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Introduction



What is a generation? We talk as if they have breaks between them, like graham crackers or Hershey bars. But people don’t couple and have children on a staggered schedule; there’s a constant flow of newborns, with no natural divisions between Generations X, Y, and Z. What is it, then, that distinguishes someone born in one generation from someone born in the next? Is there a last baby on one side and a first on the other? Maybe it’s like the Supreme Court on pornography: We know it when we see it. At its most basic level, a generation is when a quantitative change (birth year) comes to refer to a qualitative change. Over time a society mutates, and at a certain point in that development we draw a hazy line to mark a generation.


Since they aren’t strictly defined, generations are characterized by crises, by breaks of one kind or another. Wars, revolutions, market crashes, shifts in the mode of production, transformations in social relations: These are the things generations are made of, even if we can only see their true shape in the rearview mirror. Every few decades American culture turns over, like a body rejuvenating its cells. But though reproduction is continual, the generations look at each other not over a line, but over a gap. The divisions are very real, even as they’re also imaginary.


Because the way generations are defined is so hazy, it’s easy to get away with less-than-rigorous analysis. If you say “the Selfie Generation,” you’re doing the work of defining and describing: The generation that takes selfies takes selfies. The few book-length considerations of Millennials—for our purposes I will mostly use this term to refer to Americans born between 1980 and 2000 (Reagan up to Bush II)—that exist are generally concerned with two things: young people’s intellectual degradation, and how to manage them in the workplace. Shorter-form articles hem and haw about young Americans’ romantic and sexual lives, our work ethic (or lack thereof), and especially our use of technology and the culture that has developed around it. Millennial stereotypes are just that, however, and stereotypes aren’t a good place to start.


What these media accounts fail to present, even when their conclusions don’t totally miss the mark, is a historical reason for what they’re describing. To understand the consequences of a generational shift, we need more than just the proximate causes of new culture and behavior; we have to pull apart the tangled nest of historical trends where they hatched.


No one chooses the historical circumstances of their birth. If Millennials are different in one way or another, it’s not because we’re more (or less) evolved than our parents or grandparents; it’s because they’ve changed the world in ways that have produced people like us. And we didn’t happen by accident: Over the past forty years we have witnessed an accelerated and historically unprecedented pace of change as capitalism emerged as the single dominant mode of organizing society. It’s a system based on speed, and the speed is always increasing. Capitalism changes lives for the same reason people breathe: It has to in order to survive. Lately, this system has started to hyperventilate: It’s desperate to find anything that hasn’t yet been reengineered to maximize profit, and then it makes those changes as quickly as possible. The rate of change is visibly unsustainable. The profiteers call this process “disruption,” while commentators on the left generally call it “neoliberalism” or “late capitalism.” Millennials know it better as “the world,” or “America,” or “Everything.” And Everything sucks.


The growth of growth requires a different kind of person, one whose abilities, skills, emotions, and even sleep schedule are in sync with their role in the economy. We hear a sweetened version of this fact whenever politicians talk about preparing young people for the twenty-first-century labor market, and a slightly more sinister version from police officers and guidance counselors when they talk about working hard, flying right, and not making mistakes. It’s tough love, and young Americans are getting it from all sides. This advice is uncontroversial on its face, but its implications are profound. In order to fully recognize the scope of these changes, we need to think about young people the way industry and the government already do: as investments, productive machinery, “human capital.” If people have changed as much as other engines of productivity have over the past three or four decades, it’s no wonder the generation gap is so significant.


By investigating the historical circumstances out of which Millennials have emerged, we can start to understand not only why we are the way we are, but in whose interests it is that we exist this way. In the wake of Occupy Wall Street, the mainstream media seems to have discovered increasing economic inequality, dramatized in the vastly unequal division of postcrisis “recovery” income. When it comes to age, this inequality manifests both between and within generations. Young households trail further behind in wealth than ever before, and while a small number of hotshot finance pros and app developers rake in big bucks (and big resentment), wages have stagnated and unemployment increased for the rest.


In the shadow of this high-stakes rat race, child-rearing has gone from harm prevention to risk elimination. It’s no longer enough to graduate a kid from high school in one piece; if an American parent wants to give their child a chance at success, they can’t take any chances. Entire industries have sprung up to prey on this anxiety, from Baby Einstein to test prep academies. For children born on the wrong side of the inequality gap, an increasingly integrated youth control complex puts them at constant risk of criminalization, from the classroom to the street to their bedrooms. The result is a generation of children with an unprecedented lack of unsupervised time who have been systematically denied the chance to build selves without adult oversight.


If this sounds like it might be anxiety-inducing, it should. Longitudinal studies on young Americans’ psychological health reveal unprecedented changes. Young people feel—reasonably, accurately—less in control of their lives than ever before. Luckily, the silver lining of every twenty-first-century problem is a market niche, and youth psychosis is no exception. Long considered too indelicate a tool for developing minds, psychiatric medication has become part of a normal American childhood. Powerful pills can keep children who are at risk of malfunctioning under pressure operating on an ostensibly even keel. Depression and anxiety aren’t just threats to our psychic and emotional wellbeing; when people’s work depends on their communication skills and likability, mental illness is an error that must be corrected.


American kids spend more time on schoolwork than ever before, even though their skills with new technology make the performance of academic tasks like research and word processing much more efficient. A scholastic arms race has pitted adolescents against each other from a young age. For kids who have trouble competing—or ones whose fidgeting threatens the classroom discipline necessary for those who are—there are Adderall, Concerta, and other prescription uppers to keep them focused and productive. Of course, once the pills are on the playground, there’s no keeping track of them, and the market sets prices for these study aids just like anything else. In a reversal of the traditional ideas about childhood, it’s no longer a time to make mistakes; now it’s when bad choices have the biggest impact.


