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I dedicate this book to my greatest generation parents, Leo and Lotte Taffel, forged by the trials and challenges of the twentieth century, who instilled in me a moral compass—their hard-won certitude and determination to make the world a better place.




I dedicate this book to my childhood friends, boomers all, an extended family of deep-down decency I still know today—whose unswerving loyalty and spirit of neighborhood helped me feel an envelope around me and an anchor within.




I dedicate this book to my slightly less rooted circle of post-boomer friends and colleagues and especially my wife, Stacey, who opened my previously sure but shuttered eyes onto a world of greater paradox, creativity, and comfort with change.




And, I dedicate this book to my free-est generation children, Leah and Sam and their many peers, whose sometimes exasperating but always exhilarating sense of hope and improbable ease despite the challenges of a world forever different, will lead us into an enlightened time.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE










About the Contributors




I’d like to thank my community of professional child-rearing colleagues, school personnel, community organization directors, lay and clergy leaders and researchers for personally contributing to Childhood Unbound. You will see quotations and boxes filled with their wisdom throughout these pages. Their willingness to collaborate meant a great deal to me, as it will to you. For people so eminent in their professions and so busy in their lives to be this generous is a wonderful statement about their commitment to all of us.




However, please take note. Besides their specific contributions, the views I express in Childhood Unbound are in no way an expression of these other experts’ views on child rearing. Though we agree in many ways, being unique individuals, we obviously must also disagree on some points. In the end, then, whether you agree or disagree with what I suggest, hold me responsible, not them.






About Confidentiality




The cases and examples you read here have been changed such that only the essence remains. Many are composites of people or situations, and facts have been altered, a common practice in writing this kind of book. The basic truths of the stories are what count. My goal in choosing specific examples is that they are representative of a common phenomenon. As such, most have reached a relevance threshhold, which means I have heard about them or seen them many times over.




About the Language




As I’ve written articles and books over the last decade, I’ve found myself needing to warn the reader to proceed with caution, and will do so here too. Some of the dialogue in the examples given is peppered with the x-rated language kids today throw around in their everyday lives. Some of the behavior described is also coarse. Please be advised that at points you may be offended—even as I occasionally am myself. Despite living in a limitless world, and despite my reporting nothing more shocking than the TV fare we see every night, it is not always easy for me to describe some of what our kids do and say, especially being a parent myself. For the purposes of accuracy, though, we need to see our kids clearly and realistically; we cannot ignore their graphic discourse or involvement with high-risk behaviors.




Keep in mind that the illustrations come from a far-ranging group of parents and kids—diverse in almost every respect. A majority are from my talks with parents of “normal” school kids locally and around the country: ordinary kids, parents, and families. These examples are not associated with any of the experts referred to and quoted in the book, or with any of those whose work with children I have described, such as the community and faith centers you will read about in the last chapter, nor are they specific to or taken from their participants or congregants. Thankfully, as you will find, there is also so much good to quote and report on about these kids that you will be heartened as well.




To Other Professionals




Thousands of you have attended workshops I’ve given or read my other books and articles over the years. It will not surprise you to hear me once again state clearly that any suggestion I make needs to be sorted through your own set of values, your own supervision, your own agency and local regulations, which, as you know, vary from state to state. I do not say this as a rote caveat. I firmly believe that each of us needs to work in ways that conform to our own values and professional requirements. In the last analysis, stay within your perspective and framework. Do what is right for you personally and professionally, for your clients and for your students.




To Mothers and Fathers




Finally, to you parents, the tens of thousands with whom I’ve spoken over the decades, I have always been impressed by your basic good sense, no matter how you (and myself and my wife as parents) are often characterized. Much of what I write here reflects your ideas and experiences about what works in these times, as well as your concerns about what doesn’t. Having said this I will repeat what I write in every book and say in every talk: when it comes to my suggestions, you are the final judge of what to listen to, you are the final judge of what to try, and you are the final judge of what to ignore. While I deeply understand your hunger for information and guidance, I also respect that these are your children and you ultimately know them better. No matter how compelling my message, the final arbiter of what ought to be done is you.




In all situations, however, if you are worried about the safety of your child or anyone in your family, immediately skip these pages and seek a local mental health resource or hospital to guard your child’s, your own, and your family’s safety.




 




I will end this beginning with a brief story that represents the basic theme of what you have just read. While I was growing up our family had a small shoe store in a small town. It was a family store, so we all helped out. For decades I watched my father go through the following scene: Someone would try on a pair of shoes that they or their kids loved, but to my father’s eye they were not a good fit. He’d then say over their strong objections, “These shoes are not right for you. They look good and they feel good now, but they won’t fit you later.” No matter how much they disagreed, even argued with him, he would refuse to sell them the shoes, saying, “I’m sorry, but this is not a fit for you.”




My father’s way is how to think about Childhood Unbound—if a particular piece of advice I give is not a fit for you or your children, let it go. There is so much in these pages I know you will find other advice that better matches your values, your beliefs and, most important, your children.




Ron Taffel
 September, 2008
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PARENTING IN THE POST-BOOMER ERA




The Thrills and Challenges of Modern Child Rearing










LET’S STATE THE EVERYDAY REALITY FIRST: parenting today is a wildly challenging, confusing job, far beyond anything most of us expected. For sure, raising children has always been a struggle, but kids’ lives in these times, and our relationships with our children, present a host of contradictions that are especially tricky to navigate. Kids at increasingly younger ages are coarse, crude, jarring, and wild. But at the same time, they are filled with exhilarating and tender surprises; they can be more gratifying and exciting to live with than one would ever have imagined. We parents love the casual openness in our relationships with our kids, but at the same time we are often taken aback by their ability to say whatever crosses their minds. We love their sense of “rights,” and the way they stand up for their views, yet we cringe at the entitlement that is so often expressed in their demands. We encourage freedom of expression even as we end up depleted by relentless negotiations, beginning as early as the nursery school years.




We worry that kid humor has become too fierce, too ironic and callous, and that a moral relativity we sometimes hear from our children will grow into amorality. Yet we also find ourselves laughing hysterically at their irreverent jokes and, when we’re not annoyed, twinkle with pride at their ability to spar with us so adroitly over explanations we’ve given about why they can’t do this or that, challenging us on our own inconsistencies. We worry about pop culture playing such a powerful role, perhaps replacing real passions that would be more meaningful. Yet many of us are avid consumers of pop culture ourselves, which we participate in right alongside our children. We are concerned by the frenzied way they do everything at once at earlier and earlier ages—they’re online with five buddies, text messaging, Facebooking almost constantly—all the while supposedly doing homework. Yet we admire their proficiency with things high-tech, and given that we are doing our own version of 	frenzied multi-tasking, we know too well how important that ability is in this twenty-first century world. We are worried about how our children will cope with the stresses and social influences that assault them. But we are also delighted by and proud of their ability to manage so many demands on their time.




Given these extraordinary crosscurrents, a great deal has been written in recent years about disturbing behavior among today’s children and teens, and how parents have failed to rein in that behavior. In light of all of that criticism, parents sometimes feel under siege, not to mention confused. With my wife, Stacey, I am a parent of two children, and we both understand the endless maze of commentary and advice parents find themselves in.




We parents are drowning in a sea of conflicting child-rearing fads, most of which we find inadequate, or even offensive. And even as parents have come under so much criticism, many of us secretly sense that we are doing a better job than our parents’ generation did, and their parents before them. For one thing, we know we are closer in many ways to our children, even our teenagers. We do not feel the generation gap that was the source of so much parent-child conflict and alienation in prior generations. We allow for back talk that would have brought down the houses our mothers and fathers grew up in and maybe our own homes too. Yet we will not be argued out of our forbearance, because at all costs we want to make sure the lines of communication with our young and older children alike remain open. Despite critiques that we have been over-indulgent, we are determined to praise our children and give them positive feedback, even if we wonder how kids in earlier eras ever grew up, hearing only a fraction of the praise that children now hear in a single day.




