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PART ONE

where they come from




CHAPTER ONE
THE NEXT GREAT GENERATION


Hold your head high and reach the top
Let the world see what you have got!

—S CLUB 7, “Bring It All Back”



[image: ]e're the Millennial Generation,” asserts 15-year-old Tyler Hud-gens of McLean, Virginia. “We're special, one of a kind. It's our turn, our time to shine.”

“Kids Today,” answers the “buzz” page in Newsweek. “They're just no good. No hardships + no cause = boredom, anger, and idiocy.”

Who's right—Tyler Hudgens, or Newsweek?

Until very recently, the public has been accustomed to nonstop media chatter about bad kids—from mass murderers, hate criminals, and binge drinkers to test failers, test cheaters, drug users, and just all-around spoiled brats. To believe the news, you'd suppose our schools are full of kids who can't read in the classroom, shoot one another in the hallways, spend their loose change on tongue rings, and couldn't care less who runs the country. According to a national survey, barely one adult in three thinks that today's kids, once grown, will make the world a better place.



Meet the Millennials, and rejoice.

—Anna Quindlen, Newsweek




Our generation isn't all about sex, drugs, and violence. It's about technology, discovery, and coming together as a nation.

—Mikah Giffin, 17, cjonline.com




Millennial Generation May Be the Best News Yet

—www.discovery.org





As for Miss Hudgens, where could she look to find allies? She won’t findthem among hard-line culture warriors, whose agenda for moral renewal feeds on the supposed depravities of youth, nor among those on the other side, whose plans for expansive government depend upon youths supposed pathologies. She won't find them in business, which has learned how to target the hard youth edge so well that it would rather avoid the risk of trying anything new. Only among Tyler's teenage peers will she find an unwavering optimism to match her own. Even there, one can imagine a well-trained note of irony: We're speciali Oh. And on whose pianeti



They say I'm doomed But I feel fine

—Kara's Flowers, “Myself”




The first tough, cranky, pragmatic, independent Generation Xers are gonna start hitting 40 in the next couple of years, and rearing up behind them are the Millennials, the first batch of which are the high-school class of 2000. These kids are, as a group, pleasant, cheerful, helpful, ambitious, and community-oriented.

—MaryAnn Johanson, film critic, flickfilosopher. com





Yet the central message of this book is that Newsweek is wrong, and Hudgens is right.

A new generation is rising.

Meet the Millennials, born in or after 1982—the “Babies on Board” of the early Reagan years, the “Have You Hugged Your Child Today?” sixth graders of the early Clinton years, the teens of Columbine, and, this year, the much-touted high school Class of 2000, now invading the nation's campuses.

As a group, Millennials are unlike any other youth generation in living memory. They are more numerous, more affluent, better educated, and more ethnically diverse. More important, they are beginning to manifest a wide array of positive social habits that older Americans no longer associate with youth, including a new focus on teamwork, achievement, modesty, and good conduct. Only a few years from now, this can-do youth revolution will overwhelm the cynics and pessimists. Over the next decade, the Millennial Generation will entirely recast the image of youth from downbeat and alienated to upbeat and engaged—with potentially seismic consequences for America.

Look closely at the dramatic changes now unfolding in the attitudes and behaviors of today's youth, the 18-and-unders of the year 2000. The evidence is overwhelming—and just starting to attract notice. In the spring of 2000, newsweekly magazines with “good news” youth stories marked a possible turning of the media tide.

That's not all. When you fit these changes into the broader rhythms of American history, you can get a good idea of what kind of adult generation the Millennials are likely to become. You can foresee their future hopes and fears, strengths and weaknesses, as they rise to adulthood and, in time, to power. You can understand how today's kids are on track to become a powerhouse generation, full of technology planners, community shapers, institution builders, and world leaders, perhaps destined to dominate the twenty-first century like today's fading and ennobled G.I. Generation dominated the twentieth. Indeed, Millennials have a solid chance to become America's next great generation, as celebrated for their collective deeds a hundred years from now as the generation of John Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, Joe DiMaggio, and Jimmy Stewart is celebrated today.

[image: ]
By that time, no one will recall the Newsweek-style cynical barbs that greeted Tyler Hudgens as she, along with millions of other young people, began setting a new tone for America. And by that time, perhaps Miss Hudgens's sunny opinion of her generation will be widely shared, reinforced by the enduring memories of heroic achievements.

