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In memory of Neecy. This one’s for you, Sweetie.


There are two Lasting bequests
we can give our children.
One is roots. The other is wings.

— Hodding Carter Jr.
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Introduction


I remember all too well the day I decided to write this book. One of my teenage daughters handed me a letter she wanted mailed. Did she not know how to lick a stamp, thrust it bravely on the upper-right-hand corner of the envelope, and carry it out to the mailbox? Or had she just broken her leg and neglected to mention it to me?

Less than an hour later, a seventeen-year-old friend of one of my teenagers loped into the kitchen, all six-foot-four-inches and 195 pounds of him, and stood before me with a puzzled if not vacuous look on his face. After a befuddled pause, he asked, “How can I get a drink around here?”

Mind you, this kid has been in and around our house for at least two years. In fact, he’s so much a part of our family that he somehow wound up in last year’s Christmas photo. During those two years, he’s rummaged through the refrigerator, the pantry, and every kitchen drawer and cabinet countless times. By now, I figured the very least he should be able to do is generate a map of each and label their entire contents with individual GPS coordinates.

I found it shocking — sad, really—that this nearly grown man could not fend for himself when he was thirsty! I didn’t know whether to look at him with pity or disbelief. So, returning his same blank expression, I pointed out the cabinet where the cups were and always have been and always will be until the house becomes a dig site for future archaeologists, and I told him, for the hundredth time, where the drinks are kept.

I thought, “Two helpless kids in less than two hours. How could that be possible?” Eventually I shrugged it off as an odd twist of fate and went about my mundane daily routine. But thanks to my now heightened awareness, I noticed throughout the day that lightning can indeed strike again and again.

My twelve-year-old needed help getting the stapler to work without jamming. My nine-year-old couldn’t find his favorite pair of pants—probably confiscated by the FBI as a possible bioterrorist weapon. My eight-year-old needed help picking out her breakfast. My sixteen-year-old wanted a special key ring for her backpack and didn’t know how to go about finding one. My fifteen-year-old didn’t know how to call tech support to fix a problem with her new computer. Were my kids that dependent on me? Where had I gone wrong?

Then I started observing the behavior of other kids — at school, in public places, and in the neighborhood. Over several months, I asked scores of teenagers if they knew how to do things like boil an egg, sort laundry, mow the lawn, give directions, ask for directions, balance a checkbook, and perform other practical life tasks.

I found their age-appropriate level of competence so lacking that I sought confirmation from a variety of experts: teachers, child psychologists, generational experts, school counselors, school principals, and parenting consultants. I spoke with others who interact with young people on a daily basis: campus and city police officers, military-recruiting officers, college-admissions officials, employee supervisors, human-resource managers, grandparents, and of course, other parents. Together, we came to the unsettling conclusion that kids today are far less self-reliant than my generation had been at the same age —in fact, they are helpless!

What was stunting that part of our children’s development? Are we, their parents, to blame? Do we rescue and shelter them too much? Are we not preparing them for life as adults? In examining my own behavior, I found myself indefensibly guilty. The chores I had my kids do consisted of little more than breathing and passing gas. And when I helped them with their homework, I’d answer some of their math problems for them—at least until fourth grade, when their grades started to nosedive as a result of my questionable know-how. Yes, I was the one who cleaned up their messes, made their school lunches, settled their conflicts, bailed them out of their mistakes, and, well, practically lived their lives for them! After all, it was so much easier than trying to get them to do it just as well!

Many of my friends were guilty, too. I know several parents who single-handedly complete their child’s book reports, construct their dioramas, design and build their science-fair projects, and write their college-admissions essays. These are often the same parents who bail their kids out of every kind of trouble. Not long ago, one of the teenage boys in the neighborhood wrecked his car while driving under the influence. Not only did his parents argue with the arresting officer, but they paid for the repairs and drove him to school every day until the car was fixed! I know several other parents who think nothing of threatening and making demands of teachers— even college professors—to see that their children make better grades than they deserve and get by with doing less work than they should.

From all these observations and my perspective as a physician and mother of five, I’ve come to the conclusion that there is an increasingly common tendency for adults to rescue children from adversity: from want, from responsibility, from interpersonal conflict, from boredom, from self-assessment, from frustration, from challenge, from problem-solving, and from the consequences of their poor choices.

