1981 Brtney Spears, Serena Williams, Rachael Leigh Cook,

Anna Kounikova, Jonny Lang

|GEN-X

[MILLENNIALS|

1982 High School Class of 2000, LeAnn Rimes, Tera Lipinski,
‘Anna Paguin, Thora Birch, Kirsten Dunst,
Kieran Culkin, LeeLee Sobieski

1983 Taylor Hanson, ila Konis

1984 Amelia Atwater-Rhodes, Jena Malone, Mandy Moore

1985 Zac Hanson, rankie Muniz, Brendan Baker

Y1986 Eighth-Grade Class of 2000, Amanda Bynes,
Mary Kate Oisen, Ashley Olsen Jessica McClure,
Megan Kanka, Baby M

1988 Sinth-Grade Class of 2000, Haley Joel Osment

1989 Jake Lioyd

1990 Jonathan Lipnick, Myes Jfirey

1991 Third-Grade Class of 2000, JonBenet Ramsey

1993 Elién Gonzdlez

1984 Kindergarten Class of 2000

1997 McCaughey septuplets

1998 Chukwu octuplets
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Top Web Sites (grades 1-12)
. Nickelodeon

. Disney

. Geocities

. Yahoo

. National Basketball Association
. Public Broadcasting System

. Worm World

—American Lirary Associaton
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The Preferred Name: “Millennials™

“Several thousand peaple st suggestions to abcnews con.
Some thought that gen.com would be a good idea. Others
said Generation Y, Generation Whatever, Gen-D was one. The
Boomlets. The Prozac Generation. When everyone gat talking
about it online, the second-largest number thought there
should be no label at all, and the greatest interest was in the
Millennium Generation, o the Millennials.”

—Pete onnings, ABC World News Toight, 12/19/97

TOP TEN SUGGESTED NAMES (abe.com pol)

1. Milennials 6. Generation.com
2. “Don't Label Us” 7. Generation 2000
3. Generation Y (or Why?) 8. Echo Boom

4. Generation Tech 9. Boomer Babies
5. Generation Next 10, Generation XX
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Stores That Treat Teens the Best:
supermariets, discount stores

Stores That Treat Teens the Worst:
‘computer stores, car dealers

Strongest Brand Loyalties:
magazines, music, jeans

Weakest Brand Loyalties:
electronic games, computer products

—PRIMEDINRoper 1998 Nationa Yuth Survey
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12- to 17-Year-Olds Who Own Stock

1998: 1%
1999: 11%

—Meril Lynch survey
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What are the major causes of problems in SCHOOLS today?
Seven top answers from students in grades 7-12 in 1998
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Events That Made the Biggest Impression
on the High School Class of 2000

1. Columbine
2. Warin Kosovo

3. Oklahoma City bombing

4. Princess D' death

5. Clinton impeachment trial
6.0, Simpson trial

1. Rodney King rits

Lewinsky scandal

9. Fallof Belin Wall

10. McGuire-Sosa homer derby

—Class of 2000 Suvey (1999)
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Employment Rate of 15-Year-0lds,
Late 705 and Late ‘905
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OUT: Bad boy Dennis Rodman
IN: Good guy Kobe Bryant

—dvertising Age (1999)
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U.S. Youth Population, Aged 15-24,
in Millions, 1930 to 2020
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How Schoolkids Aged 13-17
‘Spent Their Own Money in 1996

Other (%) — -

Vacation (6%) — L Savings (26%)

Food (11%) —

Entrtinment (16%)

Transportation & Insurance (17%)
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“DID YOU FORGET TO GIVE HIM HIS RITALIN TODAY?”
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Rate per 100,000

Self-Inflicted Accidents and Suicides,
Rate for Teens Aged 15-19, 1979 to 1997
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Rate per 100,000

Mortality Rate for U.S. Teens Aged 15-19,1960 to 1997
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Death Rate per 10,000 U.S. Births:

1946 1996
For mothers 18 1
For infants: 338 7

U National Center for Health Satstics (1999)
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Child Immunization Rate (ful/ series):
1992: 55%
19%: 5%

—Domna Shalla, Seretary of ealth and Human
‘Senvices (April 10, 1999)
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Percent of College Freshman Having ...

1973 1998
Mother with college
degee or higher 0% 4%
Father with colege
degee or higher % M%

—The Ameican Freshman, UCLA (1997-98)
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01d Advice: “Put him outside in the sun.”
New Thinking: “Protect your baby from harmful rays.”

—When o Nnows Best,”Child (May, 1999)
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Total U.S. Births, in Millions, 1950 to 1998
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ENOUGH
QUESTIONS
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When You Reach Your Parents’ Age,
Do You Think You Will Be:

Better off than they are now: 52%
Worseoff: 4%

—survey of teens, in USA Weshend (Mo 2, 1999)
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High School Students Taking a Daily Gym Class

1991 42 percent
1997: 27 percent

Newsweok (dugust 2, 1999)
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" BUT DAAAD, T DON'T WANT TO GROW UP TO BE SMUG LIKE You”
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" WHAT'S THIS THING FOR ?...”
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Wait Until Married to Have Sex?