Is this possible? Yes. Is it certain? No.

While the outlook for this generation is largely positive, dangers abound, given its enormous potential power. Millennials do pose a threat to the future of this nation and the world. But if danger arrives, it won't come from the direction today's adults worry about—in the form of a selfish, alienated rabble of disaffected Ultra-Gen-X hyperslackers. Imagine, instead, an unstoppable mass hurtling down the track in the opposite direction, a cadre of young people so cohesive and so directional that, if their aspirations are thwarted, they might overwhelm the political defenses of their elders and mobilize around a risky, even destructive national agenda.

For decades, Americans have been wishing for a youth generation that would quit talking and start doing. Now that older generations—yes, Gen X, you too—are starting to produce kids like this, a new question arises: OK, Boomers and Gen Xers, now that you've got them, can you handle them?



Good-bye to body-piercing, green hair, grunge music and the deliberately uncouth look. Hello to kids who look up to their parents and think bowling is fun.

—Dyan Machan, Forbes




The older generation seems amazed every time we break the mold assigned to us.

—Elizabeth Romberg, 18




I just do not understand ‘90s children.

—Boomer mother, after her 16-year-old daughter had her and her husband arrested for growing marijuana in the basement





Over the coming decade, the Oh-Ohs, this rising generation will introduce itself to the nation and push the nation into a new era. Once this new youth persona begins to focus on convention, community, and civic renewal, America will be on the brink of becoming someplace very new, very “millennial” in the fullest sense of the word. That's when the “end of history” stops, and the beginning of a new history, their Millennial history, starts.



I get really, really offended when people refer to our generation as Generation X. It sounds like we're the end of the world and nothing else is going to happen …. It just really ticks me off.

—Matt Brooks, 17




I wonder what they will do when they run out of letters in the alphabet. Will they move to double letters or the Greek alphabet? Is Generation ABC next? What about Generation Omega?… Teens are people, not letters.

—Eric Phipps, high school student
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Not X, Not Y—Call Them Millennials

If most Americans aren't very hopeful about today's rising generation, it's because so many of them figure that history generally moves in straight lines. They assume the next batch of youths will follow blindly along all the life-cycle trends initiated (thirty and forty years ago) by Boomers and confirmed (ten and twenty years ago) by Gen Xers. These trends point to more selfishness in personal manner, more splintering in public purpose, more profanity in culture and daily discourse, more risk-taking with sex and drugs, more apathy about politics, and more crime, violence, and social decay.

Some pundits—marketers, especially—dub these kids “Generation Y,” as though they were a mere Generation X2, South Park idiots beyond redemption, the ultimate price for America's post-'60s narcissism. Others, giving them names such as Generation Dot Com, depict them as an exaggerated extension of America's current mood of self-oriented commercialism.

How utterly depressing. And how utterly wrong.

Yes, there's a revolution under way among today's kids—a good news revolution. This generation is going to rebel by behaving not worse, but better. Their life mission will not be to tear down old institutions that don't work, but to build up new ones that do. Look closely at youth indicators, and you'll see that Millennial attitudes and behaviors represent a sharp break from Generation X, and are running exactly counter to trends launched by the Boomers. Across the board, Millennial kids are challenging a long list of common assumptions about what “postmodern” young people are supposed to become.

Are Millennials another “lost” generation?


No. The better word is “found.” Born in an era when Americans began expressing more positive attitudes about children, the Millennials are products of a dramatic birth-rate reversal. During the Gen-X child era, planned parenting almost always meant contraceptives or abortions; during the Millennial childhood, it more often means visits to the fertility clinic. In 1998, the number of U.S. children surged past its previous Boomer-era peak, and over the next decade, college frosh enrollment is due to grow by roughly 300,000 per year.





Millennials will definitely not want to be known as Gen Y. Generation A plus, though—that might be a different story.

—Jay Taubman




They're the Millennial Generation … growing up at a time of unprecedented prosperity—and unprecedented pressures.

—Newsweek





Are they pessimists?


No. They're optimists. Surveys show that—compared to Xer teens a decade ago—today's teens are more upbeat about the world in which they're growing up. Nine in ten describe themselves as “happy,” “confident,” and “positive.” A rapidly decreasing share worry about violence, sex, or drugs—and a rapidly increasing share say that growing up is easier for them than it was for their parents. Teen suicide rates are now falling for the first time in decades.