If a Millennial does make it out of childhood on the “right track”—avoiding both the school-to-prison pipeline and debilitating psychosis (or even suicide)—and into higher education, there’s no finish line. It’s more like “Pass Go, Pay $30,000.” The average college student takes out tens of thousands of dollars in loans from the government to go to school—tenacious debt it will likely take a decade or more to pay off, and on which default isn’t a practical option. But with higher rates of enrollment, it’s not enough just to attend college, especially given the costs; a degree has become a prerequisite, not a golden ticket. Meanwhile, the university has turned into a veritable industrial complex, complete with ever-expanding real estate holdings, hospitals, corporate partnerships, and sports teams that are professional in every sense of the word—except that the players work for free. And amateur athletes on whose talents a multibillion-dollar industry is built aren’t the only ones asked to give their labor away: Unpaid internships have become the norm. Students are investing more time, energy, and money in their employability, and most of them have less to show for it. All of this raises the stakes for individuals; the worst off might very well be those in the category “some college,” which means debt without the degree.


The whole school culture is built around hypercompetition, from first period, to extracurricular activities, to homework, to the video games kids play when they have a minute of downtime. It’s not a coincidence—none of it. The growth of growth requires lots of different kinds of hard work, and Millennials are built for it. While cell phones and PDAs (remember when Personal Digital Assistants existed as a separate device?) used to be for businesspeople who billed for their time in minutes, now the average teenager has the tools to stay plugged in 24/7, and the training to use their gadgets better than those businesspeople can. Social media schools young people in communication and the emotional skills—as well as quick thinking and constant availability—that make them exceptionally productive. That also means they’re populating these valuable new platforms with free content. When everyone is searchable and no privacy filter is reliable, kids learn quickly that everything they do goes on their permanent record—résumé and rap sheet alike. No one puts their whole self into their job like a Millennial who never learned to separate work and life enough to balance them, especially if they’re wired on uppers and get anxious when they’re too far away from their phone.


In the world of entertainment, media industries rely on the young artists whose cohort sets much of the country’s cultural agenda. Near the close of the twentieth century, these media companies got extremely proficient at finding, identifying, and repackaging youth culture’s rebellious side. “Selling out” was the scourge of Generation X, but a couple of decades later, the question is all but moot for young artists. The Faustian bargain with success is no longer about giving up your originality to be branded; now it’s the artist’s original brand the Man wants to buy. Whether trying to sell a rap album or a comedy series, young successes are expected to be successes already, with their own built-in fan bases, public brands, and professional-caliber media. With the spread of cheap recording, producing, and distribution tools, you no longer need to go to a label or a studio to make a market-ready album, music video, movie, or television show; you just need some friends who are practiced and willing to donate their skilled time. But to reap the rewards, you’re going to need to beat almost everyone else just like you.


The business of sports has always fetishized young workers and is shifting with these advances as well. So-called amateur sports have grown (as an important part of the higher education industrial complex) and now constitute a multibillion-dollar market. Meanwhile, competition for the few scholarship slots and professional jobs for athletes has increased as teams look overseas to previously unexplored talent pools. Hyperrationalized training techniques and evaluation tools mean that promising child athletes are tracked and engineered from elementary school, which is also when they start learning about college scholarships. “Don’t blow your ride!” is at least as old as The Breakfast Club, but with the price of higher education skyrocketing, the stakes are higher and the work is harder. For parents doing the tough math, turning an athletically or a musically gifted toddler into a prodigy might be cheaper than four years at a competitive private school. As long as the kid doesn’t fuck it up.


Something is happening, whether we like it or not, whether we have a solution or not. A look at the evidence shows that the curve we’re on is not the one we’ve been told about, the one that bends toward justice. We’d be foolish and naive to expect America’s “moral universe” to progress independent of the other trends in our lives; it’s nearly circular to say we are the people we become every day, but the progressive narrative doesn’t allow for the flips and crises, the victories and defeats that make history such an eventful story. People match their circumstance, and vice versa; we’re no exception. Without a recent historical accounting, we’re stuck trying to understand young people based on a constellation of confusing behavioral data points. How are the same young people who were exposed to porn in childhood and are sending each other nude pictures by middle school also having less sex than their parents did? Why are we obsessed with the laziness and incompetence of the most productive workers of all time? And if college means better jobs, and more kids are going to college, why are wages down? Out of these contradictions the media has spun the story of the Millennial—a portrait that’s right on some of the details, misguided on the rest, and totally wrong on why.


The moderate consensus view on American Millennials is that we don’t represent anything new. Boomers and Gen Xers whining about us are creating moral panics out of the standard evolution of social and cultural habits, just like their parents did. It’s true that the reaction to every successive set of tools and toys and their effects on our lives—especially the lives of children—sounds a lot like last year’s and the year before’s. Commentators worry about what cell phones do to our sociality, but before that it was Walkmen and long before that it was newspapers. And though it’s fun juxtaposing covers of newsweeklies from different decades, all of them fretting about how this or that generation will be the end of us all, it also turns us into the boy who gets tired of crying wolf. But sometimes there is a wolf. It’s worth an occasional check.


One of the consequences of “how we live now” is that we have more access to way more information about ourselves than ever before. This data is used to manage and control us in all sorts of ways—not the least of which is encouraging us to better self-manage and self-control—but it’s also a tool in our critical hands if we choose to wield it so. A long hard look at the historical circumstances that have birthed Millennials can tell us more about our nature than any number of snapshot trend pieces or shallow surveys. The only way to understand who we are as a generation is to look at where we come from, and the social and economic conditions under which we’ve become ourselves. What I’m attempting in this book is an analysis of the major structures and institutions that have influenced the development of young Americans over the past thirty to forty years. That means parenting, schools, the criminal justice system, higher education, and the job market; it means looking at the changes in technology, psychology, sexuality, and other elements of social life that have shaped the adults Millennials are becoming. Without the full constellation, all we have is blinking epiphenomena: entertaining at a glance, but not enough context to guide a ship.


