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This book is dedicated to the memory of Justin Coleman—

from whose life there is much to be learned






Preface



I doubt if any mother, father, or teacher ever actually posed the question to me, “What will he be like when he’s in his twenties?” But I know they never stopped thinking about it and may have wondered and worried mostly in silence. As a pediatrician who for more than thirty years has treated children and adolescents struggling with their own brain wiring, I myself have come to realize that the core issue for any developing child is who he is turning into and, more specifically, what he will be like when he grows up.

I have accompanied countless kids on journeys through their school years. And I have been able to witness their varied outcomes. I have gotten to meet them and learn from them as they progressed toward and into young adult life. Now I find myself preoccupied with how and why different kids turn out so differently. I’m especially concerned with those who don’t turn out so well, and I’d like to know what we could have done differently for them as children and adolescents.

In recent years I have been stunned by the plight of individuals—far too many—who seem unprepared for the crossover from education to work. There are convincing reasons to believe that a swirl of factors unique to our contemporary culture and embedded in our educational practices is harming children. In particular, these forces are stunting mental growth and leaving developing minds unready to launch themselves into productive and fulfilling adult lives.

I decided to write this book so that I could join others in exploring the various forms and manifestations of what I call work-life unreadiness. I also want to examine the lessons we have to learn from young adults who are currently buckling under anguish and confusion, young adults who lack a clear sense of identity or direction. I have relied substantially on my own clinical experiences and reading of the relevant research literature. In addition, my research assistant, Miles Harmon, and I compiled an interview format, and he then used this tool to study the earlier years, experiences, and challenges facing a group of individuals striving to define themselves during their twenties. Direct quotations from these interviews appear at each chapter heading.

Even though this book deals with an older age group, it is written very much from the perspective of a pediatrician. It is my hope that these collected insights can provide a stimulus for parents, educators, and policy makers to reconsider the manner in which we are educating and rearing children. Moreover, I would like caring readers to think about the ways in which we can counter the negative environmental/ cultural influences, misguided educational priorities, and tragically misunderstood brain differences that may well be contributing to the growth of a young population unready to go to work. Life is coming at them. If we fail to apply updated strategies to help them get ready, they’ll have to take what they can get in life. They will be forced to settle for less than they deserve!

Mel Levine

Sanctuary Farm

Rougemont, North Carolina

September 2004
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Prologue

Dudley Finch’s Soliloquy




Somewhere along the way, I guess I must have wandered way off my trail. It’s like the whole time I was growing up I was having such a good time kinda doing stuff in the present that there seemed to be no such thing as the future. I never looked back and I never looked ahead.

In high school I was a solid B and C student—nobody special but I never messed up. I must have been pretty smart because I passed all my subjects without having to work my butt off and I had absolutely no interest in anything I ever studied. I wasn’t a jock. I wasn’t some kind of a nerd either. I guess I didn’t make waves, and I didn’t cause problems for my family. I also didn’t give them a whole lot to be proud of. I spent most of my spare time either with friends just hanging out or in front of the TV or belly up in bed listening to music or maybe playing computer games, but mostly chilling out.

College was a blast. My friends were awesome. I did okay in my classes and I thought I was really finding myself. Anyway, now here I am; I graduated about a year ago from this nothing-special college. I switched majors a few times and ended up studying communications, figuring I didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to do communications. I’m having trouble finding a job I really like. Well, at least I have a job; some of my friends don’t even have that. Ionic Enterprises mostly has me setting up databases; I know that doesn’t have much to do with communications, but that’s the story of my life: nothing seems to connect with much else.

My job gets pretty boring, but I really can’t say exactly what I’d rather be doing. The pay’s okay, not great. I’ve gone back to living in New Jersey with Mom and Dad. I guess I’m very lucky because they never hassle me; they have plenty of problems of their own. Me, I’m just, like, wandering around with nowhere to go. I’m almost twenty-three and I have no idea where to go from here. I’ve had my share of girlfriends but nothing serious. Nothing looks too promising or interesting careerwise. I don’t know what I’d do without my friends, my tribe, but they all seem to be getting married or going off somewhere. I sometimes feel as if I’ll be the only one left. Down deep inside, I guess I’m unhappy, real unhappy, but I don’t show it. Most of all I’m scared, I mean really scared. Like, I feel hollow, and I’m afraid of what will happen if nothing ever happens. No one ever prepared me for what my life would be like at the age of twenty-three. I wasn’t ready to feel like this, but now I’m ready to do something about it. I’m ready to take charge of my life and start sticking some real meaning into it. I’m not sure I know how to do that, but I’m definitely ready to get ready. Or am I?
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Here Life Comes

How Startup Adults Get Unready for Careers


I do not think I knew what to expect [in the transition from school to work]. I always worked during high school; I always worked and made money. My parents made sure I went to work, but at the same time I was spoiled rotten growing up, so I never really had an idea. It was harsh, a big change to leave the nest and get into the real world and have to take care of everything. I wasn’t prepared for what things cost, the value of the dollar, the things you could and could not do.

S.R., age 27






Lives flow with heavy undercurrents, much like the open sea; they undulate through well-timed waves, such as the preschool period, adolescence, and the so-called golden years of late life. Each arriving era brings its special challenges and opportunities, along with its unique stresses and pressures. A person may or may not be equipped to ride the next wave, to manage the requirements—obvious and hidden—of his or her latest time of life.

A particularly challenging period is the opening stages of a life at work, the school-to-career years, a time that, although rarely thought of as distinct, may be one of the roughest to traverse. These are the startup years, a pivotal time that claims more than its share of unsuspecting victims. In fact, most people are better prepared for their retirement than they are for the startup of their working lives! For some the startup years commence at age sixteen or seventeen, upon their dropping out of high school. For others the startup may not begin until age twenty-nine, following a residency in plastic surgery.

Many individuals in and around their twenties come to feel abandoned and anguished. They start to question their own self-worth, and they are prone to some awful mistakes in their choice of career or in the ways they perform as novices on the job. They suffer from an affliction I call work-life unreadiness, which may have its onset right after high school, in college, during the job search, or during the early phases of a job or a career.

The length of the startup period varies from just a few years to a decade or more of uncertainty and justified anguish. Some emerging adults take longer to start up a stable work life than do others. Some never stop starting; they can’t move ahead toward a career because of repeated false starts or because they keep changing course. They start up and stall out! Others feel stymied in their work choices, while some of their friends effortlessly and expediently move into job roles that fit them as snugly as their favorite athletic socks.

