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    Introduction




    By George Gallup


  




  As the United States moves into the new century, there is a vital need for insight into what it means to be a young person in America. Today’s teenagers will be the leaders and shapers of the 21st century. The future direction of the United States is being determined now in their hearts and minds and actions. Yet how much do we as a society know about this important segment of the U.S. populace who have the potential to lift our nation to new levels of achievement and social health?




  We need to hear the voices of young people, and to help them better articulate their fears and their hopes. Our youth have much to share with their elders—is the older generation really listening? Is it carefully monitoring the hopes and fears of teenagers today? Failure to do so could result in severe social consequences.




  The Gallup Youth Survey was conducted between 1977 and 2006 to help society meet this responsibility to youth, as well as to inform and guide our leaders by probing the social and economic attitudes and behaviors of young people. With theories abounding about the views, lifestyles, and values of adolescents, the Gallup Youth Survey, through regular scientific measurements of teens themselves, served as a sort of reality check.




  Surveys reveal that the image of teens in the United States today is a negative one. Teens are frequently maligned, misunderstood, or simply ignored by their elders. Yet over four decades the Gallup Youth Survey provided ample evidence of the very special qualities of the nation’s youngsters. In fact, if our society is less racist, less sexist, less polluted, and more peace loving, we can in considerable measure thank our young people, who have been on the leading edge on these issues. And the younger generation is not geared to greed: survey after survey has shown that teens have a keen interest in helping those people, especially in their own communities, who are less fortunate than themselves




  Young people have told Gallup that they are enthusiastic about helping others, and are willing to work for world peace and a healthy world. They feel positive about their schools and even more positive about their teachers. A large majority of American teenagers have reported that they are happy and excited about the future, feel very close to their families, are likely to marry, want to have children, are satisfied with their personal lives, and desire to reach the top of their chosen careers.




  But young adults face many threats, so parents, guardians, and concerned adults must commit themselves to do everything possible to help tomorrow’s parents, citizens, and leaders avoid or overcome risky behaviors so that they can move into the future with greater hope and understanding.




  The Gallup Organization is enthusiastic about this partnership with Mason Crest Publishers. Through carefully and clearly written books on a variety of vital topics dealing with teens, Gallup Youth Survey statistics are presented in a way that gives new depth and meaning to the data. The focus of these books is a practical one—to provide readers with the statistics and solid information that they need to understand and to deal with each important topic.
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  Relationships—with one’s parents, friends, romantic partners, and others—largely define who a person is and what that person is likely to become. Drawing upon surveys and other information, the author of this book examines the relationship between teens and their parents, as well as the impact of divorce and single-parent homes. He devotes a chapter to cliques, and cites information that reveals both the positive and negative impact of such groups in the lives of teenagers. While cliques provide emotional support and social skills and help teens gain an identity, there is a darker side to such groups—they contribute to unruly behavior in schools, and to a climate of fear among students for their physical safety.




  “Peer pressure,” named by teens as one of the biggest problems they face, is often stronger than the pressure exerted by parents, and contributes to risky behavior such as alcohol and drug use, sexual activity, and fighting.




  Chapter One
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  The challenges facing teenagers have changed significantly in the more than 50 years since these young people gathered for sodas after school. One thing that remains the same, however, is that teenagers must form various types of relationships with many different people—parents and family members, friends, teachers, lovers, and others.




  Relationships Revised




  The differences between a phrase commonly used by little children and a phrase used by teenagers say a lot about the way relationships change between childhood and adolescence. A child might ask, “Mommy, can you take me on a playdate?” while a teenager would say, “Mom, I’m borrowing the car keys, I have a date.” The little kid’s “mommy” becomes the more grown-up “mom,” signaling that the connection between parent and child has matured. The request itself, which changes from “can you take me” to “I’m going,” contrasts a young child’s utter dependence on parents to the growing self-sufficiency of teenagers. And, of course, there is the obvious difference between the “playdates” of young children and the “dates” that can lead to more adult boyfriend-girlfriend relationships.




  The teenage years, that stage between childhood and adulthood, are a time of tremendous change that affects every facet of a young person’s life, including his or her relationships with others. Some of those changes come from the inside and can be explained in scientific terms. Hormones related to sexuality produce physical changes that include a deepening of the voice for boys, the development of breasts for girls, and the growth of pubic hair for both sexes. Just as significantly, the brain also changes. Scientists have learned that beginning at puberty the human brain’s synapses and neurons rewire themselves, creating new connections between different areas of gray matter, which itself undergoes a growth spurt. “The teenage brain … is still very much a work in progress, a giant construction project,” writes Barbara Strauch in The Primal Teen: What the New Discoveries about the Teenage Brain Tell us about Our Kids. “Millions of connections are being hooked up; millions more swept away. Neurochemicals wash over the teenage brain, giving it a new paint job, a new look, a new chance at life.”