As you’ve seen, I, too, have been far from guiltless in what I initially regarded as my own selfless maternal acts of love and compassion. Of course, the desire to shield children from hurt seems a natural, even admirable, intention for any well-meaning and loving parent. Protecting offspring is one of our most basic instincts. Picture the she-wolf that sacrifices herself as she fights to protect her young from danger, and you’ve pictured every caring parent in the world, including me. Despite its noble foundation, however, the dangerous—and clearly unintended — consequence of this parenting style is that children who are rescued from every conflict fail to develop the tools they need to rescue themselves.

In fact, we end up with the opposite of our desired outcome, leaving many of today’s youth ill-prepared for adult life. Many are unable to cope with adversity. Many lack creative problem-solving and practical, self-management skills — not to mention plain common sense. Many are reluctant to assume responsibility for their actions. Many look through the eyes of others, especially peers, to assess themselves, to form their identity, and to establish a sense of self-worth, whether low or high. Many abandon moral absolutes to adopt a “conditional morality” by which it’s OK to make poor choices if there’s something in it for them, if “everyone else is doing it,” or if they don’t think they’ll get caught. Many have an over-bloated sense of entitlement, an artificially inflated self-esteem, and unrealistic expectations for their future.

In short, many of today’s young people — currently nearly 80 million strong — are proceeding through life without essential skills or a reliable inner compass. The result: They rely ever more on outside beacons for guidance. So their choices are externally directed; that is, they are shaped by the standards and expectations of the outside world rather than by their own personal experiences, their own needs and principles, their own inner sense of right and wrong.

And there’s no shortage of external opinions for them to absorb. Western children endure a continual onslaught of outside messages — channeled through song lyrics, movies, television programs, the Internet, advertisements, peer groups, and other sources. Every one of these messages tells them who they should be, how they should act, what they should wear, what music they should like, how much they should weigh, what food they should eat, and what drugs they should take. In a 2002 survey conducted by Public Agenda, 79 percent claim it is much harder raising kids today amid the barrage of harmful messages they receive. In fact, a majority cites “trying to protect your child from negative societal influences” as a bigger challenge than “trying to find enough time to be together as a family” or “trying to keep up with the bills and the cost of living.”

The most disturbing part is not the attitudes or values those messages convey—which may be positive or negative—but that so many kids today react to them mindlessly instead of consciously. They become pawns on the chessboard of life, moved from square to square by the caprice of mass consciousness, rather than becoming players who choose their own moves.

Small wonder many kids aren’t able to act responsibly. They haven’t had a chance to practice the necessary skills. When they aren’t given opportunities to practice in the safety of their homes under watchful and loving eyes, they stand a greater risk, when out on their own, of making choices with dangerous, even disastrous, consequences.

Take a look at the heroes children have today: rock stars, sports stars, movie stars, even villains — public figures whose heroism is defined not by courage, integrity, and compassion but by image, physical beauty, fame, the size of their bank accounts, the length of their rap sheets, and the number of times they’ve been written up in National Enquirer. I find this more than a bit bothersome, because heroes tend to be paradigms of the person we ultimately aspire to become. That said, children today are not aspiring to the greatness that lies within them. Shaquille O’Neal and Avril Lavigne may be virtuous pillars of the community, but that’s not why children idolize them. They do so because society’s definition of success and virtue has changed over the last fifty years. Heroes like prolific inventor Thomas Edison, daring aviators Amelia Earhart and Charles Lindbergh, dignified athletes Knute Rockne and Jesse Owens, civil-rights activist Martin Luther King Jr., and humanitarian Albert Schweitzer were revered for their willingness to take risks and make sacrifices for a greater good; to endure criticism, skepticism, and ridicule; to persevere along a path riddled with failures and setbacks; to do what they thought was right and honorable, elevating humankind along the way.

But now that success is measured by superficial qualities, the heroes our children look up to are limited to those who have any or all of these. Their admiration springs not from character traits like integrity, courage, perseverance, and sacrifice but from this new notion of success.

In addition to parental perfection, we adults are also pressured to strive for personal perfection: to keep our weight down, our skin tan (yet somehow wrinkle-free), our bank accounts healthy, our houses big, and our material possessions plentiful. As if that weren’t a tall enough order, society demands we strive for this perfection in an era when time is a rare commodity. We must constantly choose between career success and child-rearing success. We must constantly battle the temptation to take parenting shortcuts to avoid being inconvenienced or over-stressed. To make matters worse, we, too, are up against a formidable foe: the swelling sea of pop culture and media influences that threatens to drown our children, our families, and ourselves.

