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    Introduction


    By George Gallup

  


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The Gallup Organization is enthusiastic about this partnership with Mason Crest Publishers. Through carefully and clearly written books on a variety of vital topics dealing with teens, Gallup Youth Survey statistics are presented in a way that gives new depth and meaning to the data. The focus of these books is a practical one—to provide readers with the statistics and solid information that they need to understand and to deal with each important topic.
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  Teen suicide is a growing problem in the United States. As many as one-fifth of teens today have considered or attempted suicide. Tragically, thousands of U.S. teens actually commit suicide each year.


  Parents who have experienced a child’s suicide may remain haunted by questions about why a child took his or her life, and if there was something that could have been done to prevent it. This book, I believe, will bring about a new level of understanding of this unsettling issue. In both adults and teens, suicide often results from overwhelming feelings of rejection, abandonment, fear, or a sense of loss. Parents need to take seriously teen despondence, because it can lead to suicide.


  A healthy family habit would be for parents to set aside a little time each day—perhaps at dinner or bedtime—and ask their children, “How did things go today?” Parents should then then listen carefully, and follow the discussion with a hug and the words, “I love you.” Parents could also include a time of family prayer, or a reminder to their children that they are also loved by God.


  Chapter One
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  For some teens, pressure from friends and the uncertainty of adolescence can become too much, leading to depression and, in some cases, suicide. In 2011, according to a survey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 15.8 percent of American high school students had seriously considered suicide in the previous 12 months.


  Rock Bottom


  Everyone who knew David Hurcombe believed the boy had a bright future ahead. The 17-year-old was going to school to become an electrician. He had plenty of friends, enjoyed parties, and loved music. “He was inquisitive and interested in the meaning of life,” said David’s friend Michael Carroll. “He was fascinated with computer and electrical projects.”


  But David had a dark and troubled side as well. One day in October David climbed a concrete wall that separated the platform from the tracks at a commuter train station near his home. When a train emerged from the tunnel, David Hurcombe jumped in front of it and was killed instantly.


  The coroner’s office conducted an inquest to find out why such a bright young man with a promising future would take his own life. Investigators learned that David had recently been teased by friends about his sexual orientation; David was not gay, but his friends had seen him talking with a homosexual man at a party and they tauntingly suggested to David that he was gay as well. Most kids David’s age are mature enough to laugh off such teasing, but David was clearly bothered by his friends’ insinuations. “David kept asking whether the comment was serious,” said Carroll. “He kept referring to whether we all thought he was homosexual. None of our group of friends thought he was one; we told him so but it preyed on his mind.”


  Teen Awareness of Suicide
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  More answers emerged after investigators had an opportunity to look through David’s possessions at home. They found a crumpled suicide note that ended with a dark and haunting joke: “Anyway, got to go, miss my train, see y’all in hell.” The note also contained the lyrics to the song “Rock Bottom,” written and recorded by Eminem, in which the singer raps about the release of suicide:


  
    Tired of being hired and fired on the same day … you know the rules to the game, play … ‘Cause when we die we know we’re all going the same way …

  


  Eminem’s lyrics tap into the anxiety and alienation that many teenagers feel. In the United States, 4,600 Americans aged 15 to 24 committed suicide in 2010, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Suicide is the third-leading cause of death among young Americans, behind motor vehicle accidents and homicides.


  Adults may find these statistics shocking, but most young people are well aware of the problem. In a 2003 survey of American teenagers conducted by The Gallup Organization, 52 percent of teens between the ages of 13 and 17 who participated in the poll personally know of a friend or family member in their age group who had tried to commit suicide. Furthermore, 37 percent of the teens who responded to the poll said they had discussed suicide with their friends. About 1,200 teenagers participated in the poll, part of the Gallup Organization’s long-term project tracking the attitudes and opinions of young people, known as the Gallup Youth Survey.


  “The high percentage of teens who report that they have heard suicide discussed may reflect very casual mentions,” commented Rick Blizzard, a health care consultant to the Gallup Organization. “But the high percentage of teens who answer positively to these questions about suicide suggests that it is a real issue for teenagers today.”


  EMINEM


  
    “Rock Bottom” isn’t the only song in which Eminem has raised the topic of teen suicide. In his song “My Name Is” the rapper sings these lyrics:


    
      Well since age twelve, I’ve felt like I’m someone else … Cause I hung my original self from the top bunk with a belt …

    


    The song—Eminem’s breakthrough hit—has an intense beat that caught the ear of advertising executives working for the National Football League. They decided to use it in a television commercial promoting NFL games. The commercial aired dozens of times during the 2002 season, until league officials realized the song contained lyrics that addressed adolescent suicide and other controversial topics. NFL officials quickly pulled the ads.
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    Eminem, whose real name is Marshall Mathers, ascended to rap stardom following a troubled childhood in the working-class neighborhoods of St. Joseph, Missouri, and Detroit, Michigan. While growing up, the singer was very close to his Uncle Ronnie, who was not much more than a teenager himself when he died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Young Marshall was said to have been devastated by the suicide of his uncle.


    By the time he was fourteen, Mathers was already performing under the name M&M, which he later changed to Eminem. He had some recording success in the mid-1990s, but problems with his family and girlfriend led to drug and alcohol abuse. At one point during this period, Eminem hit rock bottom himself. He attempted to commit suicide by taking an overdose of Tylenol, a common non-prescription pain reliever. He later said, “I took a lot of them, I took a bunch of pain killers—Tylenol. I took 13, 16 of ‘em and … threw ‘em up. I thought I was going to die. I thought I was going to die for real.”


    Eminem emerged from that experience determined to get on with his life. He became a protégé of the rap star Dr Dre, and his music took on a dark and somber tone. Certainly, he captured the attention of American teenagers. In 2000, when the Gallup Youth Survey asked 500 American teenagers to name their heroes, pop music stars placed third at 8 percent (after family members and athletes), with Eminem and Janet Jackson identified as heroes.


    Despite his success, Eminem’s life remained dark and troubled. He faced criminal charges for assault as well as for illegally possessing a weapon. In 2000 the rapper’s wife, Kimberly, attempted suicide. And David Hurcombe was not the only young Eminem fan to have committed suicide. In March 2001, a thirteen-year-old girl named Kaylieh Davies was found dead, the victim of a suicide by hanging. Evidence reported at an inquest by the local coroner indicated that Kaylieh had drawn pictures of hangings in her diary after listening to the rap singer’s music. “Some of the CDs I let her listen to, Eminem and Dr Dre, talked about suicide,” said Kaylieh’s father, Martin Davies. “I guess she had it on her mind.”


    In 2011, a video for the rapper’s song “Space Bound,” was criticized by some in the media for its graphic depiction of murder and suicide.

  


  Another troubling revelation in the Gallup Youth Survey’s poll was the number of respondents who admitted that they had entertained notions of committing suicide themselves. Some 25 percent of the respondents answered “yes” to this question, with 7 percent admitting that they had taken at least initial steps toward actually committing the act.


  In 2007, according to statistics from the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), the suicide rate for Americans ages 15–19 was 6.9 per 100,000. In other words, about one of every 14,500 people in the age group took his or her own life. The suicide rate for children ages 10–14 was 0.9 per 100,000.
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