  That is not all, because there are also changes that come outside the person. Teenagers face new pressures and expectations from their parents, their peers, and society in general—so much so that a “teenage culture” has become part of life in Western cultures.




  The Rise of Teen Culture




  Until the 1950s, the United States had arguably been a land without teenagers. Of course, there have always been young people aged 13 through 19—teenagers in the chronological sense. And everyone has long realized the obvious: that puberty brings physical as well as psychological transformations. Yet those changes alone, which have marked adolescence seemingly forever, did not make teenagers into the distinct social group they form today. In fact, the word “teenager” did not enter the American vocabulary until the 1940s. It was during the post–World War II period that profound changes in U.S. life first gave rise to what has become known as youth culture—and with it, the modern teenager.




  “Before World War II, Americans went from childhood to adulthood in short order—children were considered fit for work and marriage once puberty was complete,” a Gallup report observes. “But with the great surge of prosperity after the war, most middle-class teens did not need to work. They had more leisure time and more money to spend.”




  When television arrived in U.S. homes during the mid-1950s, it created new images of what it meant to be a modern teenager. Society accepted that fresh new image, and all those young people with spare time and extra money embraced it as their own. “Advertisers coveted them; rock and roll defined them, and sociologists began to study them,” explains the Gallup report. “A distinct youth culture was born.”




  [image: Image]




  As teenagers grow, existing relationships change. Some may grow apart from their parents while others grow closer.




  TEEN RELATIONSHIPS WITH ADULTS, PEERS
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  That culture was here to stay, whether based around Elvis Presley in the 1950s, the Beatles in the 1960s, the heavy metal bands of the 1970s, Bruce Springsteen in the 1980s, the “grunge” scene of the 1990s, or the rappers of the new century. And its emphasis on music, fashion, and a rebellious attitude intensified the teen instinct to be different from adults, and in tune with their peers.




  New Relationships




  All the changes that occur during the teen years—both internal and external—combine to bring a transformation in personality. Teens look at themselves and at their relations with others from a perspective entirely different from that of a pre-adolescent. “Because they are developing the intellectual ability to think abstractly, they can internalize ideas and are becoming aware of an internal personality,” says Wendi Ellis-Clark, a counselor in the Boise, Idaho, school system. “Changes that are occurring in their bodies occupy much of their energy. These changes necessitate the formation of new self-images. They spend a large portion of their time in front of mirrors scrutinizing their appearance. They also spend a considerable amount of time with their attention turned inward, scrutinizing the inner self. … Because they are in the process of defining themselves, they begin to examine the world in a discriminating fashion. They may seem to be extremely critical of themselves, their parents, peers, siblings, teachers, and others.”




  It is no surprise that as teens change, so do their relationships with others. Teenagers want more independence from their parents than they did before puberty. They become interested in the opposite sex, and preoccupied with their physical appearance. They look for others with whom they can share newfound interests in music, clothing, and just being “hip” in general. They become conscious of themselves as teenagers and may try to behave they way they think teens ought to behave. Parents will impose limits to that much sought-after independence, and teens may rebel. Old childhood friendships end and new peer groups form. And of course, new relationships grow based on sexual attraction, raising all sorts of questions younger kids do not normally confront: Does he or she like me? How do I know? What do I do about it?




  HOW PARENTS AND FRIENDS INFLUENCE TEENS
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  The relationships teenagers have with their parents and peers—whether as friends or romantic partners—each fulfill a different need. “Adolescents look to peers for association, companionship, and criticism regarding their new social roles,” advises Ellis-Clark. “They look to parents for affection, identification, values, and help in solving large problems.”




  The Gallup Organization is a nationally known firm that has tracked the opinions and attitudes of Americans for decades. Over four decades, the Gallup Youth Survey asked teenagers about their relationships with parents, other adults, peers, and love interests. Although surveys revealed areas of tension, they also showed that teenage life in the United States is not as filled with angst and rebellion as many adults might think. Most teenagers tend to be more sexually cautious than the stereotypes seen in movies or music videos, the Gallup Youth Survey found. Most teens try to find friends who are similar to them while still keeping an open mind about those are different. And most teens love their parents and try to get along with them.




  Chapter Two
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  The teenage years are a time when young people begin to define themselves as individuals. To keep the parent-child relationship from becoming strained, parents must try to understand and respect their children’s new perspectives while at the same time continuing to provide discipline, structure, and stability in their lives.




  Mom and Dad




  Twelve-year-old Tracy was a sweet, endearingly awkward California girl who wore pigtails, played with dolls and teddy bears, and was best friends with her mom. Then Tracy became a teenager—and every parent’s worst nightmare. She became obsessed with joining the “popular” group at her new junior high school, so she teased her hair, pierced her body, exchanged her plain t-shirts for revealing tube-tops that she stole from stores, and sank into a nightmare of drugs, promiscuity, and self-mutilation. She destroyed her once-loving relationship with her mother and, eventually, destroyed herself.
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