I’m awe-inspired that we parents have managed to keep our heads above water so well. We should all be declared heroes ourselves for our struggle against those many factors that work against us—factors whose roots, as we shall see, began to take hold centuries ago.

This generation represents our future. While cultural influences are unavoidably and inextricably enmeshed into the fabric of this generation’s lives, the question becomes this: How will the culture affect the way our children—our future leaders—make decisions as adults? Without an inner compass, are these children equipped to run homes, businesses, and the government?

Fortunately, it’s not too late to turn things around. Doing so requires us to make three adjustments. First, we need to redefine heroism. A hero shouldn’t be someone who earns millions of dollars playing a sport and then flouts the law, knowing that his team will always bail him out. Shouldn’t a hero be someone who chooses to do the right thing even if that means doing the unpleasant, the frightening, or the difficult? Shouldn’t a hero be someone who is willing to climb the steep wall of criticism, ridicule, and rejection that often accompanies bucking a trend, because they know that freedom of expression is an inalienable right? Shouldn’t a hero be someone who is willing to accept the sacrifices that many moral choices demand? This definition of hero seems to be the definition of what many of today’s kids are not.

Second, as adults, we need to recognize the inner hero—that potential for greatness—which resides in all children. They come into the world with a limitless imagination, an undying enthusiasm for life, and a sense that no obstacle is insurmountable. But over time, pessimism, paranoia, and the ever-present lack of faith in a child’s potential begin to forge the chains that strangle their inner hero, robbing it of the breath it needs to do great things.

Can we release that hero from his iron chains, just as Hercules did for Prometheus? This, our final task, is the essence of this book: empowering parents to raise heroic children — children who deserve our respect and children who could serve as role models for others instead of children who are the mediocre products of a corporatized, homogenized, pleasure-grabbing culture.

We are, perhaps, the first generation of adults capable of reversing what decades of media bombardment have created. Why? Because we are willing to do just about anything for our children. Our devotion to youth, along with our deep sense of responsibility, our open-mindedness, and our gift for collective action, makes us uniquely qualified to empower children so they can shepherd the world down a higher road.

In this book, you’ll find solutions and suggestions that are useful to everyone: parents, schools, workplaces, communities, and even society as a whole. There is truth in the saying, “It takes a village to raise a child,” and if we unite behind this goal we can raise a generation of children who are truly responsible, not only for themselves, but for their world.

This huge step will be the first of many toward building a world whose inhabitants are free to choose according to what is right rather than what others deem acceptable. This, a society run by self-directed citizens, is the world our children deserve.



1
Redefining Heroism


A boy doesn’t have to go to war to be a hero; 
he can say he doesn’t like pie when he 
sees there isn’t enough to go around.

— Ed Howe

As we have seen, the characteristics of the modern-day hero have deteriorated greatly. Until recently, our heroes were individuals who braved unknown frontiers at the risk of death or public humiliation, regardless of the sacrifices. Much of what they accomplished was for the good of humanity rather than their own self-centered needs.

In the past fifty years, attitudes, values, and priorities have been increasingly shaped by a mass-media culture. Quiet heroism plays less well on television than does splashy excess. Because of this, our heroes have changed drastically. Today, our children worship wealthy performers who change spouses as often as they change underwear. They look up to musicians and athletes with rap sheets and drug habits. They idolize movie characters whose talents include killing by day and gratuitous sex by night. They revere those with the most cynical attitudes, the most obscene incomes, the foulest mouths, and the lowest regard for human life. To many contemporary heroes, agricultural advancement means sowing bushels of their wild oats everywhere they can. They seem to live by the motto “Snort, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow ... well, tomorrow we’ll meet at my place and do it all over again.”

Heroism, in other words, is often defined today in terms of what a person has rather than who he or she is and what he or she can do to make the world a better place. What these heroes have, of course, is money, fame, athletic talent, or physical beauty. And because of this, they are often given tacit permission to break the rules and sidestep the moral code.

But talent doesn’t make a hero, and beauty should not equate to virtue. So before we can raise our children to become heroes, we need to redefine heroism in healthier, less materialistic terms.

Heroes should be people who are willing to sacrifice their own interests for the greater good. Heroes should be those who, day after day, do what they believe is right, regardless of their audience, their temptations, their excuses, the unpopularity of their choice, or the outside reaction it may trigger. And they do what is right for the sake of rightness, not to earn brownie points or special favors.