When politicians want to appeal to the public’s better angels, they ask us to “Think of the children.” Advertisers, civic agencies, parenting experts, psychiatrists, teachers, police: All of them tell us to ponder the effects our collective choices are having on the next generation. It’s not a bad heuristic if you care about what’s going to happen to your society, but the rhetoric is usually just used to sell one thing or another. Parents are treated like consumers, and “Think of the children” usually means “Think of your kid” and “Be afraid” and “Buy this or else.” Maybe that’s good advice for maximizing an individual kid’s chance at success in a winner-take-all market, but we can see what kind of society—and person—results. When you look at some major trends in the lives of American young people, there’s good evidence that the quantitative changes over the past three or four decades now constitute a meaningful qualitative rupture, one with repercussions we’ve yet to fully appreciate.


A hard look at these trends suggests that Millennials represent the demographic territory where a serious confrontation has already begun: a battle to see if America’s tiny elite will maintain the social control they require to balance on their perch. It’s not an arrangement they’ll let go of without a fight, and they have a lot of guns—figurative and literal. Political reforms seem beside the point if the next generation’s hearts and minds are already bought and sold. Millennials have been trained to hold sacred our individual right to compete, and any collective resilience strategy that doesn’t take that into account is ill-conceived, no matter how long and glorious its history. A regular old political party with a social media presence is insufficient on its face. No one seems to know what we—with all our historical baggage—can do to change our future.


If, as blockbuster audiences seem to both fear and relish, America is quickly headed for full-fledged dystopia, it will have gone through us Millennials first, and we will have become the first generation of true American fascists. On the other hand, were someone to push the American oligarchy off its ledge, the shove seems likely to come from this side of the generation gap, and we will have become the first generation of successful American revolutionaries. The stakes really are that high: In the coming decades, more Americans will be forced to adapt in larger, stranger ways to an increasingly hostile environment. History asks different things of different generations; no child is born asking to go to war, and no number of shiny market-based distractions will make the next twenty years an enviable time to inherit America. But Millennials are going to be here regardless, and we have a lot of responsibility for whatever comes next.















Chapter One



Danny Dunn and the Homework Machine




Dear Kindergarten Parents and Guardians,


We hope this letter serves to help you better understand how the demands of the 21st century are changing schools and, more specifically, to clarify misperceptions about the Kindergarten show. It is most important to keep in mind that this issue is not unique to Elwood. Although the movement toward more rigorous learning standards has been in the national news for more than a decade, the changing face of education is beginning to feel unsettling for some people. What and how we teach is changing to meet the demands of a changing world.


The reason for eliminating the Kindergarten show is simple. We are responsible for preparing children for college and career with valuable lifelong skills and know that we can best do that by having them become strong readers, writers, coworkers, and problem solvers. Please do not fault us for making professional decisions that we know will never be able to please everyone. But know that we are making these decisions with the interests of all children in mind.





The above letter was sent to parents of kindergarteners at Harley Avenue Primary School in Elwood, New York, in April of 2014 to confirm rumors that the school would not be going ahead with its annual play.1 The reason: These kids could not spare the two days off from their regularly scheduled work. The changing face of education is beginning to feel unsettling for some people. What and how we teach is changing to meet the demands of a changing world. Changes, changes, changes: It appears the kindergarten training of yesteryear isn’t good enough. The implication is that the very children themselves aren’t good enough without some serious improvement.


The “changes” are well known enough that the administrators at Harley Avenue felt comfortable using them to justify themselves without elaborating much. But what are these differences, exactly? Why and how are twenty-first-century American kids required to undergo more training than their predecessors? And what are the consequences for a generation raised on problem-solving to the exclusion of play? These questions are almost never at the center of popular discussions about contemporary childhood. Instead, authorities from the Brookings Institution2 to Time magazine3 to Matt Yglesias4 have called for an end to summer vacation and the imposition of year-round compulsory schooling.


These drastic changes in the character of childhood are having and will continue to have a corresponding effect on society as the kids age. If America is going to reap what it sows, so far we seem only interested in how much we can count on producing, rather than what the hell it is we’re growing. To adopt the scholastic euphemism “enrichment,” America is trying to refine our kids to full capacity, trying to engineer a generation of hyperenriched “readers, writers, coworkers, and problem solvers.” Parents, teachers, policymakers, and employers are all so worried that their children won’t “meet the demands of a changing world” that they don’t bother asking what kind of kids can meet those demands, and what historical problems they’re really being equipped to solve. The anxious frenzy that surrounds the future has come to function as an excuse for the choices adults make for kids on the uncertain road there. As the Harley Avenue administrators put it, “We are making these decisions with the interests of all children in mind.” How did we get to this place where we all agree that our kids need upgrading?


It behooves us then to begin with kids themselves, and the nature of American childhood around the turn of the twenty-first century. The work that kids do is going to play a major role in this book, and rather than start with, say, college students—whose workload is more obvious—and generalizing backward, I want to start with schoolkids, who are not generally considered workers at all. It’s only by looking at children’s work that we can understand the true reach of the changes in the past few decades.


1.1 The Pedagogical Mask


In America, unlike in much of the world, kids do not perform work. In this country, “child labor” evokes British industrialism, coal, and all things Dickensian. And though some American children have always worked—especially on farms—the dominant US view of childhood is as a time liberated from labor. Because children are legally excluded from the wage relation except under exceptional circumstances, children’s work was reclassified as “learning.” Jürgen Zinnecker, a sociologist of childhood, calls this process “pedagogical masking”:




The working activities during childhood moratorium are disguised by pedagogical ideologies….Learning is not understood as a type of work, whereby children contribute productively to the future social and economic development of the society. Only the adult work of teachers is emphasized as productive contribution to the development of human capital. The corresponding learning activities of pupils are thus defined, not as work but as a form of intellectual consumption.5





Removing the pedagogical mask is central to understanding the American economy because even if we don’t see children’s labor, the whole system rests on its unsteady foundation. It takes a lot of work to prepare yourself to compete for twenty-first-century employment, and adults are happy to remind kids of this when it comes to “putting your nose to the grindstone” or “staying on the right path.” Kids are told, “Treat school like your job.” But when it comes to the right to organize, the dignity of labor, or minimum wage laws, down come the pedagogical masks, and students go back to being students rather than workers. It’s a precarious position: America can no more afford to recognize children’s work than it can afford for them not to do it. Meanwhile, disregarded and unregulated, the intensity and duration of this work have accelerated out of control.