Clearly, work life is not one’s only life! Family life, perhaps spiritual life, sex life, social life, along with assorted other slices of life operate in concert and sometimes in conflict with work life. But work life is the subject of Ready or Not, Here Life Comes. To a large extent people are what they do. But we must remember that life at work is influenced by and influences numerous facets of day-to-day existence.

We are in the midst of an epidemic of work-life unreadiness because an alarming number of emerging adults are unable to find a good fit between their minds and their career directions. Like seabirds mired in an oil spill, these fledgling men and women are stuck, unable to take flight toward a suitable career. Some are crippled before they have a chance to beat their wings; others have tumbled downward in the early stages of their trajectories. Because they are not finding their way, they may feel as if they are going nowhere and have nowhere to go.

I have listened to the laments and noticed the moistened eyelids of promising young people who at age eighteen, twenty, twenty-one, or twenty-nine have no idea what they want to make of their work lives. Some may be too accustomed to having their activities explicitly spelled out and scheduled for them and as a result are having trouble making their own significant decisions. Others may have known what goals they wanted to pursue, but then their occupational pot of gold lost its allure; the romance of big business, engine repair, law, or academic life turned out not to be as advertised. Work was no fun; or it was repetitious (“boring”); or it entailed handling heaps of minutiae and menial tasks—grunt work. Maybe it called for far too much playing up to people these young adults did not particularly like or respect. As one person we interviewed put it, “I do not think you can be prepared for the transition. No one can tell you what it is like to get up at eight every day and go to work every day to scratch out a living so you can have forty-eight hours on the weekend to do what you like, when you’ve had twenty-one years of doing what you want!” Any earlier idealism has given way to disillusionment.

Some anxious junior staffers may have chosen their particular roads for all the wrong reasons. Some embarked upon a career odyssey without fully understanding what that journey was destined to be about. No one told them what dental school or dental practice truly entailed; or if it was explained to them, perhaps they were not ready to hear it. Other young adults find themselves bound to an occupation from which they’d like to bail out, but they feel chained to their entry positions. Perhaps the pay is good, or backtracking would be too hard and risky, or nothing else looks any better. Finally, there are those unqualified for the peculiar rigors and aches of their grown-up work. It may be that their current abilities have failed to match their present interests. You’re in for some trouble if whatever you like to do most you do poorly. Some people have strengths they’re not interested in exploiting and interests that bring out all their weaknesses.

In all these instances, years of schooling and parenting have entirely missed that elusive target, work-life readiness. Our graduates may well lack the practical skills, the habits, the behaviors, the real-world insights, and the frames of mind pivotal for career startup. Their parents and teachers have unwittingly let them down. Adulthood has ambushed them; its demands have taken them by surprise. Nevertheless, time won’t stand still: Ready or not, here life comes!

Their Earlier Lives

Individuals who find themselves gridlocked during the transition to adult work have come to these frustrating impasses from various directions. A lot of them were impressive students, pelted with ego-intoxicating kudos for displaying the dubious but much-revered trait of well-roundedness. These golden girls and boys—ultracool, in the adolescent sense of the word, academically successful, athletic, politically astute, and attractive—were apt to tumble from these pedestals. Their very versatility helped to make it hard for them to commit to the deep and narrow grooves of adult work life. Others suffered with neurodevelopmental dysfunctions that made school a perpetual come-from-behind battle, as they fought to satisfy elusive academic, athletic, or social demands. Many were well behaved and compliant kids, able to meet expectations as long as the demands were explicitly framed. Some were industrious, while others did poorly in school and became accustomed to failure. Whether their earlier life histories were comfortable or difficult, these neophyte adults now feel dazed and understandably apprehensive.

Has this predicament always plagued the members of this age group? Or are we encountering a growing proportion of unhappy wanderers? No doubt, the transition to adult work life is one of life’s most daunting periods. But I have a strong sense that our population of career-unready adults is expanding, and doing so at an alarming pace—like a contagious disease.

The Backdrop: Contemporary Influences on Work-Life Readiness

The culture of the modern world affords multiple ways to get lost or ambushed along the work-life trail. More than ever before, young adults are apt to confront job descriptions that are strikingly different from those familiar to elder members of their families. Role models within a family are an endangered species. Even if a young person breaks into the identical occupation as his mother or father, the chances are that its current routines and requirements look nothing like those his parents faced. Practicing medicine or law or tending to the family farm is a whole different ball game these days. Meanwhile, new adults have to face an economic world as unfathomable as it is unpredictable. How does a startup adult go about seeking job security amid today’s foggy employment forecasts? Not very well.

We also live in a time when many mothers and fathers are downright fearful of their own kids, especially their adolescent offspring. Adolescents often hold the power in a family because they have so many weapons at their disposal (such as drugs, alcohol, tattoos, anorexia, suicidal thoughts, dropping out). Parents can’t help dreading that their relationships with their kids may become increasingly brittle as children grow up. This fear may in part stem from a feeling of guilt that both parents are working and worry that they are not devoting sufficient attention to their children. Some parents may long so desperately for the approval of their children that they go out of their way to make sure their kids are being entertained at all times and sheltered from adversity or hardship of any sort. For example, if their child is having a hard time with a particular teacher, a parent is apt to call the principal or intervene in some other way and solve the messy problem for the child. Then the student is deprived of the opportunity to learn the strategic skills of conflict resolution, stress management, negotiation, and problem solving, all of which are essential in a career.

Many children and adolescents are not equipped with a durable work temperament, having been submerged in a culture that stresses instant rewards instead of patient, tenacious, sustained mental effort and the ability to delay gratification for the sake of eventual self-fulfillment. Additionally, work life may seem excessively arduous if children have been engorged with rapid-fire computer games, Instant Messaging, and formulaic TV shows suffused with canned laughter and predictable story lines that resolve themselves in an eye blink. In some cases, our society’s obsession with sports may also limit a kid’s capacity for brain work.

What if, throughout a child’s formative life, he has shown precious little interest in the lives of adults? He has never been a student of adulthood. He has identified almost exclusively with other kids, his peers; the only grown-ups he has ever admired have been loud entertainers and oversized athletic idols. He may never have given much thought to later life or to any specific career track, and as a result, he’s failed to identify with grown-up role models. I believe that the prevailing tendency in our age is for kids to model themselves mostly after their peers, and it may blind young adults when they need to read career road maps. Adolescence can be a hard act to terminate when a youngster has precious little insight into what ought to follow it. Many youngsters therefore are forced to be opportunistic; they will go for whatever line of work is available to them when they need work. They back into a career.