Very important: 53%
Somewhat important: 23%
Not impartant: 22%

—Surveyf 12-to 14-year-lds, Time Gy 5, 1999)
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GENERATION®  BIRTH YEARS ~ FAMOUS MAN

Purtan 15881617
Cavaller 16181647
1688-1673
Enlghtenment 1674-1700
Mvakening  1701-1723
Liverty  1724-1741

~ Repubiican [RUZSYCH
Compramise 17671791
Transcendental  1792-1821
Gilded  1822-1842
1843-1859
Wissionary 1860-1882
Lost 1883-1900
ol [t
sient 1925-1942

Boom  1943-1960
19611981

John Winthrop
Nathaniel Bacon
Catton Mather
Peter Zenger
Benjamin Frankiin
George Washington
Thomas Jefferson
Andrew Jackson
Abraham Lincoln
Ulysses S. Grant.
Woodrow Wilson
Frankiin Roosevelt
Duight Eisenhover
John Kennedy
Colin Powell
Steven Spielberg
Michael Dell
Frankie Muniz

FAMOUS WOMAN

Anne Hutchinson
Mary Dyer
Hannah Dustin
Mary Musgrove
Eliza Pinckney
Mercy Warten
Abigail Adams.
Dolley Madison
Susan B. Anthony.
Lovisa May Alcott
Mary Cassatt
Emma Goldman
Dorothy Parker
Clare Boathe Luce
Glora Steinem
Oprah Winfrey
Jndie Foster
Mandy Moore

hero gneratons shated
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Rate per 10000

Rate of Drug Abuse Overdose Fatalities,
by Age, 1979 and 1995
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“T FEEL SORRY FOR KIDS TODAY, THEYVE GOT NOTHINGTO REBEL AGAINST!” |
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Recipe for a Post-Millennial “6en 2"
(Born 2001-2020):

1. one part introspective intelectualism
from the Slent Generation

2. half partoutspoken idealsm from the
Baby Boomers

3. two parts action-not-words from the Gen
Yers

4. one part communal ptimism from the
Millennials

5. dash of salt, pinch of thyme

6. serve with asparagus orsaffron rice

—Willam Thomas, “Gen 22°in
The X Zone (August 10, 1999)
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Which “Bill” might you pick as godfather for your child?

Bill Cosby ~ 76%
Bill Muray 1%
Bill Gates  10%
Bill Clinton 1%

“Hom and Pop Cultue Surey,”Child (pril 1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_144_r1.jpg
By the Time You're 30, What Do You Expect to Earn?

Median answer: $75,000
Actual median eamings of 30-year-olds in 1999: $27,000

suvey of teens, in USA TodayWekend (y 2, 1939)
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GENERATIONAL CONSTELLATIONS SINCE WORLD WAR I

Phase of Life
Entering
Elderhood

Entering
Midife

Entering
Young Adulthood

Entering
Childhood

Boomer
Childhood Era:
©.1945-65

Tough
lost

Ponerful
Gls

Conformist
Silnt

Indulged
Boomers

Xer

Childhood Era;

©.1965-85
Entitled
Gls

Experimental
Silent

Narcissistic
Boomers

Ovelooked
Xers

Millennial
Childhood Era:
©.1985-today

Empathic
Sitent

Judgmental
Boomers

Pragmatic
ers

Protected
Millnials
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High School Class of 2000,
Opinion of Generational Reputations
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Typical Fears of Parents for a Child’s Health

Late 1940s: Pli, diphtheria, whooping cough, meningitis
Late 1990s: Meningiis, ear infectons, colds, brain tumors, cancer
—The Oregonian (October 29, 1997)
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* SAY ULYSSES, MAYBE. WE OUGHT TO GET BACK IN THE
‘TIME MACHINE AND DO IT THE OLD WAY!”
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‘Took with a Child, 1988 and 1998
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Mothers with Children Younger than 6,
Percent Employed

1960 1998
anyemployment:  20%  61%
fulltime:  NA 42%

—US.Bureau ofthe Census (2000)
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Percentage of Women Who Would Quit
Their Jobs If They Stopped Needing the Money

1970s:  about 30%
1989 38%
1991 56%

The WallStret Journal (ly 23, 1993)
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MODERN DIVORCE |






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_054_r1.jpg
Among Children Who Live with a Single Mom,
the Percentage Whose MomIs ... .
1950 1980 1998
Widowed:  34% 1% 4%
Divorced: 2% 42%  M4%
NeverMarried: 2% 15%  40%

—US Bureau ofthe Census (2000)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_053_r1.jpg
Percentof All Women vith Children

Rate of Labor Force Participation by Women
with Children under Age 18, 1960 to 1998

%

1960 1970 1980 1985 190 1995 1998
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Percentage of 3- to 5-Year-Olds Who Have a Story
Read to Them at Least Three Times a Week
1991 1996
White kids:  40%  59%
Blackkids: 3% 41%
Latinokids: ~ 38%  47%

—Natonal Household Education Surveys (1991, 1996)
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0f All the People You Know or Know About,
Who Do You Look Up to the Most?