One story from the early days of modern children’s work is extraordinarily prescient about the way pedagogical masking is now used to hide more and more labor. Danny Dunn and the Homework Machine is an enduring children’s book from 1958 by Jay Williams and Raymond Abrashkin about a boy named Danny and his efforts to cheat on his homework. Danny is a whiz kid who lives with his mother, who keeps house for an absent-minded science professor, and Danny has a habit of dragging his friend Joe into half-baked schemes. The book opens with Danny, who has set up two pens linked by a board and attached to pulleys and a weight so that he can write his and Joe’s math homework at the same time. He laments, “If only we could save even more time. You’d think six hours of school would be enough for them, without making us take school home. If only I could build some kind of a robot to do all our homework for us…”6


Danny and his friends use the professor’s cutting-edge computer to do their homework quickly, leaving more time for baseball and their other fun hobbies—like measuring wind speeds with weather balloons. These kids aren’t slackers; they just have better, more self-directed things to do with their time than homework. When a jealous kid (appropriately nicknamed Snitcher) rats out the crew, Danny has to explain to their teacher, Miss Arnold, what they’ve been doing. Rather than concede that he’s been cheating, Danny argues that all workers use tools to do their work better and faster and that students should not be prevented from doing the same. Miss Arnold, stuck in a corner, reframes the situation under the pedagogical mask: “Danny, I must admit you’ve got a serious point. I won’t force you to stop using the computer. But I’m asking you for your own good not to use it. Children learn through practice. You’ll have to take my word for it that it would be better for you to do your homework the old-fashioned way.”7 But Danny is too smart for that, and he counters that if modern things are not to be trusted he probably shouldn’t study atomic theory. It’s a contradiction: Kids have to be taught how to use tools that will help them reduce their work-time, without it actually reducing their work-time.


Although it’s just a children’s book, Danny Dunn and the Homework Machine sets up one of the huge conflicts of the second half of the twentieth century: whether laborsaving technology would benefit workers or owners. Will the computer lead to the kids working less or working more? Danny’s situation is different from ours because he gets his hands on the computer before the adults in his life do, and if he had used it like a good Millennial—keeping it to himself, freeing up his time to improve his résumé—he would have been on the fast track to Harvard. Instead, he’s out to increase his playtime, which means liberating his friends as well. (It’s no fun playing catch with yourself.) Miss Arnold has to find a way to contain Danny’s discovery before this clunky proto-Wikipedia permanently ends homework. With the help of Danny’s mother, Miss Arnold not only develops a plan—she develops the plan that would determine the character of American childhood a half century later: She increases Danny’s workload.


There are two basic things you can do with technologies that make work faster: reduce work-time or intensify work. If a widget maker makes 100 widgets a day full-time, and a new machine allows the worker to make them twice as fast, they can either make 200 widgets a day or knock off at noon. It’s not hard to see which way it has gone in America. Some of the same technologies that make traditional office workers efficient are even better for primary and secondary school students. Writing essays, doing research, communicating for a group project: There’s almost no part of being a student that hasn’t been made easier by technology. But computers don’t do work for you, something Danny and his friends learn when Miss Arnold gives them additional homework assignments. The computer makes the work more efficient—it eliminates or reduces the extraneous tasks, like flipping through books or blotting out typos with Wite-Out—but what it leaves is still arduous. It’s the irreducible mental work computers can’t do. Instead of being liberated to play baseball, Danny and Co. are up late into the night programming. At the end of the semester, Miss Arnold reveals that they have won special homework awards—light compensation for so many evenings lost. The Luddites who smashed laborsaving machines two centuries ago don’t look so crazy now. The kids would have been better off if they had never learned to code.


The story of the homework machine not only gives us insight into the way schoolwork has followed the same intensification trend as other forms of labor, it also shows us how children’s labor differs from waged work. The only compensation Danny gets for his extra effort and accomplishment is the nontransferable award from his teacher—one that costs only the price of a shiny sticker. On the micro level, this looks like one educator’s clever effort to maintain the pedagogical mask and trick a student into learning more than he meant to. But in the half century that followed, computers got exponentially faster, cheaper, and more connected. In the intervening years, teachers, parents, and policymakers spread the intensification strategy far and wide. Stickers and other cheap rewards proliferated. Danny is no longer a lone precocious child. American kids now find themselves in his situation: overworked, underplayed, gold-starred, and tired, wondering where all their time went.


When it comes to primary and secondary schooling, American adults are able to hold a few conflicting stereotypes in their minds at the same time. On one hand, it’s generally acknowledged that students are doing historically anomalous amounts of homework and that competition for desirable college slots is stiffer. On the other, these same kids are depicted as slackers who are unable to sustain focused attention, entitled brats who need to be congratulated for their every routine accomplishment, and devolved cretins who can’t form a full sentence without lapsing into textspeak. But the best way to observe the character of Millennial childhood isn’t to make guesses about how they spend their time, it’s to actually check and see.


Social scientist Sandra L. Hofferth studies how American children pass their days, using twenty-four-hour diaries completed by kids and their parents between 1981 and 2003. When it comes to school, technological advances haven’t freed up any time for American kids. Between 1981 and 1997, elementary schoolers between the ages of six and eight recorded a whopping 146 percent gain in time spent studying, and another 32 percent between 1997 and 2003, making it a threefold increase over the time surveyed, in addition to a 19 percent increase in time at school.8, 9 Kids age nine to twelve, like Danny, have sustained near 30 percent growth in homework, while their class time has increased by 14 percent.