In their book Quarterlife Crisis, Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner make the observation, “The whirlwind of new responsibilities, new liberties, and new choices can be entirely overwhelming for someone who has just emerged from the shelter of twenty years of schooling.” Startup adults may be totally unprepared for some of the bracing realities of early work life listed below.

BRACING REALITIES


	Startup adults may have trouble making a firm commitment to a single area of interest and a confining work setting when their lives have always offered them a steady flow of diverse attractions and distractions.




	They need to start at the bottom of the work heap, which may be difficult after an ego-inflating senior year.




	Their work involves more drudgery and a lot less fun than they had expected; there are more trivial and menial tasks than they had foreseen. They didn’t think work would be so much work.




	They no longer receive test scores and report cards, so it can be tough for them to gauge how well they are doing.




	When the job market is tight, they feel dispensable.




	Competition on the job may be camouflaged, but it bristles beneath a convivial surface. Professional jealousy may be rampant.




	Their closest colleagues also may be their archrivals.




	They may become victims of insidious (or even overt) discrimination on the job; it may be related to race, gender, ethnicity, bodily dimensions, or they may be treated unfairly simply because they are young.




	The initial romantic sheen of their career choice may start wearing thin, and they doubt they want to stick with it for the long haul, but perhaps they’re not sure what else they can or should do.




	The actual on-the-job subject matter of the work they are doing is not what they had in mind.




	They are ambivalent about the course they are now pursuing and wonder about all those things they could have done, the opportunities they may have passed up.




	They feel that some people working above them are so smart and accomplished that they doubt if they will ever be like them.




	Their success is less dependent on old standbys: athletic ability, coolness, good looks, rote memory, multiple-choice-test-taking skill, and spelling.




	Expectations on the job are spelled out less explicitly than they were in school.




	They are accustomed to rapid gratification; now they may not be seeing immediate results, the way they did on pop quizzes or during athletic events.




	They have to be politically tuned in and astute—able to figure out how to impress the boss or supervisor without offending their coworkers.




	They were banking on a long-assumed support system called institutional loyalty, and now they realize that the organization they have started working for has no loyalty to them. Life at the company will go on just fine if they quit!




	They may have to cope with new feelings of being lonely, isolated, exploited, unloved, undervalued (perhaps underpaid), and bored.




	They are pretty much on their own; their parents are relegated to the sidelines.




	They feel unprepared; they lack skills that they now need urgently.



A Worldwide Epidemic

Work-life unreadiness can plague an entire society or even a global culture. Individuals who are unemployed, underemployed, or unhappily employed impose a heavy drain on our resources. They are susceptible to long-term underachievement. Every government would be well advised to address an epidemic of such unreadiness, gauging how it might affect its economy, its productivity, and its capacity to resolve perplexing national problems.

Early On, Then Later On

There are dramatic differences between the unwritten rules for growing up and those governing careers. For one thing, a child is encouraged to be well-rounded, while adults are permitted (even required) to commit to specialties. So long as grown-ups are effective within their chosen niches, the world will overlook or even fail to notice their gaping flaws elsewhere. Plans are prepackaged for a kid; expectations arrive in explicit proclamations and are as predictable as they are specific. Parental pressure and support are supposed to keep a child on track. The educational system is set up to teach skills in a rigid sequence to ensure that a child is sufficiently competent in all areas. Are such versatile children at risk? Will they have trouble switching over to a specialty mode? Some may.

A sizable hunk of a child’s success is measured by her ability to comply, to learn what she is expected to learn, and to do what she’s told to do. An adult must be able to chart her own road maps. The odyssey leading into adulthood can be a lonely and harsh voyage, especially if a startup adult is naïve and uninformed, if he’s never learned to be a mapmaker.

Through their years of formal education, students are constantly being prepared for whatever’s coming next. First graders assemble the decoding skills they’ll need for reading in second grade, while second graders are taught to be increasingly fluent readers so that they can access storybooks in third grade. High school students are primed to get into the best possible colleges or land lucrative jobs. Some institutions even call themselves “college prep schools.” The term is most often a euphemism for “college admissions prep.” Why not “life prep”? Don’t we need to prepare our kids for the tough demands of adult life? I believe so. That’s what this book is all about.

Young adults unprepared for their career startups are also not equipped to cope with their disappointment over who they are turning out to be and what they find themselves doing. They may even have to endure long-term maladjustment, emotional instability, spasms of depression, alcoholism, and abysmal self-esteem. Ultimately, their unreadiness to move up and out can thwart not just their effectiveness on the job but, as well, their ability to function as spouses and parents. A precarious, unfulfilling career startup easily undermines family and personal life.

Such pathetic outcomes are almost entirely avoidable. To fortify our kids so they can avert these spirals of failure, we will need to reexamine how we go about equipping them for adulthood.

Of a Mind to Prepare

Rearing and educating children involves establishing some long-range priorities. I believe there is at present a vast gulf between what is taught in school and what is essential to learn for a gratifying adult work life. We overemphasize a host of facts and skills that will be of little or no use in the workplace. Often such educational practice has been ingrained in schools for generations without being sufficiently reexamined for its present-day relevance. Multiple-choice tests do not prepare a child for anything important in the adult sphere. Making a child feel terrible because his scrawl is barely decipherable is callous and needless; many adequately successful adults (the author included) are hardly paragons of legibility. How accurately a child can spell, how thoroughly he conquers trigonometry, how precise he is at the game of memorizing and regurgitating historical facts, and how athletic he may be are irrelevant to almost any career you can name. On the other hand, the ability to think critically, to brainstorm, to monitor and refine your own performance, to communicate convincingly, and to plan and preview work are among the important skills that could make or break startup adults across countless occupations.

We need to keep asking what we’re programming kids for and whether or not our current educational priorities have enduring relevance. I am calling for a major reexamination of our priorities for education and parenting.

As I meet many startup adults, I find myself thinking a lot about the need for change. I have gotten to know them and their parents well, and in many cases, I have met their siblings. In two previous books, A Mind at a Time and The Myth of Laziness, I drew upon my experiences as a clinician to write about key functions and dysfunctions that impact a child’s performance during his school years. From my direct work with children and adolescents as well as my opportunities to find out how they are turning out in their twenties, I have developed a framework for what I believe it takes to negotiate the daunting transition from adolescence into the startup years. Within this framework, I have identified twelve essential areas in which a young mind ought to grow to be ready to take on the demands of work life. I call these the growth processes, and as parents, as educators, as community leaders, and as clinicians, we are obliged to see that they are nurtured in all of our children.