These paradoxes of contemporary parenting, the mind-boggling contradictions about how to raise our kids, are the sub-text of every talk I give to mothers, fathers, and educators, and of every discussion I have with children, from preschool through high school. Intense heat is also generated regarding these issues in almost every meeting with parents and school personnel: opinions vary wildly about what to think about the state of our children’s lives and how we should be facing these challenges.




Much like the endless debate over global warming, a debate rages across the country about whether kids, and their behavior, are really so different today, and if so, how parents should respond. Some of us aren’t convinced there is any particular cause for worry, thinking, “Kids are still kids. Nothing is fundamentally different.” Others are seriously concerned. Many parents, of course, are in the midst of dealing with child-rearing crises; there is no question for them that all is not well in the lives of contemporary children.




The debate about whether anything is truly different, though, has ended for me. From my twenty-five years as a counselor to children, teens, and their parents, as well as from over a thousand talks in schools, churches, synagogues, and community agencies around the country, I am convinced that not only are kids’ lives qualitatively different today from those of earlier eras, but that parents today are uniquely different, and therefore the parent-child relationship has fundamentally changed as well.




Because of this I am convinced that a distinctive breed of child-rearing techniques is now required for raising children, and here is the good news—that today’s parents are uniquely qualified for providing exactly what our children need.




The underlying reasons for this are not those, however, that have been emphasized in so much of the media coverage. Rather than focusing on criticism of parents and the pathologizing of their kids, we should put our emphasis elsewhere. Instead, our first emphasis should be on the massive social upheaval that has been underway in our society for decades. A great deal of insight into how we might parent more effectively arises from appreciating that these social changes (rather than just our failures) are the true causes of the troubling paradoxes in children’s behavior. Understanding how a changing context has shaped our lives and our children’s lives so profoundly will then point toward the new style of parenting I will present in this book, one that meets the demands and challenges we face every day.




THE POST-BOOMER ERA




The key new reality to appreciate is that we are living in what I call the “post-boomer” era of parenting.




Why is post-boomer such an important characterization? A couple of years ago I realized that for the first time a vast majority (over two-thirds) of parents who currently have kids in the prime child-rearing years—from preschool through high school—are post-boomers, born after the boomer years of 1946–1964. I also realized that even late-boomer parents—born between 1955 and 1964—were far too young to have experienced the sixties as teens or young teens. (Think about it: most late-boomers with under-seventeen-year-old kids today, were quite young during the sixties’ major events.) Their lives have been shaped at least as much by profound post-boomer era changes as they have been by Woodstock Nation, now forty + years in the past.




Generational characterizations can be grossly over-drawn and sometimes meaninglessly narrow, as in the designations Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z, which have been popularized largely by marketers and have questionable value as tools for understanding child-rearing issues. The divide between the era of the baby-boomers and the era that began during the coming of age of post-boomers is, however, another story. Just as the youngest boomers and the oldest of today’s post-boomer parents were growing up—in the late seventies and early eighties—a torrent of familial-social developments got underway that impacts parenting today at every turn.










ARE YOU A POST-BOOMER PARENT?




You Almost Definitely Are and That’s Good News for You and Your Kids




Some parents have trouble deciding whether they are boomer or post-boomer parents. I believe that the vast majority of today’s parents of kids 18 and younger need to be considered post-boomers. Here’s why:




The usual definition of a “boomer” is that you were born from 1946 to 1964, which at this time puts boomers between the ages of 45–63. The usual definition of a “post-boomer” is that you were born after 1964; the majority now between 25–45 years old, prime child-rearing ages.




The math bears this out. According to The Yankelovich report, Zapping the Gap, published in 2005, only 33 percent of parents were boomers while 66 percent were already post-boomers back then. Obviously there are even more post-boomer parents today.






OK—so according to the math, whether you realize it or not, you are most likely a post-boomer parent.




However, when it comes to such an emotionally rich experience like parenting, math doesn’t always do justice. Even “by-the-math” boomer parents, especially those born towards the middle-end of the boomer years are really post-boomers: most of your growing up, especially those crucial pre-teen and adolescent years, happened after sixties’ world events and the Woodstock Nation revolution. Check it out:








	How old were you when JFK was assassinated in the early sixties?




	How old during the introduction of “the pill” and its sudden impact on sexual mores?




	How old when drugs such as marijuana and LSD first appeared on the scene?




	How old were you during the civil rights marches and “I Have a Dream?”




	How old were you during the mid-sixties’ Vietnam build-up, the protests and the marches?




	How old were you during Woodstock in 1969—old enough to have attended?







Probably, then, if you have children from three to eighteen, the focus of Childhood Unbound, you were quite young during the sixties. Your first-hand experiences growing up (though informed by that tumultuous decade) actually happened in a post-boomer world, from the seventies on.




Post-boomer experiences are the ones most meaningful to both you and your kids—the growth of suburbia, exurbia, divorce, moms in the workforce, geographic relocation, ATM machines, over-scheduled lives, technology, and globalization. And, these are just some of the reasons that as a post-boomer parent you have a far better capacity to understand the world of kids and teens today. You are more alike than any parent-child combination coming of age after the Second World War—and the chance for authentic engagement between you and your child or teen is greater than ever before.









Massive social changes have exponentially accelerated in the years since, and they have had profound effects on family life and the parent-child relationship. It is the cumulative effect of these forces that now is so dramatically shaping children’s lives and behavior, and our relationships with them. Rather than focusing only on negative characterizations of generational groups—for example, the criticism that Gen Y is pathologically “narcissistic” and “entitled” or the tendency to pejoratively pigeon-hole today’s parents as “helicopter” moms and dads—we need to begin appreciating the role of this tectonic shift.




The current wild and troubling aspects of kids’ lives are largely the result of four decades of post-boomer change.




And this is basically hopeful news. Parents today are the ones who first dealt with the brunt of the shifting post-sixties social landscape. We are the ones whose lives were the first to be formatively shaped by those changes. We therefore have an authentic capacity to understand what our kids are going through.




We appreciate the many ways in which children’s ability to adapt to contemporary realities will prepare them for the demands of twenty-first century life. In fact, living together in a post-boomer world (rather than being at war with one’s elders—which was so often the case in boomer times) is a main reason that parents today are so close to their children and sympathetic about the hidden good in how youngsters must make their way through a complicated world.




This is why mothers and fathers now are intent not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. We highly value this newfound closeness with our children and teens and would rather contend with rudeness than be dictatorial in ways that might drive them away. We respect kids’ agility with technology, and don’t want to cut them off entirely from the vital manner in which it’s become part of their lives. Do we really wish our own kids to be the only ones not engaged in social networking? We truly are much more team oriented and friendlike to our children than parents have tended to be in the past, in large part because we too identify with many of the peer and academic pressures that kids now face.




In the post-boomer era, parents and their children are far more similar than different, which is a revolutionary way for parents and kids to feel, and a revolutionary way to think about child rearing. All in all, it is a welcome development. This doesn’t mean, though, that these same forces of change don’t present daunting challenges, and serious dangers; they do.