Myparents:  79%
Atletes: 3%

—survey of 12- 0 14-year-olds, Time Gy 5 1999)
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Proportion of Parents Claiming to Have
“Strict” Rules on Child TV Watching
1976 49%

1994 62%

—Roper poll of parents,
inThe New York imes (Gctober 11, 1935)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_046_r1.jpg
Which Security Measures Do You Favor?

metal detectors in schools:  86%
regulating violent video games and T shows:  69%
restricting violence in movies and on CDs:  59%

—surveyof aduls and teen,inUSA Weekend (ly 4, 1999)
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Bf ULTRASAFE TEEN CAR
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Should New Parents Take a Mandatory Parenting Class?
Blacks: 72%
Latinos: 6%
Asians: 56%
Whites: 47%

—percent saing yesinsuney Los Angeles Times (lune 13,1999)
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Percent of AllChildren

Official U.S. Poverty Rate
for Children under Age 18, 1982 to 1998
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TODAY:
HARRY POTTER
READING GROUP
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DECADE

19208
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“DADDY, T WANT YOUTO MEET MY NEW BOY BAND!”
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Of All Male Seniors at McLean (VA) High School:

98% participate in after-school actvity
60% bite ther fingernails

13% have some piercing

10% have a tattoo

—survey by Mclean AP Satistcs Closs (1999)
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What's Bad About Being a Kid?

What Parents Mainly Say:
crime, youth vilence, guns: 39%

What Their Kids Mainly Say:
school, homenwork,getting bossed around:  32%

—Surveyof12-to 4-yer-lds and therparents,
Time Guly 5, 1999)
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From Grade School Essays About Politics:
Some of ur presidents never did much else and
are famous only because they became president.

The nominees are usually called candidates or

campaigners, although | have heard them called

other things.

Noncomittal i to be able to talk and tak without

saying anything.

Poltca srategyis when you don't et peope know

You have run outof ideas and heep shauting anyway
—collectedinthe 1990, ot San Diego tae Colege
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Weekly Hours of Children Aged 3-12, by Activity,
Percent Change from 1981 to 1997
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Percentage of 12- to 17-Year-Olds:

Wiho believe they could be elected president someday: 62%
Wiho vould want the job: Girls—21%, Boys—13%

—Survey of 12-to 17-year-olts, ABCNEWS.com (February 15, 1999)
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Which Would You Rather Play?

Video games:  26%
Soccer: T4%

—American Disogue Suvey
Of 8-t 12-jer-ols, TOWA/Chiat/Dy (1996)
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“YOU GET F/VE MINUTES BETWEEN SOCCERAND PIANO?
'WHAT DOYOU DOWITH ALL THAT FREE TIME ?/7”
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Slang Translator:

chronic: really great
rat's bite:

awerty: computer freak
poc

tchance

: g0 away

—feezone.com
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Who Took AP Examinations
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Latino % "
Black 8 32

U, NatonalCenter for
Educaton Statistis (1998)
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"COME ON KIDS! WOULDN'T YOU REALLY RATHER G0 BACK TO DISNEYWORLD?”






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_117_r1.jpg
Which Show Do You Think May Be Inappropriate,
But You Let Your Child Watch It Anyway?

The Simpsons: 51%
South Park: 4%

—*Wom and Pop Cultre Suvey,”Child (Apr, 1999)
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Think About Students a Few Years Older
‘Than You. When They Were Your Age,
Did They Have More or Less ...

less  More

Homework 4% 11%
Scheduled activties ~ 58%  12%
Demanding teachers ~ 46%  15%

—Class of 2000 Suvey (1999)
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Compared to 10-15 Years Ago, Does Your
Middle School Curriculum Emphasize ... .

Teaching to tests
Group projects
Community service
Good citizenship
Tracking by abilty

More  Less
%% 0%
5% 8%
63%  18%
50%  29%
18%  63%

—asked of middle school toschers

inFartax County (V) in Teacher’s Survey (1999)
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Proportion of Kindergartners Spending
Full Days (Rather than Half-Days) in School:

1970 12%
1980: 29%
1990: 42%

USAToday (une 30, 1992)
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Number of States with Academic Standards
in Core Subjects:

1996: 14
1999: 49
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Scientific Observations by Fifth and Sixth Graders:

When pegple run around and around in circes
we say they are crazy. When planets do t, e
say they ae arbiting.

We say the cause of perfume disappearing is
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‘The moon is 2 lanet jus ik the earth, only it
is even deader.

—clem.mscd.ody
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Are students today doing better or worse than they were 10-15 years ago?
Response of elementary school teachers in Fairfax County (VA), 1989
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High School Seniors (per 1,000)
Who Taok AP Examinations
1984 199
Male 50 m
Female 50 144

U, Natonal Center forEducatin Satstcs (1998)
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Do You Have Friends of a Different Race?

Yes: 90%
—Survey of 6- o L-year-lds Time (uy 5, 1999)