Life may have gotten better, but people haven t gotten better, especially the kids.

—Ralph Mittelstaedt,
retired Nebraska farmer




For an outsider, mapping cliques requires a guide…. “Abercrombies” are what used to be called “preps.” Goths are the self-perceived outsiders who dress alternatively. The academic kids are still called “nerds,” though the dot-com revolution has robbed this tag of some of its sting, and jocks still sit atop the heap.

—Peter Grier




If you have a teenage boy and you are on the internet, he is downloading pictures of naked women.

—Susan Reimer,
The Baltimore Sun




[H]orrificgun crimes by the young have reached such runaway proportions it's become hard to keep track.

—USA Weekend




Senior pranks have gotten vicious, and students have become killers.

—Brigid Shulte,
The Washington Post




They are armed. They are dangerous. They are our children.

—Thomas Hine,
American Heritage




What's with all the tragedy masks?

—Buffy, in Buffy the Vampire Slayer





Are they self-absorbed?


No. They're cooperative team players. From school uniforms to team learning to community service, Millennials are gravitating toward group activity. According to a recent Roper survey, more teenagers blamed “selfishness” than anything else when asked, “What is the major cause of problems in this country?” Unlike Gen Xers, they believe in their own collective power. By a huge ten-to-one majority, they believe it's their generation—and not their parents'—that will do the most to help the environment over the next twenty-five years.



Are they distrustful?


No. They accept authority. Most teens say they identify with their parents’ values, and over nine in ten say they “trust” and “feel close to” their parents. The proportion who report conflict with their parents is declining. Half say they trust government to do what's right all or most of the time—twice the share of older people. Half believe that lack of parental discipline is a major social problem, and large majorities favor tougher rules against misbehavior in the classroom and society at large.



Are they rule breakers?


No. They're rule followers. Today's kids are disproving the experts who once predicted a tidal wave of juvenile crime during the late 1990s. Over the last five years, the rates of homicide, violent crime, abortion, and pregnancy among teens have all plummeted at the fastest rates ever recorded. A teen is now less likely to be a victim of a serious violent crime than at any time since Lyndon Johnson was president. Even including the Columbine massacre, there were only half as many violent deaths at schools nationwide in 1998-99 (twenty-five) as there were in the early 1990s (over fifty per year).
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The Youth “Crisis”:… One catch: Teens aren't all that troubled.

—headline,U.S. News & World Report




Asfar as the media are concerned, there are only types: Teen Science Whiz and Teen Rape Suspect.

—Chris Smith




It's no more fair to stereotype them all as school shooters than to stereotype all adults as Timothy McVeigh.

—Vincent Schiraldi, Justice Policy Institute




Contrary to the gruesome images that often fill the media, teenagers are fighting less often and carrying few er lethal weapons.

—The Wall Street Journal




[T]he familiar jeremiads of both liberals and conservatives about “kids today” are exaggerated, and, in many cases, simply wrong. On most measures, today's youths are actually better off than their parents were a quarter century ago.

—David Whitman,U.S. News & World Report





Are they neglected?


No. They're the most watched over generation in memory. Each year, adults subject the typical kid's day to ever more structure and supervision, making it a nonstop round of parents, relatives, teachers, coaches, baby-sitters, counselors, chaperones, minivans, surveillance cams, and curfews. Over the last decade, time spent on homework and housework is up, while time spent on weekday TV watching is down. From 1981 to 1997, according to researchers at the University of Michigan, “free” or “unsupervised” time in the typical preteen's day shrank by 37 percent.



Are they stupid?


No. They're smarter than most people think. During the 1990s, aptitude test scores have risen within every racial and ethnic group, especially in elementary schools. Eight in ten teenagers say it's “cool to be smart,” while a record share of teenagers are taking AP tests, say they “look forward to school,” and plan to attend college. In recent international math and science exams, U.S. fourth graders scored at or near the top—and, given the amount of homework they do and the new standards they must meet, they look like they could stay at the top as they grow older.





My first day of kindergarten at Darby Elementary School, in Northridge, California, was very exciting for me … because the Channel 9 news team was at my elementary school to greet and interview the incoming Class of 2000.1 still, to this day, have a pin that was given to every incoming kindergartner that says, “I am a proud member of the Class of 2000.”