Because of all the changes in the way we do labor over the time in question, it’s hard to describe how big this accumulation of schoolwork actually is. Whereas the labor of classically employed workers is measured in both total output and wages, we don’t measure a student’s educational product except in arbitrary and comparative ways, like grades, standardized tests, and school awards. Pedagogical masking disguises the work kids are doing every day and discourages researchers and policymakers from bothering to measure it at all. At the same time, we know labor productivity has increased markedly during the time in question, and we know kids are among the most avid users of popular productivity-enhancing tools. Besides all that, common sense says it’s easier to do almost every element of schoolwork than it was a few decades ago. For all these reasons, I feel justified in saying American children’s educational output has grown steeply over the past thirty years. But what does educational output even mean, and how might we try to measure it? When kids do work under the pedagogical mask, where does the product go?



1.2 Kid-Shaped Capital



Waged workers receive money to mark their expended effort-time—even though it only represents a fraction of their total output. The student equivalent is the grade: We say a student has “worked for” or “earned” her marks; the return of graded papers or report cards resembles the passing out of paychecks; etc. In theory, a grade in a class in a semester represents a student’s work and skill exercised over time, but grades are comparative. Still, postsecondary grades have been rising nationwide, in a phenomenon that frustrated commentators have dubbed “grade inflation.” But inflation is the wrong economic metaphor: Nongrade measures of educational output—like students taking Advanced Placement classes or tests, or kids applying to college—have trended upward, along with labor productivity in other sectors. It’s a twisted system that aspires to train every student for “A” work, then calls it a crisis when the distribution shifts in that direction.


The idea that underlies contemporary schooling is that grades, eventually, turn into money, or if not money, into choice, or what social scientists sometimes call “better life outcomes.” The pedagogical mask is incomplete, insofar as everyone involved in education—not least of all students—recognizes that the work they do (or don’t do) has an impact on their future wellbeing. In waged work we have the concept of valorization, which is the process by which laborers produce value above and beyond their wages and increase the mass of invested capital. But if no one is profiting off kids’ scholastic work—teachers definitely don’t count—where does their product go? In the quoted passage above, Zinnecker makes reference to “the development of human capital” as the sink for students’ hidden labor.10 What this means in the simplest terms is what the kindergarten administrators said in the letter at the beginning of this chapter: When students are working, what they’re working on is their own ability to work. Human capital’s rough paper analog is the résumé: a summary of past training for future labor. At its most technical, human capital is the present value of a person’s future earnings, or a person’s imagined price at sale, if you could buy and sell free laborers—minus upkeep.


The “capital” part of “human capital” means that, when we use this term, we’re thinking of people as tools in a larger production process. We can track increased competition on the labor market with indicators like wages (stagnant) and participation (decreased)—it’s cheaper than it used to be to hire most workers, and extraordinarily hard to find the kind of well-paying and stable jobs that can provide the basis for a comfortable life. The arms race that results pits kids and their families against each other in an ever-escalating battle for a competitive edge, in which adults try to stuff kids full of work now in the hope that it might serve as a life jacket when they’re older. If they track into the right classes, and do their homework, and study, and succeed in the right extracurriculars, and stay out of trouble, and score well on standardized tests, and if they keep doing all that from age five to age eighteen, they’ll have a good chance at a spot in a decent college, which is, as far as you can plan such things, a prerequisite to “better life outcomes.” Of course, the more kids who can do all that, the harder everyone has to work to stay on top.


When it comes to the primary and secondary education pool, the “high-achieving” end has become a lot more crowded. Between the 1984–85 and 2011–12 school years, there was an increase of 921 percent in the number of high school students taking Advanced Placement courses, as well as an increase in the number of tests per student, from 1.37 to 1.76.11 While you might expect that such an expansion would have a negative effect on scores, the percentage of students scoring the top marks of 4 or 5 on their tests stayed constant.12 A passing score on a high school AP exam counts for credit at over four thousand institutions of higher education, and many of the schools that don’t count them for credit still de facto require them for admission. They are supposed to have the rigor of college classes. The rate of AP class expansion is both example and index of the larger trend: A lot more kids are working a lot harder.


For a more micro example, see what happens when a grown man tries to do his high-achieving thirteen-year-old daughter’s homework. For his 2013 Atlantic article “My Daughter’s Homework Is Killing Me,” Karl Taro Greenfeld attempted to complete his eighth grader’s homework from her selective New York public school in an effort to discover the exact nature of the labor that was keeping her awake every night. He quickly discovered that he wasn’t prepared to keep up: “Imagine if after putting in a full day at the office—and school is pretty much what our children do for a job—you had to come home and do another four or so hours of office work….If your job required that kind of work after work, how long would you last?”13 By Thursday, Greenfeld was using Google Translate in classic homework machine fashion (and in clear contravention of the rules) to complete a Spanish assignment. Of course, he tinkered with the results a little to avoid overt plagiarism. When he asked his daughter’s teachers why they assigned so much homework, they either rejected responsibility or cited the importance of time-management skills.


This shift and its justification were foreshadowed once again by Danny Dunn and the Homework Machine: When the class groans about how much homework they’re given, Miss Arnold answers, “You all know that the class has grown a good deal in the last couple of years. That means I can’t work with each one of you as much as I used to. It means high school will be overcrowded, too. It also means that there will be more competition for college admissions. It’s not easy to get into college these days.”14 The fact that there are more of them doing more work doesn’t reduce the collective burden the way division of labor does in a group project. Rather, it increases the work each of them must do to keep up with each other and avoid being left behind. Danny Dunn was published over fifty years ago, in 1958, and things have gotten worse.