Real heroes are not only those who risk life and limb to save another, but anyone ready to risk personal loss — of reputation, pride, friendship, confidence, money, pleasure, and opportunity—for the sake of what is right. In short, heroes are led by their sense of honor rather than by the path of least resistance and highest immediate rewards.

I stumble on these ordinary heroes from time to time. The other day, while waiting in the carpool line to pick up my thirteen-year-old son, I saw a seventh grader, Daniel, breaking essentially every middle-school fashion code. First, he was lugging around his band instrument. That alone constitutes pariah status. Didn’t he know he was supposed to smuggle the case home with all the secrecy of a CIA operative? As for his clothes, he wore a plaid, short-sleeved shirt buttoned all the way up and tucked into Sans-a-Belt pants with hems just north of the ankle. Those very same ankles were clad in white Fruit of the Loom crew socks with little blue and red stripes along the top. To top it all off, he was wearing shiny new penny loafers. Nevertheless, Daniel wore a broad grin and walked with a confident step, boldly greeting everyone he passed. Middle school being what it is, he was met with name-calling, smirks, and jeers.

I wanted so badly to rush to his rescue and scoop him up in a big maternal embrace, but I quickly saw how unnecessary that was. He seemed to shrug the abuse off as inconsequential and continued to carry himself with pride. And in between being poked, shoved, and taunted, my new hero stopped to help a sixth grader who had spilled the contents of his backpack after stumbling on the steps. Afterwards, I overheard him ask the younger boy if he was OK.

Does this mean heroism requires being a saxophone-carrying, fashion-challenged nerd? Of course not.

True heroism simply means facing every day with courage, no matter how mundane or unrecognized the task. It means doing the best you can with what you’ve got and making moral and responsible choices day after tedious day. Daniel demonstrated that type of heroism to me through qualities I hope to inspire in my own children—the qualities of the everyday hero.



2
Recognizing the Hero in Each Child

It isn’t more light we need, it’s putting into 
practice what light we already have.

— Peace Pilgrim

From the moment they’re born, children set themselves apart as very special beings. Who, after all, can resist a baby’s smile without returning a dopey grin? There’s something about that smile and happy gaze that gives us a glimpse into the child’s innermost soul—a soul that hasn’t yet been buried under layers of defenses and pain. It’s a soul so genuine and pure we can’t help but smile back at it.

As children grow, they begin to explore and interact with their surroundings. At first, they’re so blind to threats or limits that there is nothing they feel they can’t have or do. They know no bounds. But that blissful ignorance doesn’t last long. Children are quick to discover that there are threats and obstacles in the environment that will limit them. Sometimes they come by this knowledge naturally. When they reach out to touch a candle’s flame, the burn makes them draw that finger back; they now understand that fire can cause pain.

Since, as parents, one of our roles is to protect our children, they often learn through our teachings rather than their own experience. If we see our child reach out to touch that flame, most of us will react by gently slapping their hand away and saying “No.” But if we allow that child to feel the heat, the message he receives will be much stronger and clearer. Furthermore, he receives it in a context to which he can relate rather than something imposed on him by someone else. In the end, the child’s learning experience is much more effective than yet another one of our admonitions.

Either way, children develop their own sense of what is possible in the world and what is not, what represents a danger and what is safe, what throws obstacles in their path and what opens doors. Those kids who are allowed to explore their surroundings in reasonable safety develop an authentic view of what is possible, because their view is based on their own experiences rather than the fears and dictates — rational or irrational — of others. Unhampered by unreasonable limits, these kids are free to realize their own true potential.

On the other hand, children who are prevented from exploring the world tend to base their view of their surroundings on others’ perceptions. Some of what they are taught is accurate; some is not. These kids, limited by unreasonable rescue and over-protection, are never allowed to discover their potential and reach it on their own terms. One unpleasant side effect of our youth-centered culture is the tendency we have to take our role as child-protector too seriously. As a result, many kids today haven’t had a chance to figure out the stuff of which they’re truly made.

Children are inherently capable of much more than we realize. A typical ten-year-old, with some supervision and assistance, can actually paint an entire house. Most thirteen-year-olds can, with guidance, come up with a marketable invention and form and run a company to sell it. Nine-year-olds can mow the lawn. Eight-year-olds can cook dinner for the family. Seven-year-olds can perform the Heimlich maneuver on a sibling. Eight-year-olds can rescue a baby from a burning house. Eleven-year-olds can care for a bedridden parent.