In the next chapter, I will give a more detailed description of specific social forces, and how attempts to contend with them spawned a confusing, contradictory range of parenting advice—and wild acting-out in kids. But first it is important to give a broad stroke overview of how cultural shifts play out in our daily family lives. This initial description will help us to appreciate why we must turn our attention away from destructive finger pointing toward a new approach to bring out our kids’ best selves.




FORCES OF CHANGE




What characterizes the post-boomer era is the sudden cessation and replacement of inter-generational warfare with a constant tension between family fragmentation and the desire for closeness. Post-boomers and their kids today are kindred spirits, fellow travelers in a world increasingly defined by the struggle of disconnection versus engagement.




For example, one of the most pervasive of post-boomer changes has been that society has become ever more “atomized,” with many of the older bonds of family life and of community progressively weakened. By the mid-seventies, geographic mobility had become commonplace, as people increasingly moved around the country for job opportunities and changes in lifestyle. Also, divorce rates spiked in the 1970s, when post-boomer and late-boomer parents were coming of age. During their adolescence it became almost as common to be a child of separated mothers and fathers as one whose parents had stayed together. A striking effect of this increase in divorce was the rise of single motherhood, and over time, a much wider range of family arrangements including women (and some men) choosing to have kids entirely on their own.




One result of this atomization is that in the seventies and eighties, post-boomer age groups exhibited diminished community involvement, becoming less neighborhood-oriented and less participative in hierarchical, organized religion. They placed far more emphasis on individualism and on crafting their own tailor-made religious/ spiritual and political beliefs, accompanied by waning participation in and formal allegiance to rigid “party lines.” This constituted the “bowling alone” phenomenon, a term sociologist Robert Putnum famously coined to describe the diminishment of American community life.




And yet, a counter-intuitive consequence of this atomization and family fragmentation has been an increasing focus on closeness within the immediate family. Our lives have become far more child-centric—the latch-key phenomenon being mostly a thing of the past. Another measure of desired closeness is that so many post-boomers feel a strong desire for better work-life balance. Evidence of this has been the number of post-boomer mothers opting to leave the workforce during key child-rearing years, rejecting the “supermom” ideal boomers had popularized, and forging a distinctive blend of career dedication and parenting. And, of course, the growth of mega-faith communities is in no small measure due to its emphasis on family building and community connection.




The tension between fragmentation and engagement took hold on the world stage as well. In addition to the many forces of disconnection that defined the seventies, the process of globalization steadily accelerated. As resulting worldwide population shifts picked up speed, our lives became much more connected and diverse. Waves of immigration changed the fabric of our own society, a new openness (as well as fear) toward diversity and diverse lifestyles evolved, and the culture slowly became less dominated by singular viewpoints and strictures. Throughout the post-boomer era, this process of fragmentation and push toward re-engagement has fitfully, but inexorably played out: family configurations that defy rigid notions have proliferated; cross-cultural marriages led to more families with blended cultural heritage; gays began to come out of the closet and then to raise families; and attitudes about sex and sexuality have begun to undergo fundamental re-definition, especially for adolescents, and more recently for younger children.




At the same time, globalization’s effects on the economy made working life more demanding and competitive, as well as fueling an ever-growing entrepreneurial spirit. Each day, it seems, has brought previously unimaginable inventions, affecting the very fabric of family life. Years before the dual shock of the credit and energy crises, our work lives had changed in many ways. As massive layoffs became a means of corporations adjusting their balance sheets, we saw far less commitment to the notion of staying at one company, or even staying with one career, and an accompanying rise of “free agent” thinking, even as we begin to focus more on a team approach and responsive work environments, witness the rise of Human Resources, EAPs, and family-friendly policies. We demand these days to know what a company is going to do for us, and we are much more prepared to move from job to job in order simply to survive or pursue life-fulfilling goals. These changes in attitude, from anchored permanence to portability, and an expectation to be “heard” in turn influenced our children, way before YouTube hit the scene.




Obviously, one of the most powerful of the shaping forces in the post-boomer period has been warp-speed technology. It has assured that the one constant we can count on is constant movement, which both fragments focused connection while creating endless possibilities for connection. Just as the oldest of the post-boomer parents were emerging into adulthood, clunky computers and then an explosive range of new technologies began to exercise an ever-more powerful influence on our lives. With the evolution, first of e-mail, then of cell phones and hand-held computers, we late-boomers and post-boomers ceaselessly multitask, with ever more expectation—and demand—always to be in touch. And our kids are no different.




A change that is perhaps more subtle, but also quite significant, is that the post-boomer era has been characterized by the absence of an overwhelmingly catastrophic national crisis. The greatest generation was unalterably influenced by the Depression and World War II, and readily defined itself as such. Boomers were profoundly influenced by civil rights and Vietnam, and polarized around their support for or protest against these events and movements. A great deal of intense conflict revolved around how parents and their children defined themselves as members of very different generations.




In the post-boomer era, however, even as we are in the midst of tightening financial stressors, there has, as yet, been no single defining crisis to divide the generations. Even research about 9/11 has shown that its impact on those coming-of-age at the time has not been permanently transformative. The lack of a chronic, defining crisis from the 1970s on has eased the way for today’s parents and children to avert what might have become the next generation gap or cause of generational friction. Today’s post-boomer parents and their children can hardly imagine the intra-familial rage that passed for family life just a few decades ago. This is another reason that despite all the fearsome headlines, and daily disconnection, contemporary parents and children generally understand each other, talk more openly together, and feel closer in values and spirit than generations before.




Of course, the effects of a decades-long upheaval and tension around social-familial fragmentation and desire for connection have not been easy. Parents have every reason to feel confused and somewhat scared bringing children up in a post-boomer world.




CHILDHOOD UNBOUND




What has the culmination of all of these changes led to in the lives of children?




In many ways, children and teens today are, for better and worse, kids who know no bounds. Because of this I have come to think of them as the “Free-est Generation.”




They have an all-access pass to the infinite reach of the internet and are exposed at ever-earlier ages to categories of sex and violence that post-boomer and boomer parents learned about much, much later in life. Cell phones, texting, and online networks afford kids endless freedom in socializing, breaking the old bounds of school and of town. They participate day and night in a kind of instantaneous connection that is even more intense than that of their post-boomer parents with their cell phones and Blackberries. The loss of the town center with its eyes and ears—meaning shopkeepers, church, community groups, and school—has left children of all ages more scheduled, but much less policed by the adult world. Even though we are closer as families in many ways, kids today live behind a wall of silence that the most informed parent has little ability to breach.




Children are also freer from the constraints of history: the stories of generations past are missing. Yesterday is a speck on the consciousness of most kids; decades ago is another universe. Children and teens often feel less guilt and connection to the everyday job or career sacrifices of their parents. When pressed, many cannot even describe what their parents do, in an increasingly service-oriented economy. Also, fewer of them are held emotionally hostage by the threat of divorce. Step-or gender-bending family configurations that rocked the late seventies and eighties have become familiar, and kids know that life does go on despite these life-altering upheavals.




Trying to make sense of post-boomer changes as they have played out, and how parents need to cope with them, has led to the proliferation of confusing, contradictory diagnoses about the serious problems in parenting and in kids’ behavior that we’ve seen in the last decades. These problems in turn have spawned confusing, often contradictory advice about how parents should be child-rearing, with too much blame aimed at both kids and parents. Coping with so much change has rightfully been challenging.




THE BEST OF TIMES—THE WORST OF TIMES




This accident of history—that today’s kids are freer now than ever before—is a mixed blessing. With freedom comes a great deal of childhood-teen anxiety and acting-out, as well as instense parental fear and frustration.