This sort of intensive training isn’t just for the children of intellectuals; the theory behind the rhetoric advocating universal college attendance is that any and all kids should aspire to this level of work. College admissions have become the focus not only of secondary schooling but of contemporary American childhood writ large. The sad truth, however, is that college admission is designed to separate young adults from each other, not to validate hard work. A jump in the number of students with Harvard-caliber skills doesn’t have a corresponding effect on the size of the school’s freshman class. Instead, it allows universities to become even more selective and to raise prices, to populate their schools with rich kids and geniuses on scholarships. This is the central problem with an education system designed to create the most human capital possible: An en masse increase in ability within a competitive system doesn’t advantage all individuals. Instead, more competition weakens each individual’s bargaining position within the larger structure. The White House’s own 2014 report on increasing college opportunity for low-income students noted, “Colleges have grown more competitive, restricting access. While the number of applicants to four-year colleges and universities has doubled since the early 1970s, available slots have changed little.”15 Still, the Obama administration remained undaunted and continued to champion universal college enrollment, as if we even had the facilities to handle that.


Human capital, from its midcentury retheorization by a group of economists at the University of Chicago, has always been about investment. If you’re a manager who only sees employees as wage earners—they lend you their labor, you pay them for it afterward—you’re ignoring a whole other set of relations. The logic of human capital, on the other hand, splits decision, action, and result into three aspects of the same person so as to quantify and scientifically manage life outcomes. First a kid decides to invest her time in math homework; then she spends the hours running through equations; the next morning she wakes up a more valuable future employee. Her investment at thirteen will bear fruit when, at her job years later, she’ll be able to work herself more productively, generating more value for her employer than if she had spent that night in eighth grade getting stoned in her room listening to glitchstep and texting with her friends instead of doing math.


It’s an elegant accounting, and one that can depict the real economic value of children’s schoolwork. It also accords with our national rhetoric about effort, and about childhood as the time to accumulate the skills and abilities necessary to compete in a tough adult job market. The logic of human capital is now the basis for the American education system, which means it’s the code that governs the day-to-day lives of America’s children. This regime of universal measurement lends new meaning to the generic life advice we give kids about being their best and reaching their potential. In a world where every choice is an investment, growing up becomes a very complex exercise in risk management. The next question is how exactly society divides those risks—and the profits. Over time, firms have an incentive, as economist Gary Becker (a member of the University of Chicago group) put it in his landmark 1975 study “Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference to Education,” to “shift training costs to trainees.”16 If an employer pays to train workers, what’s to stop another company from luring them away once they’re skilled? The second firm could offer a signing bonus that costs them less than the training and still make out like bandits. Paying to train a worker is risky, and risk costs money. The more capital new employees already have built in when they enter the labor market, the less risky for their employer, whoever that ends up being. As American capitalism advanced, the training burden fell to the state, and then to families and kids themselves.


1.3 Risky Child-Rearing


Widening inequality means that the consequences of being caught on the wrong side of the social divide are larger, and parents are understandably anxious about their children’s future prospects. Policymakers, employers, and teachers—not to mention various salespeople working their own angles—have parents convinced that the proper way to manifest care and affection for their progeny is to treat them like precious appreciating assets. Under these conditions, every child is a capital project. Rationalization—the tendency for firms to reduce every interaction to a number so that they’ll be easier to optimize—has come to apply more and more to people themselves as productive tools. Risk management used to be a business practice; now it’s our dominant child-rearing strategy.


In her study The Playdate: Parents, Children, and the New Expectations of Play, sociologist Tamara R. Mose details how parents of young children in New York City have turned child’s play into anything but. The image of kids running around the streets of New York playing stickball and whatnot is ingrained in our national subconscious as perhaps the image of happy, independent childhood. But in a trend elapsing over the past twenty to thirty years, Mose sees parents holding their children in the home, exposing them only to screened peers, vetted activities, and even approved snacks. As a social phenomenon, playdates are something like private schools. Wealthier parents remove their kids from public and sequester them somewhere with a guest list and a cover charge. Mose uses the term “enclosure”—which is when a public or common resource is fenced and privatized. The territory of kids’ play used to be a commons, and now it’s been divided up into tiny, guarded pieces.


Playdates are also part of adult professional networking. Even children’s birthday parties are a competition:




The birthday party becomes a display of economic advantage and thus class advantage. By holding elaborate festivities for young children, parents are able to demonstrate their affluence, their sense of quality and quantity, their class worth. If a mother can put on an event that is considered “playground-worthy,” her children will be considered worthy of holding playdates with, or their parents considered worthy of getting to know better. This angst creates a competition among groups of parents, thereby producing even more elaborate birthday parties.17





According to Mose, the biggest difference between simple play and an official playdate is that playdates are work. Playdates aren’t just scheduled, they’re prepared. They have expenses, and they can succeed or fail. A parent who serves the wrong kind of savory snack could be jeopardizing their family’s place in the social hierarchy. Kids play, adults—or, more accurately, moms—make playdates. And not just any moms; playdates are an upper-middle-class practice, but it’s that group that sets the national standards. As we’ll see in the rest of this chapter, Millennial childhood norms weren’t crafted for average or “normal” families. Now, up and down the class ladder, hands-off parenting is likely to attract glares and possibly even the attention of authorities. What kind of parent would risk their child’s safety like that?


Playing in public isn’t actually dangerous, at least not compared to the golden days. Death by unintentional injury for children under fifteen has fallen by more than half since the early 1970s.18 The distinctions between good and bad playdate foods are, in Mose’s analysis, mostly about branding. Whether or not something is organic is more important than its nutritional value. The real value is elsewhere, in the allusion to a certain kind of “good” parenting that lets others know that you’re the right type of family, what Mose calls “People Like Us.” Companies can charge for that.


Millennials grew up during this norm change, and it has shaped us as individuals and as a cohort. Children develop understandings of dynamics that they can’t describe, and the idea that they don’t know when they’re being used to further their parents’ professional networks (for example) is naive. All the class baggage around playdates sinks through their malleable skulls and into their growing brains. A cohort of kids has absorbed all the ambient nervousness around safety, even though it has never been particularly well founded in real danger.