Children can make a meaningful difference in the world. They needn’t be sheltered from responsibility until adulthood. All it takes is a reasonable amount of guidance, opportunities to experience success and failure, and our faith in them to conquer the obstacles that stand before the mountains they’re determined to move.

Strengths of today’s youth

Today’s youth possess assets which, if cultivated properly, will help them reach their full potential. Some of these strengths are unique to this generation; others are simply better developed than in earlier generations. Cultural and socioeconomic factors played a part in nurturing these assets. For example, kids born between 1974 and 1994 have had the luxury of living through unprecedented times of peace and prosperity. This period of calm set the stage for a cultural transformation—a Zeitgeist of unparalleled youth-centeredness.

There’s certainly no shortage of statistics to support this phenomenon. According to the leading marketing information provider, the NDP Group, Inc., toy sales in the United States have catapulted from $22.7 billion in 1996 to nearly $33 billion in 2002. In another study, two Purdue University tourism researchers report that children influence family vacation plans more now than in the past. Alastair Morrison, a professor of hospitality and tourism management at Purdue, cites recent statistics from the Travel Industry of America Association’s Domestic Travel Market Report, 2002 Edition: “Nearly one-half of American adults has included children on their vacations in the last five years. One in five parents has taken their children out of school for family getaways.” As a result, Las Vegas has replaced its seedy reputation with a wholesome “fun-for-the-whole-family” atmosphere. In men’s bathrooms, diaper-changing tables have replaced “For a good time, call ...” messages. Luxury hotels have even become more kid-focused by providing separate, supervised activities and even baby-sitting for kids. Western culture has become a kid-friendly environment rather than one where children were considered either necessary evils or superfluous appendages.

Because of this focus, today’s kids are being raised quite differently. In my generation, the typical family was a scaled-down version of a dictatorship. The father acted as supreme ruler whose word was never to be questioned. The mother was his ever-deferential assistant who had to answer to him as well. And the children were the minions whose job it was to obey his commands, to meet his expectations, and to be seen but not heard.

Since then, child-rearing has enjoyed many positive changes. For one, parents seem more involved in their children’s lives than before. Even fathers, who in previous generations interacted with their children only after five o’clock and only for the purposes of delivering tedious sermons or punishments, are now seen playing street hockey in the cul-de-sacs with their kids. I see dads at many of the midday school performances, videotaping their children with such zeal you’d think a historic moment was in the making. I’ve seen them don kneepads and crawl after their toddlers in the slide tubes of Discovery Zone. Fathers are even leaving work early to sit in the bleachers in their suits and ties to cheer on their kids during Softball games.

Moms have become more involved, too. When I was a kid, I thought that mothers were born with aprons permanently attached to their waists and that they had cooking mitts instead of hands, thanks to some fortuitous Darwinian mutation. Their role seemed to be taking care of the household, preparing the family meals, and making sure a steaming plate of chocolate-chip cookies was waiting for the hungry after-school mob.

Moms are now volunteering on field trips, in classrooms, in school libraries, and in computer rooms. They’re slaving over hot copy machines, tediously cutting shapes and letters out with plastic safety scissors, and manning sloppy cookie-decorating booths at school festivals. The modern mom is chauffeur, tutor, chaperone, political activist, conflict mediator, confidante, cheerleader, psychologist, school liaison, child advocate, and executive manager. Throw in a job, cooking, cleaning, and mending, and all I can say is “Whew!”

On top of these changes in parental roles, many parents today are well versed in basic elements of child psychology, so it should come as no surprise that today’s kids are being crafted with more love, support, and involvement than ever before. Perhaps as a result, kids today seem to have a healthy respect for authority and a better relationship with their parents.

Most kids today say they identify with their parents’ values. According to a 1999 Time survey, 79 percent of kids look up to their parents more than to anyone else in their lives. And 90 percent say they feel very close to their parents. There has also been a steady decline in the percentage of children who report significant conflict with their parents. In the Alfred P. Sloan Study, a nationwide longitudinal study of students conducted by the National Opinion Research Center and the University of Chicago in the late 1990s, most tenth and twelfth graders feel that their parents love and accept them. Nearly half feel appreciated for who they are and regard their parents as strong sources of support.