—Lindsay Dance, 17




I am so lucky to be part of the Class of 2000. To me, it is more than a number. It is the mark of a new beginning.

—Tamara El-Khoury, 17




The Class of 2000 has been bestowed, upon birth, the honorable task of leading the world into the new millennium.

—Chris McGrath, 17





Have they given up on progress?


No. Today's kids believe in the future and see themselves as its cutting edge. They show a fascination for, and mastery of, new technologies—which explains why math and science scores are rising faster than verbal scores. Teens rank “scientists” and “young people” as the two groups that will cause “most changes for the better in the future.” Nearly three in four 8- to 12-year-olds use computers, outdistancing older teens and adults alike.



Why is the image of Generation Y—alias Gen X2—so off the mark? For the simple reason that the predictive assumption is wrong. Whatever the era they are living in, Americans habitually assume that the future will be a straight-line extension of the recent past. But that never occurs, either with societies or with generations.

Remember the 1960s? When the decade started, the experts who looked at Baby Boomers assumed they would come of age even more pliable and conformist than the gray-flanneled “Silent Generation” just before them. That didn't happen. And remember the 1980s? When that decade began, the experts who looked at post-Boomers (then called “baby busters”) assumed they would come of age more idealistic and “postmaterialistic” than Boomers. That didn't happen either. Another twenty years have passed, and it's time for another surprise. The “Gen-Y” name implies that the future of today's kids can be aptly described as an extension of Gen X. That wont happen either.

Today's kids realize that their generation doesn't fit the dominant Gen-Y stereotype—far from it. According to our Class of 2000 Survey, high school seniors widely believe (by more than two to one) that Generation X has a negative reputation and overwhelmingly reject the name Generation Y. They are repelled by a label that puts them in the shadow of Gen Xers. “No one wants to be Generation Y,” admits 17-year-old Shansel Nagia. “It's just a supplement or copy of X.” Or, as others have buzzed on-line, it's a “step down” from X “What an insult!” spewed one teen on hotmail.com.

[image: ]


I am continually gaining the sense with my peers, who were also born in 1981 or even 1980, that we are the lost years… in transition between the two generations.

—Lin Jia,18




Being part of the Class of 2000 only carries with it a lot of responsibility. In reality we're just another graduating class, but everyone sees us as a new beginning, a chance for a brand-new start.

—Janet Chang, 16





Another name that has been used since the ‘80s—“Echo Boomers”— fares no better in the kids’ minds, for a similar reason. As 18-year-old Lesley Milner explains, “Instead of giving us our own name, someone— probably someone who doesn't know much about us—just said, ‘Hmm, well, this is Generation X, so why don't we call the next one Generation Y?’ Or ‘Well, they're the children of Boomers, so we can just call them Echo Boom.’ Neither of these two names says anything unique about our generation. They say who we follow, but nothing at all about who we are. That's why those names are upsetting, and why nobody I know wants to use them.”



A few years ago there were fewer teenagers and they kept to themselves. It was kind of sad. But kids aren't hiding off in the corners so much now. They're loud and they're boisterous. They're taking over.

—Susan Mitchell, author of Official Guide to the Generations




The kids have got their own thing going. Good. “The edge” is over.

—Douglas Coupland, author o/Generation X





By a margin of over four to one, the teens in our survey preferred “Millennial” over “Y.” A recent ABC poll likewise found “Millennials” to be today's teens’ name of choice. “I am 14, and my generation is called the Millennials,” posted David on webrv.net, “so get your facts straight….”

Today's teens want a name that is a founding word, a word that respects their newness, a word that resets the clock of secular history around their own timetable. The name “Millennial” acknowledges their technological superiority without defining them too explicitly in those terms. It's a name that hints at what their rising generation could grow up to become—not a lame variation on old Boomer/Xer themes, but a new force of history, a generational colossus far more consequential than most of today's parents and teachers (and, indeed, most kids) dare imagine.

“I like to think of my generation, the Class of 2000, as the Millennial Generation,” says Nagia. “We're the kids who are going to change things.”