“Safety” is a broad, nebulous concept, even as it’s anxiously central to child-rearing. And kids could always be safer. “The ultimate question then becomes,” Mose writes, “how do parents choose ‘safe’ people with whom to hold a playdate? ‘Safe’ in this context really means people/parents who are selected based on potential social and cultural capital.”19 The true risk of nonorganic food isn’t that it’s going to poison anyone, it’s that the kids whose parents are buying it might not make for the best professional connections down the line, which means if your child plays with them, your child is less likely to get a crucial future promotion than they would be if they had played with peers who ate fancier corn puffs. This may or may not be an accurate analysis, but it must be confusing for young kids at first. That is, until they absorb the attention to class hierarchy. Childhood risk is less and less about death, illness, or grievous bodily harm, and more and more about future prospects for success.


To gain insight into the contemporary idea of childhood risk, British researcher Tim Gill focused on the changing composition of playgrounds. In his survey (although Gill focused on the UK, his research suggests that “risk aversion appears to be even more acute in the USA”20), he found that unwarranted fears about safety have led adults to cushion and overstructure their children’s relations with the physical and social world. As he puts it in a disturbing and concise summary:




Activities and experiences that previous generations of children enjoyed without a second thought have been relabeled as troubling or dangerous, while the adults who still permit them are branded as irresponsible. At the extreme…society appears to have become unable to cope with any adverse outcomes whatsoever, no matter how trivial or improbable. While such episodes may be rare, they fit a pattern of growing adult intervention to minimize risk at the expense of childhood experience.21





Over the final quarter of the twentieth century, parental time spent on child care increased dramatically for both women and men, single and married, across three different modes of measurement.22 Combined with the growing time kids spend on academics and extracurricular activities, as well as time producing and consuming digital media, they are more watched than ever. This leads Gill to conclude, against the stereotypes of youth run amok, “Their lives are marked not by chaos and moral vacuum, but by structure, supervision, and control.”23


Gill found that a fog of fear has enveloped the playground, from the exacting safety codes that have replaced wood chips with ouchie-proof rubber floors, to totally unjustified propaganda about interacting with strangers and an overreliance on “bullying” rhetoric to reduce the complexity of childhood conflict. The generalization of these fears “reinforces a norm of parenting that equates being a good parent with being a controlling parent, and that sees the granting of independence as a sign of indifference if not outright neglect, even though the benefits of giving children a degree of freedom to play, especially outside, are increasingly well documented.”24


Researchers whose overriding concern is the welfare of children see this trend as unwelcome and even dangerous. In an article for the American Journal of Play on the decline in American children’s free time, Peter Gray described what kids miss out on developmentally when they aren’t allowed the space to self-direct:




Even casual observations of children playing outdoors confirm that these youngsters, like other young mammals, deliberately put themselves into moderately fear-inducing conditions in play. Their swinging, sliding, and twirling on playground equipment; their climbing on monkey bars or trees; their risky skateboarding down banisters—all such activities are fun to the degree that they are moderately frightening. If too little fear is induced, the activity is boring; if too much is induced, it becomes no longer play but terror. Nobody but the child himself or herself knows the right dose, which is why all such play must be self-directed and self-controlled. Beyond the physically challenging situations, children also put themselves into socially challenging situations in their social play. All varieties of social play can generate conflict as well as cooperation; and to keep playing, children must learn to control the emotions, especially anger and fear, that such conflict can induce.25





There probably aren’t many parents, teachers, or even politicians who consciously decide they want to raise bored children and young adults who have trouble controlling their emotions. Yet these are the consequences of their actions. The problem is that risk management usually applies—as far as the managers are concerned—to piles of money, not people. Rationalization is called just that because, since everything is boiled down to the qualitatively equivalent dollar, there are no sentimental concerns to impede fully rational decision-making. There’s no way to eliminate risk altogether, and assessing it rationally always means accepting a certain amount—ideally the exact right amount. But for a loving parent, a parent who has been told over and over that they should be willing to die for their children, what’s the right amount of risk to accept when it comes to their son’s or daughter’s future wellbeing?


It is worth noting that the average American parent likely has fewer backup children than at any time in the nation’s history. Family size shrank rapidly between the mid-1960s and the 1990s, so much so that by 2001 average family size (3.14) was where average household size (which included single people and couples) was in 1970.26 Between 1976 and 2014, the number of women in their early forties with four or more children nose-dived, from over a third down to 12 percent.27 This is in accord with Americans’ wishes: Before the 1970s, the plurality of surveyed Americans said the ideal family had four or more children, but ever since, the dominant answer has been two kids. But even if that is what parents want, a perhaps unanticipated consequence has been more parental attention (and investment) concentrated on fewer children.


If it is every parent’s task to raise at least one successful American by America’s own standards, then the system is rigged so that most of them will fail. The ranks of the American elite not only aren’t infinitely expandable, they’re shrinking. Given that reality, parents are told—and then communicate to their children—that their choices, actions, and accomplishments have lasting consequences, and the consequences grow by the year. The letter at the beginning of this chapter is merely one of the more dramatic and unintentionally public examples of this fearmongering. Risk management combined with parental love has turned to risk elimination.


1.4 Helicopter Parents, Vigilante Moms, and Zero Tolerance


Childhood risk elimination takes two complementary forms: helicopter parents and zero-tolerance policies. The helicopter parent is the archetypically protective upper-class mom—sometimes dad—who takes direct personal responsibility for her child’s schedule and time. Helicopter parents always know where their child is, what they’re doing, and how whatever it is they’re doing will help them get into college—always a good one, and sometimes even a particular college chosen in advance. In their study for UC Davis Law Review on overparenting, Gaia Bernstein and Zvi Triger tracked the growth in what they call “intensive parenting.” The authors break the practice into three stages:




First, parents acquire sophisticated knowledge of what experts consider proper child development in order to recognize and respond to every stage of the child’s emotional and intellectual development. Second, parents engage in “Concerted Cultivation”: parents actively foster and assess the child’s talents, orchestrate multiple child leisure activities, and regularly intervene in institutional settings on the child’s behalf. Third, to fulfill the same goals, parents closely monitor many aspects of the child’s life.28