At one and the same time, the free-est generation stuns and delights parents. We are awed by kids’ ability to discuss just about everything—when they choose to. We are inspired by acts of friendship between supposed-to-be oblivious boys, and admire, almost as much as we cringe at, girls who are queen bees, leaders even in early elementary school. Parents marvel at the close friendships between boys and girls that have broken down that gender divide which we ourselves were just beginning to experience when we were growing up. (Sorry, Alanis, these friendships are mostly without benefits.) We are stunned at the ease with which kids travel across the globe, make cyber-connections, and break geographic boundaries once walled off for grown-ups only. We are stupefied by how our children deal every day with bullies online and in the schoolyard, and envious of their seamless communication possibilities—allowing kids to stay in touch with each other 24/7. We watch our teens willingly participate in community service (not always just for the points) and admire that children give of themselves more generously and at earlier ages than we ever thought to give of ourselves.




But freedom brings anxiety, and trouble is its companion, driving both kids and parents a little crazy.




The free-est generation is living with a great deal of anxiety: the anxiety of daily life filled with such endless choice, hours so crowded with online and schoolyard dangers, so rife with flagrant sexuality, financial, academic, and social competition that we parents sometimes worry our children are coming apart at the seams. And for too many kids, that’s true. Children of all ages today binge-drink in excess; self-cutting is on the rise; and coarseness is normal, both around the house toward parents and, in school, toward teachers and each other. Depression is at epidemic proportions, along with eating disorders. Social cruelty begins in ever-lower grades. Even kindergarteners strive to be cool. Exclusion and cliques, scape-goating, and physical violence are what we personally deal with or read about every day.




Yet despite all this, post-boomer parents know our kids are capable of showing a better self, a more empathic, considerate, and sophisticated self than we ever could have possibly imagined for ourselves.




WHAT KIDS NEED—AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT




Because we live in times that are balanced between fragmentation and connection, of unanchored families and exponentially ramped-up change, a new style of parenting is needed. I do not believe that a return to the parenting methods of prior generations is the answer. Everything about the world is almost unrecognizable—except to post-boomer parents and their kids, who have grown up more alike than different, more capable of connection than we usually realize.




It is our job, then, as parents and grown-ups, to recognize the changed state of affairs—the positive side as well—and begin to guide our children and teens in a powerful new way. To paraphrase from that old expression about what matters in real estate, kids of all ages need three things: engagement, engagement, and engagement. Parents must (and can) learn that what I call “authentic engagement” is the essential component to successfully raising twenty-first century kids. For every aspect of what is different, what it is that post-boomers “get”—meaning the endless choices; the parallel lives of kids and parents; the loss of historical anchoring, of close kinship, neighborhood, and town; and the anxiety of life that every day threatens to run helter-skelter off the tracks—for all this the answer is authentic engagement.




This engagement does not conform to the old rules of engagement that swung wildly between the greatest generation’s authoritarian “children should be seen…” and the boomers’ laissez-faire child-centeredness. As I will show, post-boomer loving is different. Limiting is different. Listening is different. Community is different. In this book, I will describe an approach to engagement with our children that is often counter-intuitive; it may sometimes feel overly tough, sometimes overly tender. But it is a style of parenting that fits today’s parents as much as the kids who depend on us—one that reaches beneath the sophisticated, cool façade that twenty-first century children and teens have learned to put up, revealing the heart, passion, and unlimited potential that lie within them. Authentic engagement is a way to bring out the best selves in our kids.




TOWARD A NEW AGE OF CHILD REARING




From my many years of counseling and presentations across the country, I firmly believe that with attuned guidance, our kids have great potential to reconcile the contradictions in their lives. There are so many reasons to believe they will become more well-rounded, fulfilled, and balanced adults than we have been; more genuinely open to the diversity of cultural perspectives around the world; more aware, comfortable, and healthy in their sexual lives; more able to understand and empathize with generations other than their own.




While we watch with a mixture of awe and fear, kids are continuing the quest for improvement in our lives that post-boomer parents began. Just like you, their parents, today’s kids are in the process of re-defining focus for the better, even as it looks like their concentration is scattered beyond belief. Just like you, they are re-defining sexual mores (in often unnerving ways), at the same time that they are moving toward a new sexual restraint. And just like you, they are re-defining relationships with greater openness toward each other and toward adults. Kids’ sense of entitlement today, which drives us all crazy, is matched by a new sense of giving, built upon your values and absolutely unprecedented in its scope. The casual coarseness, rough-talk and mean talk—which you are no stranger to—is matched by a far greater capacity for empathy, including empathy toward mothers and fathers. And most significant for the future, kids are in the process of re-defining a new tolerance and love of teamwork that started gaining momentum when you were coming up, and that may forever change, if not save our world.




This is, indeed, a special moment in time—one that like a great painting may take just a few days to paint, but has taken decades of trial-and-error learning and many wrong turns to conceive. We are ready for this change now. We have been loosened from the grip of the twentieth century and its strictures regarding the ways that parents and kids should relate; and we are fully prepared to engage in a twenty-first century manner of parenting.




I believe that we are at the dawn of an enlightened period of child rearing—even as we wring our hands in concern.




Besides the fact that parents are ready for change and that their kids are showing signs of constructive transformation beneath the scary headlines, the field of child development is maturing in ways that will support parents as never before. Throughout these pages I introduce surprising trends, scientific and research findings, observations from my counseling and workshops with families, and concrete techniques (many of them counterintuitive) that will reveal why there is much reason for hope—if we learn to practice authentically engaged parenting.




I will start by taking you on a journey of discovery I went through over the past decades as I wrestled with startling and deeply troubling developments in children’s behavior: something changed in the way they related to their parents and each other during the 1990s, leading up to the challenges and hopes of today. As I’ve said, we have heard a great deal about the many shocking behaviors kids began to exhibit during those years. But I believe that we have largely failed to understand the true, underlying causes, and this has contributed to the confusion about how to adjust our parenting methods now.




As I reflected on the current situation between parents and kids, I realized that it was impossible to learn how to forge a distinctive style of engaged parenting if we didn’t have a more cohesive, penetrating understanding of how the social changes I’ve mentioned have so deeply affected parents and kids, and affected our relationships with one another. I’ve described the broad social changes, but we must now look into the specific ways they have led to the challenges parents now contend with. Then we must concretely describe new approaches to cope with those challenges.




So come with me as I lead you through the series of realizations about what shifted in parents’ and kids’ lives, which crystallized for me over decades, and launched me into writing this book.




It is a graphic, rough ride. But we are no strangers to it. We all have grown up, post-boomer parents and our free-est generation kids, in a world forever changed.
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“OH, THE THINGS I HAVE SEEN”




Why Kids Are the Way They Are—The Great Unraveling










AS I’VE SUGGESTED, a major positive characteristic of the relationship between parents and kids in our post-boomer era is the lack of a glaring generation gap: there is much less of the fierce defiance and rigid conformity that characterized the greatest generation and boomer eras in family life. Mothers and fathers feel more involved with their kids. But there is a poignant irony about the very closeness that characterizes post-boomer families.




As the story I tell here reveals, in recent years parents have become subtly distanced from their children’s lives in ways that are almost invisible, but have profound effects.