Another encouraging reward of our parenting and cultural transformation is the unflinching sense of optimism, high ambitions, and strong self-esteem characterizing this generation. According to a 1999 USA Weekend “Survey of Teens,” 52 percent feel they will be better off than their parents when they reach that same age. When asked how much they expect to earn by age thirty, the median answer was $75,000. (The average income for thirty-year-olds in 1999 was $27,000.) According to the Sloan Study, more than 88 percent of adolescents who report highly supportive parents expect to earn a college, professional, or advanced degree. The “Class of 2000 Survey” by Neil Howe and William Strauss, authors of Millennials Rising, revealed that 77 percent of kids are either very or somewhat confident about their future. If their optimism and self-confidence are justified, these attitudes will serve them well as adults.

Young people have also been altered, in part, by the globalization of economies and the cultural diversity that followed in its wake. Many live in nontraditional households— same-sex parents, single parents, mixed-race parents, multigenerational families, and so on. As a result, they are perhaps the most diversity-tolerant generation ever. When asked in a 1999 Reaction.com poll, 82 percent of teens report that they are completely comfortable dating someone from a different race. In a 1999 Time survey of six- to fourteen-year-olds, 90 percent claim to have friends of another race.

As babies born into the Digital Age, no other generation has demonstrated the same level of technological know-how. Whenever my computer has a tantrum, I no longer panic or rhythmically bang my head against the monitor, because being the techno-wizards they are, my kids can always come to the rescue. In fact, one of the perks to being a parent today is that you never have to learn how to install software, burn a CD, or set the VCR to record a show.

Being knowledgeable and fearless Internet surfers, today’s kids are savvy consumers. I dropped my Consumer Reports subscription because, with a few metaphorical keystrokes, I can at any time get an in-depth report from my teenager’s mouth on anything from toilet flush valves to garbage disposals. Today’s kids are such expert consumers that many often guide the family purchases.

Computers and the competitive spirit of Western culture have blessed kids with many more options than they had in the past. Their lives are like a Chinese menu: countless choices for entertainment, consumer goods, educational resources, and information.

The baby boomers’ idealistic worldview, spiritual curiosity, and penchant for team spirit and cooperation live on, contributing to the fact that this latest generation is more sociable and civic-minded than those of the past. For instance, many kids are more eager to volunteer than in previous generations. According to the UCLA/Higher Education Research Institutes 1999 “Annual Freshman Survey,” youth volunteering is up 12 percent over the last ten years. This same survey found that 70 percent of young people ages fifteen to twenty-one have at some point in their lives participated in activities to help strengthen their community. A 1998 “Teenage Marketing and Lifestyle Study” conducted by Teenage Research Unlimited found that 73 percent of young people think their efforts can have a positive impact on their communities.

Since President Bush’s call on Americans in 2001 to devote two years to volunteer service, Peace Corps applications in the eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old group have risen 18.3 percent. Teach America, which recruits recent graduates to teach in public or rural schools, reports a similar increase. Applications for AmeriCorps, a national service program created in 1994, saw a 75 percent increase in online applications from February to March of 2002.

Whether due to improvements in prenatal care, overall nutrition, or parenting factors, many experts think kids are smarter today. According to David Berliner, a researcher and Regent’s Professor at Arizona State University’s College of Education, today’s students have IQs that are, on average, fourteen points higher than their grandparents and seven points higher than their parents. In fact, the overall percentage of students with IQs over 145 is eighteen times greater than two generations ago.

However, as the next three chapters show, some of these attributes unique to today’s youth are double-edged swords. An IQ of 235 won’t be much help to a person with no ambitions, creativity, or common sense. It may even backfire, particularly in those with little or no moral sense. As parents, our job is to nurture the strengths and talents our children possess so that they become tools to guide them to heroism rather than weapons to bring them down.
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Obstacles That Hold Children Back: External Direction

The thing that impresses me most about America 
is the way parents obey their children.

— King Edward VIII

Given their many strengths, can we parents sit back, relax, and watch our children take on life with one hand tied behind their backs? Before we pick out our La-Z-Boys and get comfy, we should know that our children’s enthusiasm, ambition, self-confidence, optimism, and idealism don’t always necessarily hold up well to the hard knocks of reality.

For example, suppose you waltz out your front door thrilled at the prospect of a day cavorting around with your best friends, only to be met at the door by a cantankerous mother-in-law whose sour expression and three-piece luggage set can’t mean good news. Under this unpleasant new reality, would your enthusiasm survive? I can guarantee mine wouldn’t.