A Fresh Look

When you liberate yourself from straight lines—and take a fresh look at how today's kids are defying expectations—many of the trends you may have had trouble understanding start making sense. You can see why the heroic theme of Titanic struck such a chord among teenagers, or why bubblegum rock is big and swing music is making a comeback. Or why the ‘90s trends in kid-vid—from Barney to Power Rangers to Poké-mon—have been so relentlessly team-oriented. Or why, when kids gather in public places, they so often appear in uniform and move in organized and supervised groups. Or why polls showed schoolkids to be the harshest critics of Bill Clinton's personal behavior.

Once you appreciate how Millennials have been regarded as special since birth and have been more obsessed-over at every age than Xers, recent adult trends come into sharper focus. Falling divorce and abortion rates begin to make sense. You can understand why harms against children (from familial child abuse and school gunfire to bloody video games and huge federal deficits) are far less tolerable today than a decade ago. You can clue in to what Dick Morris told Bill Clinton, who thereafter recast nearly every political issue of the 1990s into what newsweeklies call “kinderpolitics,” as in: If it's good for children, do it— and if it isn't, don't.

During the past decade, in sharp contrast to America's indifference to kids during the Gen-X childhood era, child issues have risen to the top of the nation's political agenda. Youth advocacy groups have multiplied. An entire social-marketing industry has risen up to persuade kids to behave better. Social programs for kids remain the one area of government that attracts interest and zeal. Books and magazines for kids, songs for kids, movies for kids, TV and radio programming for kids, web sites for kids— anything and everything for kids—have been the hottest media growth markets of the ‘90s. Riding that growth are the commercial messages that target them, often as a group, with jingle-names ranging from Team Cheerios and Nickelodeon Nation to Barbie's Generation Girl and Kel-logg's Generation K. Even the national media now engages in wall-to-wall child absorption. In the same late-November week of 1999, all three of the major newsweeklies featured cover stories about kids, each focusing on a different issue unrelated to the week's news. Newsweek zeroed in on dyslexia. Time fretted over Pokémon. And U.S. News warned against youth cheating.



I'm impressed, so far, with the Millennials. They seem to be alert to problems around them, but determined to keep their innocence.

—Chuck Lipsig




There is idealism rather than cynicism; a sense of community instead of individualism.

—Dallas Morning News




I take catalog orders from a lot of teenagers, and I cannot believe how many of them address me as “ma'am”! The local high school kids call myself and my husband “sir” or ma'am,” and my kids’ friends, without exception, address us as “Mr. and Mrs. So-and-So” rather than by our first names, even though I have told them I prefer to be addressed by my first name. This was unheard of ten or twenty years ago. ‘Well, this “sir” and “ma'am” thing takes a little getting used to, but I think on some level I actually like it.

—Susan Brombacher





Hardly a week passes in which the public does not hear some urgent pronouncement about how the nation must produce a better generation of children. Kids have to be not merely better, but new and improved according to a specific formula: not more creative, more spirited, more liberty-loving, or more skeptical—but better behaved, more achieving, more upbeat, and more civic-spirited. It is not unreasonable to expect these Millennials, like the kids of other eras for whom “better” had another definition, to grow up embodying much of what their elders overtly expect of them.



It's really a great time to be a kid. Not only are there so many of them, but there's really a whole national focus toward children.

—Ann Clurman, Yankelovich Partners




If all you did was read the newspapers and the Congressional Record, you might suppose that in America there are two kinds of people, children and adults. The children are all about eight years old, and they are very impressionable and vulnerable, beset on every side by physical and moral perils. The adults are all about forty-five, and their job is to protect the children (though not, as a rule, to discipline them).

—Jonathan Rausch





While no one can doubt that America has grown kid-fixated, some might question whether this is due to any big change in generational attitudes. The Generation-Y school, oriented mainly toward commerce, points to two alternative explanations: money (the fact that today's kids are more affluent) and demography (the fact that today's kids are more numerous).

Yes, a lot more cash is being spent on them, as anyone who has recently visited a typical kid's bedroom can attest. But it's doubtful whether the money spent by teens and younger kids on their own has risen any faster than the economy. The generosity of parental “allowances” and the number of paid hours worked by teens have actually declined over the last decade. What's happening instead is that kids are buying more things jointly with parents and influencing more parental buying decisions. Explaining that takes you right back to the question of shifting generational perceptions.