This surprising fact first became apparent to me in the early to mid-nineties. This was when children of the youngest baby-boomers (born in the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s) and the oldest boomers (born from the mid-1940s to the mid-1950s) were beginning to come of age. Around then I started to sense, in my workshops, in my clinical practice, and among the families in our own community, that something fundamental was changing. I began to chronicle these observations in a series of articles. The first, written in 1995, was entitled “The Second Family,” and it struck a powerful nerve with child professionals (teachers, counselors, clergy) nationwide, as well as with the increasingly larger parent groups I was presenting to. Here’s how the article started, with the story of an in-trouble, but pretty typical kid I called “Jimmy”:




Jimmy was a thirteen-and-a-half year old boy on the verge of being expelled from eighth grade because of his obvious, but heatedly denied, pot-smoking habit. Almost as bad, according to his horrified parents, was his intention to make the ultimate fashion statement by having his ear, eyebrow, and lip pierced, and various items of punk jewelry inserted. The boy’s problems, previous therapists had said, could be traced to the fact that his father was classically distant and his mother tended to be over-indulgent and intrusive. Together they had not set enough rules and limits for the boy’s behavior.




Jimmy’s father acknowledged that because of long work hours he had not had as much of a relationship with his son as he would have liked. Meanwhile, Jimmy’s mother said that she had “emotionally spoiled” him. Because she had gone back to work when he was a toddler, she was always feeling guilty and became overly indulgent, trying to make up for lost time with him.




At first these issues seemed pretty standard stuff. I had heard many such family stories. But then I made note of a significant feature of Jimmy’s behavior that I began to understand was indicative of a change I hadn’t appreciated, and which had been underway in family life everywhere:




His mother reported that since the age of eight or nine, Jimmy had gradually been moving “out of her orbit.” She then went on to describe how deep into his own world her son had disappeared. During the last couple of years, I wrote, she didn’t think he’d said five words to her that weren’t requests to buy him something, give him money, or grant a new privilege.




This subtle distance, without a great deal of fighting, was in progress long before adolescence officially began—a phenomenon I had been observing in other families for a number of years.




When Jimmy and I subsequently met, I realized that the degree to which he had become disengaged from his parents was profound. I asked who had been the significant adults in his life, and he responded with nothing more than a blank stare. He was busy with plenty of adult-run activities, but as I looked beneath the surface of his tightly scheduled life, it quickly became obvious that this boy hadn’t experienced any ongoing, deep connection with a grown-up—including, to a troubling degree, his parents—since middle childhood, not adolescence as one would expect.




Beginning in about mid-elementary school, Jimmy had almost completely drifted into the closed society of kid pop culture—communing mostly with his TV, Nintendo, Sega Genesis (remember that one?), CDs, and action comic books. Friends came to hang out but were near invisible, except for brief sightings as they slunk from the front door to Jimmy’s inner sanctum and out again. Insidiously, without his parents noticing, Jimmy had become almost completely engulfed by a voracious, commercially-driven kid-universe, what I went on to call “the second family” of his peers and pop culture. This second family in many ways, had become his primary family.




I realized that what was true for Jimmy’s family was true for millions of others. Trends begun in the seventies, I continued in my article, having lessened the gravitational force of the first family. As we know, divorce (50 percent of marriages), mobility (up to 20 percent of the population moves every year), and economic pressures that generally require both spouses to work ever-longer hours have undermined the old stability of the family. The “traditional” configuration of male breadwinner and wife at home fits only 11 percent of today’s households. Furthermore, the informal support systems—the extended kin networks, church and community organizations, PTA and neighborhood ties—that buttressed family life have gradually disintegrated. For example, PTA membership since 1964 has fallen from 12 million to 7 million. And while Main Street, with its network of well-known shopkeepers and familiar customers greeting one another every day is too often deserted and half boarded-up, huge, impersonal malls on the fringes of town are the real center of urban and suburban life in America.




Into the void left in the old family and neighborhood order had rushed the influence of the peer group and popular culture. Because of this, I concluded, “Today’s child has more than likely already been pried out of the family long before adolescence.”




I cannot describe the reaction these ideas triggered over a dozen years ago. For some parents, the notion of a powerful new kid-universe competing with adult authority, even before adolescence, was puzzling, especially because they were increasingly involved with their kids’ lives. They felt so much more involved with the day-to-day details of their children’s schedules, and felt that they understood their children far better than their parents had understood them.




Despite this counter-intuitive description of family life, thousands of mothers and fathers I talked to at lectures told me what a relief it was to finally hear someone validating their experience: the power of the first family at home had somehow been overshadowed by the force of the second family—the peer-group and the pop culture “out there.” And this didn’t feel good to parents, who knew they were supposed to be more in charge and feel more connected to the kids they so loved.




THE NEW ANGER




Once I understood the emergence of this powerful second family, a number of other discoveries followed. For one thing, children were far more angry than we had realized. Kids saw that their mothers and (some) fathers were deeply involved in the scheduling details of their lives, but were multitasking to the point of often ignoring potential moments of focused attention. Children often see what we adults miss. Management of their time was one thing, but it couldn’t replace Mom or Dad’s full attention. Children were angry about this lack of genuine connection with their parents, much angrier than I and most other professionals had realized at that point.




In the mid-nineties I did a segment for the TV series Dateline. The theme of the show was the difficulty families had with creating rules for their kids. For God knows what reason, a family let Dateline set up cameras around their house, an early version of reality TV. While watching hundreds of hours of tape, I was struck when suddenly one of the younger kids in the family, her face magnified by a tight close-up, began to sob because her mother was leaving for work. A huge tear descended with hypnotic power, ever so slowly down her face. She then became furious with her mother, who could do nothing but leave. Mom attempted to repair the hurt with a “guilt gift” when she returned home later—only to trigger another angry outburst from her daughter.




I realized that in dealing with the disconnection children were feeling, at first they were sad, then they became angry, and then, at some point in elementary school, they got used to it and began drifting out into the increasingly welcome arms of the second family’s peer group, and the enticing world of consumerism and pop culture.




I was so moved by this realization that I decided to ask kids to help me better understand their experience in a changing world. I began interviewing hundreds of children from diverse backgrounds and varied socioeconomic groups, between the ages of four and sixteen. Over time, I asked almost 250 children and adolescents the simple questions: “What do your parents do that matters?” “What do you like?” “What don’t you like?” and “What do you need from them?”




I was stunned at what I discovered—just how angry many kids were, especially before they were absorbed into the distractions of the second family. This anger was expressing itself in ever more aggressive interactions at home, as well as in school, both among kids and between them and their teachers. By 1998 I saw with shocking clarity that parents and teachers were losing their authoritative grip and kids of all ages were lashing out in ways unimaginable to those who had grown up in previous decades.




“The new anger,” as I referred to it, was raw, sudden, and casual; so casual it was becoming the norm in ordinary families around the country. Parents and their children were rewriting what was considered acceptable communication between the generations. One example I wrote about back then has just as much power to shock today.




“Jessica has just been told by her mother to stop watching TV and clean up the table. ‘Not now,’ Jessica says, without bothering to look up. ‘No, Jessica, I mean this minute,’ her mother says sharply. ‘Later,’ Jessica responds, almost absentmindedly. Mom stiffens and threatens: ‘Stop it now, or there won’t be TV tonight.’ Finally, she’s got her daughter’s attention. Jessica looks her mother squarely in the face and says, ‘Fuck you, Mommy!’ Jessica is eight years old.”




The startling horror of that phrase! Keep in mind that Jessica was not a neglected or abused child in thrall to gang culture. Her parents were middle-class professionals living in a comfortable suburb. Nor was Jessica maladjusted psychologically; she knew her parents loved her, she earned good marks in school and basically got along well with other children. What was really shocking to me was that such exchanges were becoming so much a part of everyday family discourse.




And I heard of plenty more.