Every parent and all educators want to believe they are preparing kids for the real world. But since that real world keeps changing, it should be obvious that teaching and parenting must keep pace and respond to new demands. But are teaching and parenting keeping pace? I don’t think so. It is time to set in motion a system through which we can prevent the devastation of work-life unreadiness. Through a combined campaign conducted by parents and schools, we can meet this challenge.

The twelve vital growth processes that I have identified can be divided into four general areas, conveniently remembered as the four I’s: inner direction, interpretation, instrumentation, and interaction. Each of these four areas contains three of the growth processes (as seen in table 1.1). In this book I will focus on how we can foster these processes in children aged eleven to twenty, although some readers may perceive implications for the teaching and rearing of even younger children.

An Overview of the Growth Processes

A separate chapter of this book will be devoted to each of the four I’s:


	
Inner direction: The cogent adage “Know thyself” deserves the spotlight when it comes to work-life readiness. Inner direction refers to an individual’s insight into himself or herself. Often, unready startup adults harbor unrealistic or highly distorted senses of who they are and what they can do. They may have false perceptions of their strengths, weaknesses, and personal values. They may have never developed specific aims and aspirations, or they may have fallen short in sparking the self-motivation and drive needed to achieve their goals. One lofty challenge then for parents and teachers is to help kids know themselves, to teach them to become goal setters, and to show them how to reach short and long-term aims.




	
Interpretation: If inner direction enables children to understand themselves and where they are headed, interpretation, the second I, means getting to know the outside world, acquiring insights into the conditions in which young people live, and understanding the phenomena that surround them. School doesn’t always provide for that. There are too many students who memorize their way through their classes without understanding what they are learning. We fail to teach kids how to understand. For example, young children often recite the Pledge of Allegiance without understanding a good portion of the vocabulary it contains. Students’ comprehension needs to extend to ideas, issues, expectations, and processes. They need to become proficient at on-the-job learning, interpreting new knowledge and integrating what can be gathered from day-to-day experience. To learn from experience, they have to be good at interpreting that experience! Ultimately, accurate interpretation brings with it good judgment and decision making, along with the ability to evaluate critically opportunities, issues, products, and even people.




	
Instrumentation: The third of the four I’s refers to creating a working tool kit, the skills that foster high-quality thinking and productivity. These include the right kinds of organizational skills, the capacity to harness and allocate one’s mental energy, brainstorming power, creativity, and the ability to make sound decisions in a systematic manner. It also takes in academic skills and their adaptation to meet challenging demands.




	
Interaction: The final set of growth processes encompasses interpersonal skills. This includes the invaluable growth process of communication, which enables an individual to use words and construct sentences that convey personal thoughts accurately, convince others of a point of view, and cement relationships. Alliance formation is a second interaction growth process, fostering the cultivation and maintenance of solid work-life relationships. And finally, interaction includes sophisticated political behavior; that is, sensing or knowing what it will take to make the grade and win the approval of individuals who could have a significant influence on one’s future success and happiness. These are the influential people, including those with whom or for whom you work, the power brokers who, whether you know it or not, ultimately will be casting ballots either for or against you.



The twelve growth processes are summarized in table 1.1 and discussed in detail in chapters 7 through 10.

No one achieves a perfect score when it comes to the growth processes; we all lag in some areas. But individuals who are significantly unready for a career startup are likely to be seriously deficient in several or else harbor a cluster of underdeveloped growth processes. Their growth may have been stunted somehow at some point. Or else the processes have never been germinated in the first place, perhaps as a result of a shortcoming in their own brain wiring or in their family or school experience.

[image: 14]

Plan of the Book

Before examining the growth processes, in part two explore some pathways that lead to problems during a person’s startup years. Four common scenarios and variations are elaborated: adolescence that won’t end, idols who are falling, wrong roads that have been taken, and minds that are in debt. Part two starts by examining the ways in which careers can be chosen appropriately and launched smoothly. It then describes the twelve growth processes and what can be done to assure their optimal development. Part three discusses the roles of the growers, those who need to be concerned with work-life readiness, namely parents, educators, adolescents, and startup adults themselves. These final chapters address the insights and practices these mind growers can use to ensure work-life readiness.
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Part One

Getting

Unready
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Four predicaments very often set the stage for work-life unreadiness. An individual somehow marooned during the startup years is likely to be caught in one or more of these career binds. There can be many reasons for each of these predicaments, including some destructive forces in our contemporary culture. Certain individual characteristics of emerging adults (and the accuracy of their fit with their work lives), the influences of families, peers, and schools, and the suitability of a young person’s preparation for assuming a productive adult role can also be factors. The news is not all gloomy; chapter 6 (in part two) chronicles some triumphant passages into and through the startup years, suggesting reasons why some startup adults are work-life ready.
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Startup Adults Trapped

in Their Teens

When Adolescents Won’t Take Leave


In high school being popular is so based on good looks—you wear the nice clothes—and having a lot of people like you or need you. Now there’s a whole different set of criteria…. I can’t say I’m above the old definition of cool, but it doesn’t rule my life.

C.T., age 24




If you continue to try to be cool after school, you are the guy who is thirty-five at the end of the bar in a college town trying to pick up eighteen-year-olds, and you get sloshed every night. These people turn into alcoholics.

D.M., age 28






As I indicated in chapter 1, starting up into adulthood has never been more daunting than it is at present. At the same time, life as a teenager has never been more pleasure filled! The end result is that many adolescents, consciously or unconsciously, seek an extension of their high school and/or college years. They just don’t want to pull away from their teens. They may go after more and more education, move back with their parents, postpone tough career choices, and yearn for the intense group companionship that buffered their adolescence. The effects on work-life readiness may be catastrophic.

We live in an era that inflates, celebrates, and consecrates adolescence—the tastes, the mores, the appearances, and the activities of teenagers. Meanwhile, most teens try on various identities as if shopping for stylish shoes, gauging how well their tastes fit with contemporary trends, and revealing their obsessions with images and appearances, with how they are coming across. Young children just can’t wait to be teenagers, and countless adults strive, even if in vain, to look and act like seventeen- or eighteen-year-olds. TV shows, magazine ads, pop music, and other media surround us with striking icons of teenage coolness. The result is a steadily growing platoon of startup adults who are not passing through the turnstile of their adolescent years; they are not getting on with their lives.