This is the phenomenon we often see in today’s young. When they no longer enjoy the carefree days and nurturing support of their parents, their positive attributes often crumble faster than a chocolate-chip cookie in a baby’s fist. And once that cookie crumbles, it becomes a liability that can prevent them from thriving in the real world as heroes.

Many children today are holding these crumbling cookies, or worse yet, a fistful of crumbs. According to a 2002 survey conducted by Public Agenda, most Americans say they are disappointed with “kids these days.” A strong majority describes teenagers negatively, using words such as rude, irresponsible, and wild. Most believe that kids today lack basic values. More people today than two years ago say that “failing to learn values such as honesty, respect, and responsibility” is the most serious problem affecting kids. A majority, including both adults and teens, says that youngsters will not make America a better place to live. Child and adolescent experts, parents, grandparents, and yes, even kids, report that the flip side to too much attention and ease is a host of negative qualities that are increasingly common in kids, qualities that can block a child’s journey to inner heroism:

• Learned helplessness and dependency inappropriate for their age as well as the resulting incompetence in practical skills

• A lack of the introspection skills necessary for problem-solving, conflict resolution, self-control, creative expression and imagination, and discerning the reasonable from the unreasonable

• A poor sense of reality about themselves and their world; the first weakens their sense of self so that they become confused about their own true identity, and the second encourages an over-bloated sense of entitlement that perpetuates self-centeredness, conceit, and an unhealthy need for material goods

• Frustration and boredom intolerance and the inability to delay gratification effectively, all of which contributes to addictive behaviors

• Unhealthy risk-taking behavior as a result of poor introspection skills, reality sense, impulse control, anger control, as well as insufficient exposure to consequences for past mistakes and misbehaviors

• A high incidence of depression, anxiety, and eating and body-image disorders

• A poor sense of responsibility, accountability, work ethic, and overall moral judgment; moral decisions tend to be based on conditions rather than absolutes

• A winner/loser mentality that encourages unhealthy competitiveness; this, along with a penchant for the material, inspires many kids to pursue occupations that promise wealth and status, but despite their lofty goals, they often lack the reasoning skills necessary to align their ambitions with their educational expectations and to come up with a clear life plan for reaching their aspirations

• Overly fluid friendships, a casualty of their over-structured lives and their lack of free play, resulting in underdeveloped social skills such as making and sustaining friendships and resolving interpersonal conflicts

• A tendency to conform and to succumb indiscriminately to peer pressure

We mustn’t lose heart! After all, no child has every one of these traits, and some have just one or two. Many children consistently make wise and responsible choices day after day. But the fact that many do not may have a significant impact on the lives and futures of every human being — adult or child—who crosses their paths.

Just what’s at the crux of these negative qualities? Is it genetics? Luck of the draw? Could it be— gulp! — the result of poor parenting? Many factors come into play, but the biggest culprit is something called external direction: relying on outside sources rather than their own objective reasoning to find direction. Since many children today tend to make important life choices based on external pressures rather than their own internal sense of right and wrong, they can’t cope with challenges well.

How can children benefit from the many wonderful qualities brought on by transformations in parenting when they don’t reach within themselves to appreciate, understand, and apply those qualities to their lives? To do so requires clear and confident introspection. It requires the ability to consciously filter external influences rather than aimlessly let those influences control their decisions and, ultimately, their lives. These are skills children today do not possess.

Our kids are the first generation to be raised in a media-driven world. This means they face more external pressures than ever before — pressures that, you will see, make it difficult for them to think objectively about consequences of their decisions and to recognize, let alone tap into, their repertoire of assets. No wonder many kids don’t develop and rely on an inner compass! There’s just too much going on out there!

If external direction is the root of the problem facing kids today—the stumbling block between children and their heroism—what, then, is at the root of external direction? The true source of the problem of external direction is embedded in our most primordial human attributes and can be traced back through the millennia. Yes, I’m happy to report, with great relief, that none of us started this whole shebang. But it’s essential to identify that root, because once we do, we can examine how our detour to external direction helped cultivate and perpetuate parenting practices that encourage our children to make choices based on forces over which they have little or no control.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
18IS LYBIYOaY e

Pal

......
-----






OEBPS/images/9781451650310.jpg
TAIsIng cveryday Heroes