A father informed me that his elementary-school son, when asked for the fourth time to turn off the computer game and straighten his room, snarled, “Leave me alone, butthead!” A ten-year-old girl, told by her mother to finish her homework, barely glanced up, uttered under her breath, “What an asshole,” and continued to play. I began hearing the “flailing tantrum” story over and over: a parent directed a child not to chew gum or to stop playing and get ready for bed, and the child responded by hurling him-or herself at the parent, flailing away with small fists in a frenzy of anger. “A few times a week, I get so mad, I go into my room and just rip it apart,” I was told over and over by angel-faced innocents. “I beat up on my brother and sister whenever I get mad,” reported numerous apparently lovely youngsters. “When I get really, really angry,” one seven-year-old girl said, in keeping with stories dozens of other children had told me, “I go into the bathroom, shut the door, and scream as loud as I can.”




Of course, as has by now become all too well known, such outbursts were not confined to the home. Around 1997, I attended my son’s weekly softball game led by an experienced coach, and watched it turn into a free-for-all. One seven-year-old was enraged after he struck out, and grabbed home plate, running off in a howling tantrum. Another child, tagged “out,” physically attacked the boy who had tagged him. A kindergartner, when she was called out by the umpire, ran up to him, screamed, “I hate you!” and actually kicked him hard three times in the shins—all this in a friendly neighborhood game for kids and their families.




In interviews with non-parental adults in kids’ lives—teachers, coaches, principals, community leaders, clergy, camp owners—I heard again and again about disturbing aggression toward adults, manifested by even the tiniest of tykes. One eminent children’s theater director described defiance from the most motivated of elementary-schoolers, telling me that in twenty-five years of producing plays, he had seen an increasingly aggressive disrespect for him by his young charges: “I can’t describe the enormity of change in the way children behave. I can no longer count on having their respect and attention merely because I am the adult and a teacher—now half the struggle is just to get them to begin to listen to my directions.”






DAZED AND CONFUSED PARENTING




What exactly was going on between parents and children? After listening to thousands of mothers and fathers and teachers in my workshops, I concluded that we adults were a large part of the problem.




In the 1999 Networker article, I wrote, “Like deer frozen in the headlights of an oncoming car, parents at all ends of the political and economic spectrum are increasingly at a loss about how to provide leadership in their own families.”




Many parents, suffering guilt about the demands of their responsibilities outside the home, and feeling the power of the second family to hijack their authority, were simply baffled about how to respond. They were of a different time than their greatest generation parents and grandparents. For better or worse, the certitude of that era was gone. Gone too was the pretty unified voice of the adult network that once supported parents. Gone was the phrase “Because I’m the parent and I said so!” Looking back, this should not have been a surprise to me: Many late-boomers and post-boomers didn’t want to use the older, more authoritarian approach to parenting of the greatest generation. Decades of decline in rigid moral formulas, tightly-knit neighborhoods, and kinship systems, along with an increase in the importance of personal “self-actualization” had profoundly impacted child-rearing mores. Relativism had replaced the tougher disciplinarian approach that so many of their own parents had used, and which they had come to deeply resent. I cannot overstate how many parents told me in those years: “My parenting approach is the exact opposite of how I was raised. I will not squelch my kids the way I was squelched as a child!” And they meant it.




Parents were not just confused, they were beginning to lose their own moral direction. What, for example, happened to Chrissie, who screamed at the umpire and kicked him in the shins at the Little League game? Incredibly, her mother, who was watching, did not reprimand her. The umpire did not kick her out of the game, and a few minutes later, Chrissie received the weekly achievement certificate she’d “earned”—a red ribbon for her participation. Frankly, sitting on the sidelines taking this all in, I was embarrassed to be a parent.




What did many fathers and mothers do when their children cursed at them, flew into a tantrum, or beat up a younger sibling? Not very much, it turned out. Speaking for many, one mother I counseled described her reaction when her six-year-old son, Eric, hit her and screamed at her in the supermarket: “I didn’t know whether it was better to smack him on the spot or let him get his feelings off of his chest so they wouldn’t fester.” Even worse, some parents responded with intense rage and overblown, unenforceable punishments. In the face of her daughter’s “fuck you,” for example, Jessica’s mom immediately spanked her and threatened, unconvincingly, to take all TV away for a whole year. Several weeks later, while watching television together, another version of the same incident occurred.




In addition to the anger, children were increasingly challenging parents with a shockingly early onset of behaviors once reserved for adolescence. For example, ten-year-old Mindy had been invited to a party, where, she said, the kids would be playing make-out games. “What should I do?” Mindy asked her mother, Ann, “when they start kissing?” But Ann was as unsure as her little girl. Finally, after what seemed like an endless hesitation, she recalled to me that she said, “In the end, it’s whatever makes you feel comfortable with who you are,” a well-intentioned but unsatisfying answer that satisfied neither Ann nor her daughter. Mindy was outright annoyed at the lack of guidance. Ann confided to me that she hadn’t known what would be better—letting her child “harmlessly” explore her emerging sexuality, or setting strict limits that she might rebel against. Mom worried that doing so would lead Mindy to choose not to confide in her next time.




Bill, the father of depressed, thirteen year-old Jason, was in an equally serious quandary. After a couple of lonely years without friends, Jason had finally seemed to find a buddy—a classmate he brought home during lunch period. The tentative friendship was a real breakthrough, except for one tiny detail: the two boys spent the lunch hour in Jason’s room smoking dope. Should Bill ignore the massive infraction of school discipline, not to mention state and federal drug laws, in relief that his son had found a new chum? Or should he crack down on the illegal and dangerous behavior? Which was worse for the boy—being friendless at school or being a budding pot-head with a pal?




MORAL RELATIVITY AND THE NEW ANGER




Moral relativism, especially the view that no one view should dismiss another’s equally valid perspective, had become apparent in kids’ attitudes, as well. Although younger children I interviewed in the mid-to-late nineties—I’m talking about five-, six-, and seven-year-olds—still strongly believed in right and wrong and were angry when their parents failed to set rules, by fourth or fifth grade they had begun talking in ominously relativistic terms about moral issues. For example, in response to the Columbine murders, many children made remarks like, “I don’t think what they did was right, but I don’t completely blame them, either. Those kids had their reasons. They were treated badly, and anybody can crack under certain conditions.”




One shocking article from 1996 appeared in the Rockford Register Star, an Illinois newspaper. In a poll of hundreds of teens in heartland America, the paper asked what moral guidelines they followed. “There aren’t any,” these kids answered almost unanimously. “You only need to treat others the same way they treat you.” Almost none of the teenagers, boys or girls, were prepared to label behavior, no matter how noxious, simply right or wrong.




More disquieting, and perhaps more instructive, was my realization that many of these kids had little faith in their parents’ ability to give them good guidance. They truly had begun to live in their own universe. With the explosion of kid-to-kid culture (the number of teen and child magazines, for example, sky-rocketed around this time, from a handful to dozens), TV networks and video games just for children seemed to suddenly take over the air waves. In addition, the growing sophistication of peer politics became a major factor far removed from the eyes of most adults. In around the early to mid-nineties, I started to be called into elementary schools, not middle or high schools, to deal with ostracism and social cruelty. Many parents, despite their own post-boomer sophistication, failed to understand the complexities of kids’ second-family lives.




Central to the ways kids were behaving, I realized, was the fact that so many perceived their parents had become unsure of their ability to guide them. Kids were more “free,” but freedom had started to take quite a toll in terms of everyday family chaos and angry, dismissive children.




PARENTING ADVICE GONE WILD




The more families I counseled and listened to in workshops about these issues, the more I realized the problem of parental confidence in the face of second-family influence had been compounded by the contradictory hodge-podge of child-rearing advice that had been popularized over the last thirty years. Many parents tried out various one-size-fits-all theories, some from decades earlier, some more current. Advice to parents had swung crazily back and forth for years between poles of permissiveness and toughness. Often these off-the-rack approaches were inappropriate for a particular child.