Bernstein and Triger track intensive parenting through its beginning at conception, to hand sanitizer for toddlers, an overabundance of field trip chaperones, and the emergence of school-to-parent digital telecommunications technologies. In both informal codes of conduct and formal statutes of law, intensive parenting has become the American standard. As the authors write after reviewing the relevant literature, “Many parents are increasingly incorporating defensive practices into their child rearing routines, often over-estimating risks and over-protecting their children.”29


The intensive parent attempts total control for the same reason we don’t have wooden playgrounds anymore: so nothing bad happens. Bad things that could happen include but are not limited to: the child getting hurt outside, the child being kidnapped, the child being placed in a lower academic lane, the child contracting a chronic illness, the child developing a drug addiction, the child using drugs, the child getting a bad grade, the child getting pregnant or getting someone else pregnant, the child having sex and contracting an STI, the child getting in a fight, the child being disciplined by the school, the child being disciplined by the police, the child being killed by the police, the child dropping out of school, the child not getting into a good college, and the child not getting into college at all. These are hazards any parent might worry about, but they’re also things any investor might worry about. The easy slippage between these roles makes intensive parents ideal managers for budding capital, whether they think of it that way or not.


Mothers in particular tend to be responsible for the care of children in the first and last instances. When we consider all the work mothers do to keep children ready to succeed at school, it’s clear their work gets hidden under the pedagogical mask as well; the education system could never survive a mom strike, and without the education system, American industry would be lost. When an individual child happens to be slow or just falls behind, it’s usually up to the mother to make sure the child gets back on track and stays there. Teachers and guidance counselors can only provide so much individual attention, and navigating the school bureaucracy can be a full-time parent’s job, depending on the child and the family.


In families with “problem children,” mothers are trapped in one hell of a bind. For her study Family Trouble: Middle-Class Parents, Children’s Problems, and the Disruption of Everyday Life, sociologist Ara Francis spoke with mothers of children whose “issues”—like autism, depression, or drug addiction—put them at the margin of mainstream success. She found that first these moms had to deal with self-blame and disappointment. (According to Francis’s research, dads mostly get a pass from society as long as they’re somewhat involved in their children’s lives, which, to their credit, more and more fathers are.) In a culture that increasingly rewards only exceptional accomplishment, any disadvantage or challenge can seem like a disqualification. One mom told Francis that because she had expected her son to star on the football team, his ADD diagnosis made her feel the way a parent who had expected a “normal” child must feel upon hearing a diagnosis of Down syndrome.30 It’s an insensitive comparison, but there’s something revealing in the equation: A hypercompetitive environment sets parents up for dreams of champion children, and then for almost inevitable heartbreak. Millennials of all abilities have grown up in the shadow of these expectations, expectations that by definition only a very few of us can fulfill.


In Francis’s study, mothers blame themselves, but they also get some help. Parents, teachers, counselors, and other community members find moms culpable for their children’s deficiencies by default, and the higher the level of competition, the more restrictive the mold, the higher the population of kids who don’t measure up or fit in. Moms have to work harder to give their kids whatever boost they need to win—or at the very least finish the race—or else they’re stigmatized. In her study Raising Generation Rx: Mothering Kids with Invisible Disabilities in an Age of Inequality, sociologist Linda M. Blum calls these moms “vigilantes” because, although they’re not usually committing crimes, “a mother’s unyielding watchfulness and advocacy for her child took on the imperative of a lone moral quest.”31 These vigilante moms are taking the law (or, rather, the school administrative bureaucracy) into their own hands, but it can’t last forever. Francis writes that the only thing that reduces this kind of maternal stigma once and for all is aging: “It was particularly common for attention deficit disorder to be reframed in terms of character flaws, such as ‘laziness,’ as children grew older.”32


There’s a stereotype that these vigilante moms are all rich, and it’s easy to confuse them with helicopter moms. There is overlap between the categories, which yields some understandable resentment: Do their kids really need more advantages? Do these moms really need to help further rig an already unfair contest? But that’s not what Blum and Francis found in their research; they talked to many working-class mothers who were totally invested in giving struggling children their best shot, even if that just meant keeping them in a mainstream high school program. Being a vigilante is of course easier for moms of means, but they’re a minority. The stereotype further buries the uncompensated labor of those working-class mothers who add full-time child advocacy to their list of jobs. Blum points out that single mothers find a special lack of support and extra judgment in a culture that still treats two-parent families as normal. All types engage in maternal bureaucratic vigilantism, but what happens to kids who don’t luck into having Erin Brockovich for a mom?


Even mothers can’t be there 24/7, and a rational society needs backup institutions and personnel. After all, some parents don’t behave properly. Educational institutions have traditionally served in loco parentis, and their disciplinary philosophy has changed a lot over the past couple of decades. In the 1990s, “zero tolerance” policies swept the nation’s schools. The American Psychological Association’s 2008 task force on zero tolerance defined it as “a philosophy or policy that mandates the application of predetermined consequences, most often severe and punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied regardless of the gravity of behavior, mitigating circumstances, or situational context.”33 These policies—which echo the discriminatory and brutal federal and state mandatory minimum sentencing trends—are unconcerned with fairness by definition. Nor are they effective, the APA’s task force found, at achieving any of their ostensible educational goals. Stemming in-school violence, increasing the consistency of discipline, creating a better learning environment for nondisruptive students, deterring further misbehavior, upping parent and community support for schools: The investigation found mixed or no evidence that zero tolerance has helped at all.




OEBPS/images/9780316510875.jpg
D AY Human Capital and
the Making of Millennials

MALCOLM HARRIS

(B.1988)






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
KIDS
THESE
DAYS

Human Capital and
the Making of Millennials

MALCOLM HARRIS
(B. 1988)

(L)5)

Little, Brown and Company
New York ¢ Boston * London