And yes, Millennials are numerous. Swelled by a resurgent fertility rate and by the large families of a record immigration surge, they are indeed a giant of a generation, 76 million strong at the end of 2000. Millennialsalready outnumber Boomers. By 2002 (which, for now, we assume to be their final birth year), they'll outnumber Xers as well. Add in subsequent immigration, and Millennials are well on their way to becoming America's first 100-million-person generation. Yet despite this rising trend, the current number of Millennial teens is still recovering from the Generation-X “birth dearth.” As a share of the U.S. population, kids have merely held steady during the 1990s. An absolute head count shows that America had more youth spenders aged 15 to 24 in the early 1980s (over 40 million) than there will be again until the year 2004. Yet back in those days of Gen-X youths, hardly any politicians and not nearly as many marketers paid much attention to their age brackets.
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Youngpeople these days want to mix it up and continually blur the (racial) boundaries.

—Matt Kelly, founder o/Mavin magazine




It's great! Nobody is plain white, or plain black, or plain anything. Eventually I'm hoping everyplace will be like this.

—Liz Short, 16, at a Wellesley College mixed-race symposium





Demographically, this is America's most racially and ethnically diverse, and least-Caucasian, generation. In 1999, nonwhites and Latinos accounted for nearly 36 percent of the 18-or-under population, a share half-again higher than for the Boomer age brackets, and nearly three times higher than for today's seniors. One Millennial in five has at least one immigrant parent, and one in ten has at least one noncitizen parent. Potentially the largest second-generation immigrant group in U.S. history, Millennials embody the irreversible browning of American civilization. Thanks to the internet, satellite news, porous national borders, and the end of the Cold War, they are also becoming the world's first generation to grow up thinking of itself as global.



[S]tudents are so “normal.” They have a lot of regard for adults. They respect their teachers for the most part. They get along with their parents.

—Janice Cromer, author of the 1997 Horatio Alger “State of Our Nation's Youth” survey




I don't know if it's an aberration or it's a trend, but I've had more “nice” students this year than I've had in a long time.

—Janice Zimmerman, high school teacher




Over the past several years, I have noticed substantial changes in the attitudes and values of my students. Six years ago, students were edgy and contentious, and a few were mean-spirited. Now, they are generally nice and compliant, rarely put down their peers, and are more willing to comply with rules and assignments. The atmosphere of my classes is noticeably different. Many of my colleagues share my sentiment, that a shift has clearly taken place since Millennial students have replaced Xers.

—Joel Raney, high school English teacher




The us-versus-them quotient is down.

—Judy McGrath, MTV president





Ethnicity raises another issue: whether a generational dynamic that works for a generation's nonethnic white majority can also apply to its large nonwhite minority. Yes, it can. Nonwhite Millennials are not only major contributors to their generation's fresh persona, but are in some ways the most important contributors.

Which kids are most likely to be wearing school uniforms? Nonwhites. Whose schools are moving fastest to impose uniform curricula, back-to-basics drilling, and achievement standards? Nonwhites. Whose neighborhoods are producing the swiftest decline in street murder, child poverty, teen pregnancy, and school violence? Nonwhites. Which kids are more likely to live with a two-parent family today than they were a decade ago? Nonwhites—in particular, African-American city children, who are now the focus of a community renaissance extending through Harlem and Watts to Oakland and Chicago's South Side. Black America has long been an outsized cultural contributor to generational currents, from civil rights (Silent Generation) to black power (Boomers) to hip-hop (Gen Xers). That contribution is continuing, albeit in new forms, with today's uniformed urban schoolchildren.

Latino kids, just now surpassing black kids in number, have added a new ethnic dimension to American youth. To date, most of their pop icons have keyed a distinctly Millennial genre of high-spirited fun, carnival rhythms, upbeat lyrics, and bright colors. With parents even more attached to “family values” (and fearful of their decline) than the white adult majority, the rapidly growing Latino and Asian youth populations are setting a distinctly Millennial tone in their schools and neighborhoods. For the most part, that tone is assertive, positive, team-playing, and friendly, whether in Seattle, Boston, Miami, San Diego, or a myriad of other cities and towns within those four cornerposts of American society.

Reversing History's Delta

Despite these positive trends, a question remains: When one compares today's young people with earlier generations in living memory, isn't it true that—for a great many—their condition remains perilous and their behavior disconcerting?