When eight-year-old Peter, for example, got into another bruising battle with his little brother, his mother, Hillary, tried an approach based on Thomas Gordon’s Parent Effectiveness Training (P.E.T.) model. This method was first introduced in 1970, in a reaction to the generally stricter greatest generation child-training methods that emphasized that “children should be seen, not heard,” “guilt is good,” and “you need to do this, just because I said so.” P.E.T. stressed the importance of allowing children to express themselves freely and warned of psychological stultification if parents suppress the child’s inner spirit. It became a national movement.




While extremely useful for many boomers and post-boomers, as Hillary discovered, this enlightened approach—seriously listening, reflecting back feelings, naming emotions for children—had its limitations. After a while, kids at surprisingly young ages, especially as they became second-family “hip,” would tune it out. Using the “active listening” techniques recommended by P.E.T., Hillary asked open-ended questions in an attempt to help Peter express and neutralize his feelings of jealousy. The more she used this kind of therapy-speak, though, the more tight-lipped he eventually became. “Oh, forget it,” Peter finally said one day in disgust and walked away. Our own daughter, Leah, did the same to me once. When she was about four she looked at me with irritation after I’d “reflected” her feelings one too many times, saying “Leah, that must have made you very angry”; she retorted: “That again, Daddy!” turning her back to resume playing.




Another, very different approach to parenting that was popularized, following hard on P.E.T., was tough love, with its emphasis on limits, structure, and consequences. The advocates of this approach criticized P.E.T.’s encouragement of expressiveness in kids. It too became a national movement, helping many parents develop the nerve to deal more effectively with out-of-control situations. But this one-size-fits-all model also had its limitations, as twelve-year-old Jenny’s parents discovered. Jenny had been drinking, hooking up with lots of boys, staying out way past her curfew, and doing poorly in school. Her father, Bob, already overly rigid, treated Jenny to an ironclad discourse on bottom-line consequences. Two days after his hell-and-brimstone sermon, Jenny didn’t come home at all. She had found a place to crash with some loosely supervised kids in the neighborhood.




Following tough love, yet another wholesale, almost diametrically-opposite approach caught fire: the self-esteem movement. Prompted in large part by the revelations of widespread family abuse and incest that surfaced during the late seventies and early eighties, this movement was originally promulgated by such books as Alice Miller’s hugely influential Prisoners of Childhood, Marlo Thomas’ Free to be You and Me, and Haim Ginott’s groundbreaking guide Between Parent and Child, among so many others. Word spread rapidly throughout the world of post-boomer child-rearing, as well as progressive education; the self-esteem movement attracted millions of followers, just as P.E.T. and tough love had. Parents were admonished that children be “empowered” so that their spirits and souls might no longer be cavalierly crushed in abusive family contexts.




Self-esteem-based parenting recommended attention to accomplishments, praise instead of “constructive criticism,” and a belief that each child’s unique sense of self should be nurtured, rather than ignored. This surge of empathic awareness of kids’ emotional needs added immeasurably to a greater understanding of children as sensitive individuals, who would carry a legacy of abuse or neglect well into adulthood. The approach spoke to huge numbers of parents, by then in “sharing-caring groups” or twelve-step programs, who were trying to heal from their own experiences of abuse growing up.




Over time, the self-esteem movement was roundly accused by critics of encouraging the wild behavior so many post-boomer parents are now dealing with. New mothers and fathers I met around the country nonetheless continued to subscribe to the approach, even as others began to rail against what they perceived as its permissiveness.




In response to the self-esteem movement, parenting advice took yet another 180-degree turn, with the advent of the family values movement in the late eighties.




Parents were exhorted that if they taught their kids morality, their behavior would take care of itself. Linda and Richard Eyre’s Teaching Your Children Values became the first parenting book in years to be number one on The New York Times best-seller list. The Eyres clearly touched a nerve among parents who believed that child-rearing permissiveness had gone way too far. Either in humorous guides, like Fred Gosman’s Spoiled Rotten, or in harder-line approaches such as highly structured wilderness programs for out-of-control kids, the message was clear: “spare the discipline and moral clarity, and you risk spoiling the child.” Yet even as the values movement gained momentum, with its emphasis on teaching children the importance of honor, truth, respect, obedience, courage, and loyalty, its perspective was soon challenged. The popularization of biological explanations for kids’ unruly behavior suddenly emerged on to the national scene.




Scientific discoveries about the effect of “hard-wiring” on behavior swung the pendulum once again, now in the direction of nature, rather than nurture. Forget working to instill self-esteem, forget teaching values; in fact, forget relying on any one “right” parenting approach. Far more important was the understanding of children’s immutable biological “programming.” Stanley Turecki’s The Difficult Child strongly suggested that behavior blamed on “bad parenting” lay at the feet of genetic predisposition, chemical imbalances, and inborn temperament. Millions of parents (especially mothers) understandably heaved a sigh of relief, having been previously blamed for their children’s bad behavior and for every childhood disorder under the sun, from autism to schizophrenia.




This new biological frontier led to an array of additional childhood diagnoses, such as the pervasive developmental disorders, attention deficit disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, affective and bipolar disorders. The role of parents and professionals became helping children take medication to compensate for problems that were seen as largely beyond conscious control. While these diagnoses added immeasurably to understanding psychological and medical conditions in kids’ lives, and saving what once had been considered absolutely hopeless situations, they also created a backlash from the next trend in the pop-parenting pipeline.




Criticism mounted around the late-nineties and turn of the century about the over-medication of childhood. In reaction to this biological wave, regarded in some circles as a way to create alibis for the bad behavior of spoiled and undisciplined kids, yet another breed of authoritarianism arose on the scene. “Children should be punished for every act of disobedience, no matter how small,” intoned John Rosemond, a popular syndicated columnist and main spokesman for the new movement. Conservative psychologist James Dobson, head of Focus on the Family, advocated bringing spanking back. And, in the shadow of school shootings, a legislative movement gained steam in support of posting the Ten Commandments in every schoolroom in America. Child rearing and the values surrounding it had become a “wedge” issue in political dialogue.




No wonder parents were confused after this series of whiplash changes in advice. Parents often floundered, trying first one and then another of these approaches; and their children became increasingly frustrated with the lack of adult certitude and attention to their main concern: that parents really engage with them.




“HELLO, I MUST BE GOING.”




Kids’ simple answers to my questions about what worked and what didn’t pointed to a consistent theme, a powerful feature of post-boomer family life regardless of where one lived or what one believed politically: the pace of life seemed to be lurching out of control, leading to the question of whether, with all of our frenetic activities, we were really getting to know our own children.




“Sometimes,” said one of the fifth graders in my study, “I get the feeling my parents don’t know me.” “Mine, too,” yelled an irate classmate from across the room. “We don’t spend time together—we’re always so busy in my house.” Just about every child nodded enthusiastically, some with obvious annoyance.




The more I delved into what was going on with this new breed of kids, the more I became convinced the social changes that had been set in motion in the late seventies and eighties were now playing themselves out in the lives of families. We were becoming, as a famous New York Times article put it in 1997, “Addicted to Speed.” Take just one look at what ordinary family schedules had morphed into by this time, and it’s clear why kids were feeling subtly unknown, despite being so catered to:








9 A.M: Feed Baby Guppies, 10–12-P.M.: Non-Verbal Socialization Group, 12–3 P.M.: Pre-Nursery Day Care, 3–5 P.M.: All-sport Little Leagues, 5–6 P.M.: Theater for Tweens, 7–11 P.M.: The UPN-WB Teen Network, 11 P.M.–Dawn: My Space, YouTube, Facebook, and Online Poker.