Charlie is twenty-eight, but you’d never know it. The guy can’t stop playing games. He is the younger of two children (the other a girl), the son of Thomas S. Wilson, proprietor of Wilson’s Dry Cleaning, a modest but stable business consisting of two moderately profitable shops in an intensely competitive market. Mr. Wilson routinely puts in a twelve-hour day, six days a week. Charlie struggles to make it through his self-assigned five-hour-a-day, five-day week in one of his dad’s shops in Southern California, simultaneously detesting and relishing the role of the boss’s son. Some days he doesn’t show up at all. Tom Wilson, exasperated, goads Charlie to grow up and assume responsibility. But Charlie is on a career carousel; he just keeps going around and around, enticed by fancy trappings but not getting anywhere. His fellow employees criticize Charlie behind his back, as they glimpse the boss’s kid feigning work at the front counter or behind the shabby desk in the rear of the shop. He incessantly watches his latest downloaded DVDs, and he still savors video games more than almost any other aspect of his life—with the possible exception of sex and, of course, paintball. He takes to anything on a fast track, especially cars and in-line roller skates. Not surprisingly, Charlie is an avid and deftly acrobatic surfboarder. The man is addicted to what I call visual-motor ecstasy. But after his ultra-high-velocity engagements, he passes endless hours splayed on a couch like jam on a muffin, watching football and basketball games. And he is a serious womanizer, a less passive pursuit!

Whether or not one respects him (and no one seems to), Charlie is hard to dislike. He is generous, outgoing, and as affable as they come. He would do anything for his friends, and nothing matters to him as much as his friends, just as with your typical sixteen-year-old. Much of his seemingly fun-packed existence is devoted to planning weekend and evening escapades. His massive wardrobe of Abercrombie and Banana Republic garb displays the latest in adolescent virile elegance. He trades in his used sports car every eighteen months or so, having put forty or fifty thousand miles on its odometer, and he has had his license suspended twice in the last four years. He is the very model of a modern middle-class teenager—except that his entry into adulthood is ten years overdue, with no end to adolescence in sight. He’s a third-decade teenager. Unfortunately, just beneath his ebullient demeanor, Charlie hides abysmal self-esteem. He admits his life has no meaning for him; it’s just a potpourri of experiences, and nothing seems to connect or add up to anything else. He is on a pathway to nowhere.

Persistent Adolescence

In our present culture many teenagers are loitering well beyond adolescence. One can cite numerous reasons, including the potent and immediate gratification experienced by socially sought-after teens, the appearance-obsessed media, and the complex and confused state that can make one’s twenties hard to handle. It’s a lot simpler to remain eighteen. As in Charlie’s case, life for many adolescents has been saturated with pleasures that the banality of the workplace cannot match.

The longing for extended adolescence is not limited to middle-class people like Charlie. One twenty-one-year-old inner-city girl, Bonita, told me that she feels depressed stocking shelves at a pharmacy in New York because she misses all the fun she used to have with her friends at school. “We had much in common. They were all from the Dominican Republic, like me. Now I work with people who are, like, Chinese and from other places; we’re not close. I miss the closeness. I miss all that protection and all the laughs you get with real friends all day long. Work doesn’t feel good to me now, but I don’t know what to do about it.” Membership in an intimate, protective clan is one of adolescence’s most seductive benefits; it can be nearly impossible to replicate on the job.

The psychologist Erik Erikson characterized adolescence as a period of exploration and experimentation, a time when kids try on different roles, a period of coming to terms with one’s personal identity. In our time, increasing numbers of startup adults are still heavily engaged in adolescent-type exploring and experimenting. Such activity is not necessarily hazardous, but some young people seem to be going nowhere or experiencing confusion and chaos. There is, of course, a significant difference between seeking and floundering. A bit of floundering may be healthy, but at some point it can become demoralizing. In many instances indecision about occupational choices plays a major role in the need to prolong adolescence. But sometimes a deeply felt reluctance to leave one’s adolescence obstructs the search for an adult identity and career.

Cool Dudeship

The mandate to be “cool” may be one of the first adolescent priorities to decay. Coolness is a collection of personal marketing strategies that can be most effective in high school and on into the college years, in some colleges more than others. The word cool, which doesn’t seem to want to take leave of contemporary culture, has a premium value for those aspiring to peer adulation. Some core manifestations of coolness are identified below.

THE BIG-TEN FEATURES OF ADOLESCENT COOLNESS


	Relaxed demeanor

	Bravado and confidence

	Minor risk taking/taboo breaking

	Attire and tastes mirroring current trends

	Statuesque and agile body “choreography”

	Inner-circle “niceness” and loyalty

	Visible acceptance in a clique

	Wry sense of humor/mild cynicism

	Minor embellishments of norms

	Physical attractiveness



Clearly, adolescents are under some pressure to appear relaxed much of the time, projecting a veneer of invulnerability and strength at a time of life when kids feel especially vulnerable and intermittently helpless. They are expected to exude confidence and courage, to take some risks and break a few minor taboos as part of their rite of passage. Cigarettes, alcohol, and compelling tattoos, along with certain hairdos or dyes guaranteed to aggravate adults fill the bill magnificently.

Coolness also involves meticulous posing, choreographing your physical gestures and your facial expressions and then periodically freezing in a vaguely seductive yet ultrarelaxed posture as if awaiting the arrival of the paparazzi. Girls may cross their legs in a slightly risqué manner, while boys daringly expose the upper fringes of their boxer shorts with occasional brief presentations of the vertical hairline extending down from the umbilicus. Smoking, by the way, satisfies two demands at once: it breaks a taboo at the same time that it provides the opportunity for cool body movements. The studied rhythmic gestures and deft movements of a newly recruited adolescent smoker are something to behold, coolness personified.

There is a coolness dress code, a list of acceptable tastes in music, a sharing of heroes, and quite often an allegiance to certain sports (a taste requirement). You can take a few liberties with taste, but they must represent relatively subtle deviations from the code, minor innovations which, if you play your cards right, may be acknowledged as “supercool.” Physical attractiveness and a sense of humor add to one’s coolness. Finally, you’re expected to be kind (“really nice”) but that obligation is mainly confined to loyal members of your innermost circle. That means you can bully or verbally attack those on the fringes and still be perceived as cool.

Some startup adults are unable to cool it when it comes to the code of coolness. Symbolically, at age twenty-seven they continue to wear their baseball caps backwards. A colleague of mine, Allan Shedlin, who was headmaster of a school and later director of the Elementary School Center in New York, taught me the word neoteny. It refers to older people who persist in acting like teenagers. They may be unable to progress beyond their obedience to the ten features of coolness. I see them posing all the time. During my travels, I look around departure lounges. I might notice a sixty-year-old man wearing blue jeans, a reversed baseball cap, and other teenage accouterments. Is this nothing more than a benign affectation, or is it a serious and disabling arrest of maturation? Sometimes the latter is the case.