Of course. America has millions of kids who take drugs or have risky sex or lie or cheat or swear or are transfixed by the worst of the pop culture. Millions more live impoverished lives, with addicted or missing parents, facing life with little comfort and less hope. Thousands commit (and are victimized by) violent crimes. In a vast nation teeming with ethnic, economic, cultural, and lifestyle crosscurrents that today seem to pull more apart than together, one can easily identify any number of youth problems that remain worse than what many Americans, especially those over age 50, can recall of their own growing-up years.

Yet to talk about a generation is to talk not about its bits and pieces, but about its social and cultural center of gravity. For any new generation, like for any young and thriving and mortal organism, its direction of change can be more important than its current location. It is a generation's direction that best reveals its collective self-image and sense of destiny.



The drop in illegitimate births … is one of the most heartening American cultural developments in years.

—The American Enterprise




Ifs not just teen pregnancies that are down. So are teen sexual activity and approval of it.

—John Leo, U.S. News & World Report




The New Purity: In Teen Circles, Virginity Is Cool

—headline, The Times of London





Here the Millennials are indeed special, since they are demonstrably reversing a wide array of negative youth trends, from crime to profanity to sex to test scores, that have prevailed in America for nearly half a century. In other words, Millennials are reversing the long-term direction of change— the delta of history. Today's kids are doing this so dramatically that, as a group, they are behaving better than their parents did as kids—and better than many of their parents (or leaders) behave even now, as adults. And they are doing it against a demoralizing riptide of negative examples from many of the same adults who lecture them so fiercely. In the words of 17-year-old Josh Lee, in a letter to the Chicago Sun-Times, “the biggest problem [we have] is the example adults show kids today.”

[image: ]


In 1996, American adults believed that juveniles cause about half of all violent crime. In that year they caused 10 to 15% of violent crime.

—Rand Corporation




There is too much negative press about the terrible things some children are doing these days.

—www. talentedkids. com




The specter of 10- and 11-year-olds dressed in camouflage, toting rifles as they stalk their peers, serves as the new “Red menace” for a prison-industrial complex that is coming to rival the military-industrial complex.

—Robin Templeton, salon.com




If the media focused on our achievements instead of our mistakes, then we would have something to aspire to.

—Marjie Rosenfelt, 18





Are today's kids more spoiled and unethical than adults would like? In some ways, yes. Then again, Millennials see national leaders and pop-culture celebrities as being vastly more spoiled and unethical than their own generation.

In an era when a president can quibble on TV over what “the meaning of is is,” thousands of schoolkids are each day summarily suspended—no appeal, no discussion—for “zero tolerance” offenses far less serious than his. Or consider the issue of cheating. In circa-2000 America, you can look everywhere from politics to business to sports and you'll find adult cheaters being excused, even celebrated, so long as they can prove themselves winners. Other adults, in charge of schools, often don't enforce anticheating rules (to the dismay of many students) and emphasize collaborative learning, practice testing, and web research in ways that make it unclear just what it now means to “cheat” at school. Yet think tanks and columnists unleash broadsides against a supposed “epidemic” of youth cheating.

Are today's schoolkids failing to meet adult-imposed standards of academic achievement? In some ways, yes. Then again, Millennials are the first generation since World War II to be confronted with higher academic standards than the last generation—and to show early signs of meeting those standards.

Who can recall the last time in America that young kids preferred ads and shows that portrayed people their own age as smart, studious, and articulate—the way they are starting to do now? Few Xers or Boomers are aware that today's grade-school kids are scoring higher, on average, than they did at like age—especially in math and science, and especially girls. Few are aware that a much higher share of today's kids are taking advanced placement tests and enrolling in colleges. Aside from their parents, practically no one knows that today's grade-school kids do far more homework and take far more tests than today's adults typically faced at that age. The further down the K-12 ladder you go, the more ambitious is the standard being set for Millennials on appearance, conduct, and achievement—a leading indicator, perhaps, of high-octane academic achievers by the time today's first graders reach high school.

Are today's kids more vulgar, sexually active, and violent than adults would like? In some ways, yes. But Millennials are less vulgar, less sexually active, less violent than the youth culture adults have created for them. They are the only teen generation in recent memory for whom this is so. Unlike young Boomers around 1960 or young Xers around 1980, Millennials are being pulled by the license of the adult culture far more than they are in any sense pushing it.