While this frenzied pace of family life may seem normal to parents now, it is sobering to recall that for decades before and after the Second World War, such a non-stop conveyor belt life would have been considered, well—insane! The great irony at the heart of family life by the late 1990s, I realized, was that despite all of the greater parent involvement, few parents really knew what their kids were up to a great deal of the time.




This is not easy to say but—for better and worse—over the past twenty years, we parents have been subtly extruded from our kids’ lives.




By the turn of the century, we had become managers of our kids. “After decades of social change we are no longer engaged primarily as nurturers or teachers of values. Regardless of headlines labeling us “helicopter” dads and “soccer” moms, in many ways, parents seem almost invisibly removed. Twenty-first century parent-managers, negotiating every single logistical challenge of their kids’ crammed schedules became too frenetically busy to be a magnetic presence in the internal landscape of a child’s world. On the surface kids are used to it; they adore their newfound freedom and deeply love their parents, but underneath they are troubled by the missing connection.






Free on the surface—inside kids are hungry for non-managerial parental engagement underneath.




Even while being thrown together in car pools, our children understand that most of the time we spend as family could best be described by the old movie line, “Hello, I must be going!” They get that life with mom or dad is a series of tightly choreographed transitions, of conversations interrupted, and of moments hurried along so that the next moment can almost happen. They correctly sense that even though we’re spending time with them, we are often not as engaged as either they or we would like, forever consumed as we are by the endless list of logistical maneuvers that overpower the most loving families.




Kids’ hunger for more connection might seem surprising at first, because data starting back in the nineties indicated that parents were spending the same, if not more time with their kids than June and Ward Cleaver ever did. But when researchers examined what kind of time family members were spending with one another, we got a troubling picture of that so-called family togetherness.




Kids and parents might be spending time near each other, but they are engaged in separate activities, not remotely doing things together. Indeed, a long-distance phone conversation can provide a much closer and more intimate experience of connection than a typical evening in the bosom of the American family in the post-boomer era. In 1999, The Kaiser Family Foundation conducted one of the first extensive studies on TV viewing habits and how families actually spent time at home. They asked the reader to imagine removing the roof of a typical house and look down from above. This is what the Kaiser study found: mother may be supervising her five-year-old in the bath, while calling someone from work to arrange a meeting and an after-school activity for the next day. Sister is e-mailing several buddies and talking with yet another friend on the phone. Dad (whether he lives at home or if it’s his weekend with the kids in a divorced family) is busy finishing up a report, looking up every ten minutes or so to announce that it’s nearly bedtime, to whatever child might actually be listening.




I realized the question we had to ask ourselves as parents: were we really getting to know our children? In my conversations with students from pre-kindergarten to sixth grade, kids overwhelmingly indicated that what they wanted most from their parents was undivided attention—not me instead of my brother, but mom or dad entirely focused on me, rather than multitasking. I would hear, “I want my mom to stop being so busy and just play with me.” “I love when my dad sits next to me and we watch movies together.” “I want my mommy to lie down with me every night.”




I didn’t believe then and don’t believe now that this is simply whining by a generation of spoiled kids. These were the heartfelt responses of children desperate to be truly known, rather than scheduled and hurriedly attended to on the way to the next activity.




“It is logical that many parents buy great quantities of off-the-rack advice,” I concluded in 1998 after listening to the kids, “because, stretched to the limits as we have become, we do not really know the children we have. We cannot always tell the ways in which our kids are uniquely different because we just do not spend enough direct, one-on-one time with them. The hard truth is that parents love their children, but they do not create the time to pay attention to them. They do not really hear them. They do not really see them.”




I knew these words sounded harsh, and this point was a bitter pill for overworked parents to swallow, particularly those who felt their lives were already so child-centered. But the issue had to be raised. “What happens,” I asked in this Networker piece, “to children when they do not get the kind of direct, undivided, personal attention they need from their own parents? When they lack confidence in the capacity of their parents to guide them? Where do they look to find something that promises to assuage their yearnings for attention?”




CELEBRITY NATION IS BORN




“Nature abhors a vacuum,” I continued in the article, “and for American children the great, roaring tornado of the mass media culture—particularly the culture of celebrity—rushes in to fill the psychic void that family used to fill.”




Twenty years ago, I rarely heard about celebrity fantasies in my work with kids. By the late nineties, I rarely didn’t. Increasingly, children answered my questions about what they would like most by stating that their greatest wish was to be near a celebrity.




This was sad enough, but it was less ominous than the growing hunger many kids felt to achieve celebrity status themselves, as if this were the one best bet for achieving the attention they craved. Of course, in a celebrity-drenched culture, most of us occasionally think we’d like to be famous. But for children who are angry because they can’t get the personal attention of the people they love and need the most, the desire to be seen can become an all-encompassing and toxic need. In a society of increasingly fragmented families, whose members live parallel lives within the home, in which children often feel more catered to than truly known, and where off-the-rack child-rearing techniques too often miss the point, the culture of celebrity is a potentially inflammable ingredient.




“Kids who commit publicly violent acts,” I concluded, “have found a metaphor that describes the pain of, as well as the solution for, their invisibility. They engage in such behavior precisely because it makes an unknown child instantly and uniquely recognizable. In a child’s mind, public violence appears to be the perfect antidote to the anonymity of his or her life.”




In a keynote address to several thousand child-professionals in 1999, I said that given the amount of free-flowing anger I’d heard from kids and the growing influence of the pop culture, I was surprised there wasn’t more schoolyard aggression than we had yet seen.






A couple of weeks later Columbine exploded, and it’s never been the same since.




It’s time to pause on this journey for a moment as we close in on the turn of the century. I had begun to articulate the beginning of major changes that were in progress and, in fact, gaining steam: The first was a slow, but steady disintegration of the greatest generation’s family and neighborhood container, and the emergence of a technologically-driven peer group and pop culture—exerting a tremendous pull on the hearts and minds of even our youngest children. The second was the reduction of monolithic authority and power in homes, with an accompanying increase of explosive aggression and casual disrespect from kids toward boomer and post-boomer adults, who were much more confused than their own greatest generation parents. The third was the notion that violence of kids toward each other was an expression of anger at subtle but widespread adult absence (despite their good intentions) and the pressure to be seen in a world obsessed by celebrity.




By the mid-to-late nineties, then, our children were beginning to live in an increasingly powerful, but parallel universe. The second family had taken hold. And not being particularly concerned with adult authority, kid-life inside the second family was becoming wild, very wild indeed.




THE WALL OF SILENCE AND KIDS’ NEW FREEDOM




As I continued to deal with families grappling with these issues, I realized that children and teens had increasingly been living behind a “wall of silence,” as I called it in my 2001 Networker article, unreachable by most parents, and were using that freedom to engage in an entire world of new behavior just beyond the view of adults.




To get behind that wall, I changed some of the ways I worked with kids. I began spending hundreds of hours with young clients studying the “artifacts” of their lives. I listened to their favorite CDs, read their e-mail correspondence—together with them—and leafed through teen magazines, Goth comic books, video game manuals (especially violent ones) and student-run newspapers. This was an eye-opening period during which my hair, not coincidentally, changed from dark brown to a shock of grayish-white. Some of this was, of course, my own father’s genetic timetable for middle-year graying, and part was having two youngsters of our own to worry about. But much of it was the sheer magnitude of what I was discovering.
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