I’m reminded of a guy named Buddy. Buddy wanted nothing more than to be everybody’s buddy. Fortunately, he was in a position to satisfy this desire. People were his hobby from an early age. He was insatiable when it came to relationships (page 74), and he stuck to friends the way my dog’s white hair clings to my navy blue sport jacket. His adolescent years turned out to be, as Buddy would put it, “a ball.” There was no doubt about it: he was the very model of a modern majorly cool kid. He exceeded all the criteria in his tastes, in his demeanor, and in his body movements.

Buddy never took school very seriously. He was one of those students who got by. He was not about to be perceived as a nerd or a geek (fatal wounds to a cool guy). He had a younger brother who used to get straight As, and Buddy was ashamed to have any of his friends meet this “nerdy” sibling. Both parents, now social workers, had been hippies in their day and were very permissive, allowing the kids pretty much to live their own lives and become whoever they were destined to become. The parents were not neglectful; they provided well for their children. Buddy’s mom and dad enjoyed and admired their son despite his lack of academic honors. They saw him as a terrific people person and felt confident he would find success somewhere someday.

Buddy managed to elevate his social ranking as a loyal fraternity brother in the local state college, the ultimate smooth and nice guy. He majored in sociology after he astutely discovered that most classes in that department were held at eleven a.m. or later. His grades hovered around a “gentleman’s C,” and he graduated without distinction close to the very top of the bottom fifth of his class.

Buddy hit one land mine after another following college. He had no plans whatsoever. In the past he had lived in or near the present. At the age of twenty, the future for him was Saturday night, and that was all that appeared in his viewfinder. After graduation Buddy strayed like a nomad from job to job, believing that he would be showered with recognition for being so cool. Despite repeated frustration, he persisted in playing his well-rehearsed part. He had firmly typecast himself as the cool dude. He therefore could not appear to be working particularly hard, showing any initiative, seeming ambitious, or dressing like a rising executive (whatever that might entail).

Buddy rapidly became his own worst enemy. His bosses barely knew the meaning of the word cool. All around him those dorks and geeks whom he had so disparaged (and often bullied) were making lots more money than he was—the cruel revenge of the nerd. He felt humiliated every time he was asked to go outdoors to smoke a cigarette at work, especially since he was the only one out there on the stoop. But Buddy just could not give up his adolescent ways and values. They had worked too well for him for too long.

Buddy tumbled into a severe depression, for which he underwent treatment with heavy doses of medication. When a psychiatrist colleague of mine related his story to me, I couldn’t help but feel that Buddy had urgently needed help as an adolescent. He needed to come to terms with who he was and who he was becoming. He should have been assisted in understanding the unquestionable value of his social talents but also their limitations. Buddy’s powerful affinity for people and for relationships should have been explored in detail, and possible career pathways and college courses could have built upon his interpersonal and marketing aptitudes. Most of all, Buddy should have been cured of his naïveté, for he was totally ignorant of what it takes to be a happy adult when the party’s over.

In many ways, it is very cool to be cool. Learning to fit in and gain acceptance can be viewed as an important educational goal. The question for any adolescent or startup grownup is, What price are you paying by posing? To what extent is coolness at odds with the image of a person striving to ascend the lower rungs of a career ladder? What are you sacrificing from your family life and education in order to attain and project coolness? To what extent are you overlooking, denying, or stifling your own special strengths and unique individuality so as to fit in and mesh with a group? At what point will you be capable of giving up the coolness campaign in favor of other priorities—a fruitful job, a gratifying marriage, a robust family? These questions must be addressed if ultracool adolescents are to avoid becoming startups stuck in their teens.

Lugging a Body into the Startup Years

Our culture is obsessed with body images. TV shows and music videos that kids watch stress perfect contour and sensuous movement. A relentless barrage of appearance-enhancing products woos teenagers, as well as younger and younger children. Kids are forever adding and subtracting body accessories, experimenting endlessly with their guises and disguises, campaigning relentlessly for physical admiration and acceptance. Adolescents under such intense somatic pressure are at once fascinated and terrified as they observe themselves becoming magically transformed into adults. Many go through periods of self-doubt as they wonder if their bodies are meeting midpubertal and postpubertal standards. At times the experimentation and exploration lead them to sexual adventures or misadventures. As with coolness, the question is, How much preoccupation is appropriate and when does it cross the line? Can intense body obsessions get in the way of intellectual development, career planning, and family relationships?

Jeanette was a pudgy toddler. During elementary school she came across as physically and socially awkward, though she was a very proficient student. She enjoyed mostly As and rave reviews on her report cards. She loved to read, and by fifth grade she was writing poetry laced with rich imagery. Her female classmates sentenced this studious, overweight peer to brutal rejection and exclusion, which made her so profoundly unhappy that her self-esteem was always on the verge of crumbling. She longed for companionship but received very little. She was an only child who had been adopted in infancy by an older couple. She was most often surrounded by adults, all of whom seemed to care about her, but growing up, she had relatively little contact with other children.

Soon after puberty Jeanette lost much of the oval contour of her face. Her fine features seemed to burst forth at age thirteen like a purple crocus blooming out of snow. She even lost some weight and started to become rather attractive and well endowed. As she witnessed in the mirror this metamorphosis, Jeanette became increasingly tuned in to her body image. She started dieting and engaged in heavy exercise. The results were terrific. But her body became an obsession for this girl and remained so for years to come. Suddenly, in eighth grade, she was sought after by everyone.

Jeanette’s parents were nonplussed. The telephone wouldn’t stop ringing. The sudden surge of social gratification was so totally consuming that Jeanette was unable to think about anything else. Her academic work deteriorated. Her parents began to feel as if they had lost her. By the end of ninth grade, the formerly sweet and docile cherub had become defiant and argumentative, often calling her mother “stupid.” Jeanette steadfastly refused to see a therapist. During high school she never stopped asking for money to buy clothes. Sally, Jeanette’s mom, always wanting to stay on the good side of her only child, often caved in and collaborated on exorbitant shopping safaris. Together they read fashion magazines voraciously and talked about makeup and hairstyles. They would join each other at the spa to lose weight they really didn’t need to lose. I’m always amazed at how often parents will inadvertently play into a child’s serious area of weakness, perhaps as part of that all-important quest to gain her favor.

Jeanette spent entire weekends at the mall with her friends or her mom or both. She dated a lot, often strikingly handsome guys whom her father branded “airheads.” More than once he accused Jeanette of becoming a tramp. She resented the fact that her parents had no respect for her boyfriends.

Jeanette eventually studied hairdressing at the local community college, but she dropped out in her first year. She said she didn’t much like her fellow students. She got married at age nineteen and soon gave birth to a daughter. Her husband was unemployed and had serious drinking and drug problems, but she stood by him like a loyal guard dog. Her mother tended to the baby while Jeanette went to work in the makeup department of a local department store. She felt totally unfulfilled. What ever became of Jeanette the young poet, the writer, the avid reader, the ardent student? Her body had undermined her mind.

All kids, and adults to varying degrees, are concerned about body image and appearances. This is perfectly normal, probably very healthy. But in Jeanette’s case and with many other boys and girls, an obsession with appearance overwhelms them. Sometimes social pressures and an unquenchable thirst for peer acceptance fuel this preoccupation. In other cases, teenage athletic triumphs combine with body-image obsessions to crowd out most other values and priorities. Occasionally, disastrous complications set in, scourges such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia as well as serious depression and other mental health catastrophes. More commonly, those who are unable to recover from adolescent bodily concerns may join the wandering ranks of young adults unready to get on with life. In their quest for perfect bodies, they leave behind the preparation of their minds.

Unplugged from the Adult World

Potent forces in our society distance many adolescents from adults, encouraging kids to select each other as role models in place of adults. How can you emerge as a productive adult when you’ve hardly ever cared to observe one very closely? How can you preview and prepare for grown-up life when you keep modeling yourself after other kids? The answer is, With great difficulty. A critical factor for all kids is how well they have connected with the adult world. Those who grow up in a culture in which most adults are aliens are far less likely to grow into gratified adults themselves.

Collis, a kid from inner-city Chicago, was fatherless. He lived at home with his mom, who was on public assistance, a brother, and two sisters. All the kids had different fathers. Collis had only a vague suspicion of who his father might be, but he told everyone he didn’t much care. He spent his elementary school years attending school sporadically, disenfranchised in the classroom, often wondering what he was doing there. Collis had trouble learning to read and do math. His basic comprehension of literate English was pathetic. He would sit in class in a state of verbal confusion. So Collis often skipped or fled school, for which he was constantly reproached. At home, conditions were at a subsistence level; the family was always locked into a survival mode—having barely enough to eat, facing brutal threats from the landlord, and lacking enough hot water. Collis’s mother, a loving and dedicated woman, had all she could do to get through the day, even though she wasn’t working. The only extended family was Collis’s maternal grandmother, who showed up occasionally to help out. Collis came to resent bitterly his deprived home life, and he dreaded school. There was only one place to turn: the neighborhood and friends.

By age twelve he was an active gang member. He sold drugs (and used them) before his fifteenth birthday. Collis worshipped some of the nineteen- and twenty-year-old gang leaders. He thought they were the coolest people in the world. He loved rap music and proudly wore the uniform of his social militia: braided hair, baggy trousers worn as low as they go, unlaced basketball sneakers, and a dollop of stainless steel attachments, including, oddly enough, a prominent crucifix suspended by a chain necklace—odd because Collis had never set foot in a church.

As you might imagine, Collis dropped out of school and spent much of his day roaming aimlessly with the rest of his clan. He acquired a minor police record that included some shoplifting and gang fighting. Collis had an ominous look about him. He often smirked at the fact that white folks would always cross Michigan Avenue when he and his posse approached them on the sidewalk. By the age of seventeen Collis was alive in a vacuum. He had no values, no plans, no aspirations, no interests. He existed from hour to hour. Most conspicuously, there were no adults to identify with, to be guided by, to cheer him on. There are millions of poor kids like Collis all over the world. Their only role models are each other. They never go forward; they just spin in a lifestyle of redundant thrill seeking. They begin their adolescence before they reach puberty and adopt all the rituals and the tenacious peer bonding that goes with the teenage territory. At age twenty-five or twenty-nine, they remain mostly adolescents.

Collis was in danger of wasting his life or losing it, but he was unusually fortunate. When he was nearly eighteen and on probation, a savvy juvenile judge ordered him to join a mentoring program. He was assigned to Calvin, a gifted twenty-six-year-old social worker. Over a period of months, the two forged a solid alliance. This was the first man Collis could ever identify with—with the exception of rap singers and basketball players (neither of whom embodied attainable goals for him).

Calvin got Collis into a trade school program in heating and air conditioning. Collis rapidly grasped the intricacies of that technology. He could clearly picture things in his mind; he could understand ductwork without having to put it into words. He could bypass the language confusion that had made academic success a seeming impossibility. He felt as if he had something he could do well. It would become his ticket out of adolescence, and it had arrived just in time. The young man’s self-esteem took off like a launched satellite. He was ready to gear up for his startup years. Tragically, for every Collis there are hundreds or thousands who never find that crucial adult and so cannot connect to adulthood. They all desperately need mentors.

Inner-city kids often represent an extreme example of disconnection from adult society and value systems, but the phenomenon can be seen up and down the socioeconomic ladder. Some children and adolescents come to feel they can never please their parents no matter what they do. As a result, they unconsciously repudiate the adult world and all its “stupid” values. There’s a very common coping tactic: if you can’t succeed, denigrate whatever it is you can’t succeed at. If you can’t satisfy and win the respect of grown-ups, dump them (and dump on them)! Live primarily for your friends, for relationships. The relationships are meant to facilitate a steady supply of immediate happiness. If you’re having problems at school and at home, you may seek out other kids who are in the same boat and form a disenfranchised family of peers. In extreme cases, kids may end up following cults or joining gangs. This is a common scenario among members of the Hare Krishna, for example. All such disillusioned kids run the risk of a maturation arrest in adolescence; they may cling to adolescent values and bonds well into their twenties.

Some alienation from adulthood may be associated with actual anger at the world of well-heeled grown-ups. A young waitress at a French restaurant confided how bitterly she resents high-powered business executives. She mentioned that the heads of banks keep raising the interest rates on credit cards so that they can buy expensive cars and join country clubs. She moaned that these executives don’t care about people in their twenties who have to skimp and struggle every month to pay off their credit-card debt.

Children and adolescents should be students of adulthood. In the past, grandfathers and grandmothers played influential roles in educating children. Kids gathered around the hearth to absorb the elders’ lessons and tales. Every grown-up friend and family member might reveal the secrets of adulthood. There were extended families living in close proximity, allowing for a wide exposure to all kinds of adult minds and stories.

In most cases today, such opportunities are severely limited. Close relatives (perhaps not even encountered very often) and teachers (most of whom students don’t get to know personally) are almost the sole adults aside from parents in kids’ lives. From an early age children are taught to fear and shun strangers and not to speak to anybody they don’t know, so they are further distanced from the world of grown-ups.

When I’m invited to dinner at someone’s home, most often the offspring of the host and hostess broadcast a terse ritual greeting, generally without eye contact, and then they vanish from the social scene. They have no interest whatsoever in my spouse and me. When I was a little boy, when my parents had company, they could not get rid of me (try as they would). Their friends, some of whom seemed so awesome and some so weird, all elicited my curiosity. I studied these people as if I were cramming for a quiz, and I talked to my mother or father about them the next morning. I wanted to know what they did for a living, how they got to be so successful, why they kept arguing. Also, I always talked to grown-up strangers wherever I was—in stores, on trains, in the barbershop. It never occurred to me or my parents that these strangers might injure or abuse me in some manner. I was in career basic training. I was learning how to connect to adulthood.

I think kids desperately need to relate to adult strangers. Maybe our society should screen individuals and certify some of us “safe strangers” for kids to interact with. A child could ask to see my safe stranger certificate before talking to me!

A Longing to Return

Some startup adults are not striving to resemble teenagers but are sorely missing their adolescent years. The props that supported them from twelve to twenty have been disassembled, and they are having a hard time surviving without them. Here’s a familiar scenario:

Fran, at age twenty-two, is chronically depressed. She often feels undervalued and overwhelmed working as a reporter for a city newspaper. A competent journalism major in college, she is not making as much money as she feels she needs. Her parents refuse to support her, saying that she is old enough to fend for herself and that it’s time she became independent. Fran realizes that her teenage years were terrific. She grew up an only child in a household where there was a surplus of affection and funding. She had a very loving relationship with her mother, who was always her staunch advocate. Fran’s life was highly structured, densely scheduled with extracurricular lessons and orchestrated recreational forays. From time to time Fran complained that she had no time to think. She was always a pretty solid and diligent student, if not heralded for her creativity or analytic insights.

In her present job Fran is compelled to meet tight deadlines, come up with her own ideas for feature stories, and deal with a steady barrage of wounding criticism from her editor. She has been accustomed to unbridled praise from her dance instructor, harp teacher, and parents. She keeps trying to regain or relive that glory—but to no avail. No one seems to be rooting for her, except her parents, and somehow their role feels much less relevant, infinitely more peripheral at this point. Unconsciously she yearns for those bygone high school days. Fran misses the structure and predictability, all the chances she had to gain points simply by being compliant. She has no idea how to cope with the normal stresses and the unspoken rules of the startup years. She feels abandoned. She would like to turn back the clock.

Look Homeward, Angel

It is not unusual for a startup adult who can’t quite find his place to head back to the good old days of adolescence. So he goes back to school without any clear posteducation plans, perhaps only a hazy notion that he’d like to get into something having to do with, for instance, telecommunications. He moves back in with his parents, ostensibly to conserve funds, but he won’t spurn the laundering services and other domestic perks. Once he’s back home, he feels a greater sense of support, though soon he may feel as if he’s being spied on and offered more advice than he can use.

Sometimes this seeming regression lets a startup adult recharge his fuel cells and refocus his perspectives. In other cases it is a benign holding pattern—unless it goes on too long. Parents may find their lodger (or freeloader) a bit taxing to have around. They probably need to be careful not to make things too comfortable for him, and they may want to set some terms for the lease. If at all possible, I think they should avoid bankrolling the returning tenant. Subsidization may erode his career motivation while funding an extended rerun of his adolescence.

Several years ago as I was on the way to speaking at a seminar in Copenhagen, a turbaned taxi driver of Sikh descent was telling me his life story en route to the conference center. He explained that he and his wife had their two children, a boy and a girl aged twenty-two and twenty-four, living with them at home. I suggested that this arrangement must get pretty tense. But he vigorously denied this. He went on, “When our son and daughter reached the age of nineteen, we told them very clearly, ‘You are no longer our children; from now on you are our friends.’ ” I asked what that actually meant. He responded, “That means we offer them no advice unless they ask for it. And we give them no money even if they ask for it.” He did add that from time to time he and his wife gave their kids modest monetary gifts. I would think that the contract this man held with his kids may be the best of both worlds for some; the kids have a sense of security and connectedness at the same time that they are required to grow up.

The Fate of Programmed Kids

It is not unusual for contemporary teenagers to be as programmed as robots. Their weeks are strategically planned out for them. Structure engulfs them, and they swim in a constant tide of supervision and feedback. Check out Fran’s afterschool schedule at age sixteen: band practice three times a week (including Saturday morning), harp lessons Monday and Wednesday evening, religious class Tuesdays and Thursdays and on Sunday mornings, tutoring in math twice a week, modern dance every Friday, plus her community service project and volunteer work at the daycare center. Then there are the more intense but fleeting commitments like the school play, the campaign to raise money for band uniforms, and service on the junior prom decorations committee. In every one of these activities, expectations are well defined: you’re told what you need to do. That is in stark contrast to the early stages of a career, when many of the expectations are apt to be less obvious and when it helps to show some initiative and generate some original ideas. For Fran, as for so many others, life was rigidly programmed. The structure was invariably imposed from without; she didn’t have to organize herself or assemble her own routines. Nor did she have to demonstrate much initiative or innovative effort. She was always judged by her ability to conform or comply with the demands of a coach or an instructor or of a curriculum. In a way, all that structure was comforting; it made for a busy yet simplified life. But now, as an adult starting to ascend the career ladder, Fran finds that she has to establish her own structure, and she is being evaluated on her ability to come up with original stories. She keeps checking with her boss on everything she does. Maybe her adolescence was not as enriching as it seemed at the time. Fran should have had more hours of free play and more chances to brainstorm, to establish her own priorities, and to organize her time.

Breaking Through

It may be that no one ever totally outgrows the teenage experience. For most people, the years from twelve to twenty were filled with moments of self-discovery and gratification. Memories of this era can be joyful and energizing, but they are also at times vaguely painful. The trick is to conserve the positive memories and give up the constricting adolescent values—the powerful and potentially paralyzing fixations on appearance, coolness, acceptance, conformity, and experimentation for the sake of experimentation. For those whose teenage lives were tightly structured and supervised, that dependence needs to abate as well (unless they enlist in the military). A startup adult has to bid farewell to adolescence and journey toward becoming all he can become—and savoring the experience. Bidding farewell to adolescence can be one of life’s most significant breakthroughs. Yet it must occur if there is to be meaningful forward movement in a work life.
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