Nearly everyone knows that today's youth culture is filled with images and words most adults find offensive. But here's what hardly anyone knows: Most kids find them offensive too. In a 1998 survey of high-achieving high school students, 36 percent said they were “very” or “extremely” offended by sexual activity in the media—and another 26 percent said they were “moderately” offended. This is true for all ethnic groups. In an outlandish aspect of today's culture-war charades, many adults are shocked when they hear 15-year-olds spew back a few artifacts of a pop culture that includes South Park dialogue, Duke Nukem sound effects, and Limp Bizkit lyrics. Yet few adults express any particular shock at the 30-year-olds who write it, the 50-year-olds who produce it, or the 70-year-olds whose portfolios profit by it.
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Don't tell us how bad we are. Look at yourself.

—Jessica Rawls, 14




Y2Kids are civic minded, morally grounded, and more selfless than Baby Boomers.

—Rockford Register Star





The products of today's media establishment are wildly inaccurate as indicators of Millennial sensibilities. As always, the commodified “youth culture” is entirely the creation of nonyouth—here, mainly Gen Xers and Boomers.



Ignoring clear statistics and research, authorities seem to lie in wait for suburban youth killings, months and thousands of miles apart, to validate a false hypothesis of generational disease, even as they ignore more compelling evidence of deteriorating adult behavior.

—Mike Males, author of Framing Youth




Maybe you [adults] think teenagers are immature beings with underdeveloped brains, incapable of making good judgments, but I think of myself and all my peers as high- functioning people trying to make it to adulthood.

—Erin Shaw, 16





Imagine growing up, as a kid, in a world in which older people produce a trashy lineup for you, tailor it to your vernacular, market it in your media, and then condemn you for participating in it, even when all you're doing is casually checking it out. That's what it's like to be a teenager today. The only lasting significance the teen movies of the late ‘90s— from Scream to Cruel Intentions—will have for Millennial is to mark their point of life-cycle departure. As such, they may ultimately be recalled with a fair amount of embarrassed incredulity—much as Boomers wince when recalling how they flocked to see the Beach Blanket Bingo-style movies of the late 1950s.

“Our children are becoming a blur,” remarked Bill Bradley—and, amid all the motion of youth, older generations have a real difficulty separating youth action from market reaction, or sorting out what's fresh and Millennial from what's merely the shadow of X. Thus far, the elder impression of this generation remains a tangle of contradictory evidence, without guideposts or translations for the visitor.

Take a tour through this Millennial “blur” and separate the negatives from the positives.

In our daily lives, yes, they're kids growing up in houses that contain 50 percent more things (measured by the pound) than houses did twenty years ago. Girls in teched-up bedrooms, with TV facing pillow. Boys with Nintendo-64 players. Tykes in day-care centers with guards and fences. Teens with beepers on beach week. Young drug runners in public-housing stairwells. Ten-year-olds who can recite Comedy Central jokes but not the names of presidents. Inner-city kindergarteners raised by thirtysomething grandmothers. Spoiled kids in mansions, selfish as the Rugrats’ Angelica. Kids with cars, beepers, and cell phones, going from party to party, beyond the control of their parents. Boys for whom Homer Simpson is a father figure. Girls spending afternoons dabbling in cybersex…

… but they're also the Little Leaguers who treat umpires with more respect than their parents do. Test-tube babies. Babies aboard minivans with childseats, special mirrors, and radar that beeps when something's behind them. Pledgees for True Love Waits. Malcolm in the Middle and Brutally Normal. Kids with red-white-and-blue face paint and multicolored braces. Volunteers at the library, clocking in the community service needed to graduate. Middle schoolers designing web sites for their parents’ businesses. Toddlers whose parents hire home-safety consultants to seal, cover, or remove every conceivable hazard. Young bicycle riders who wear helmets even though their moms and dads don't. High school grads having fun with parents at alcohol-free graduation parties. Tykes writing sweet letters to incarcerated dads. Teens who ask Mom why anyone would want to go slumming, burn a bra, or hitchhike with strangers.

In schools, they're kids who get expelled for casually threatening to kill teachers. Owners of sporty new SUVs in high school parking lots. Vandals who spray paint or break windows. Lines of teens hustling out of high schools in mass-shooter drills. Boys with Motorola Flex Pagers hanging from belts. Bop talkers spreading the word like like a weed. First-graders with guns. Casual cheaters. Teens who swear at teachers. Girls in designer-label cliques. Kids in summer school because they flunked a new state test. Teens who come to school sleepy after staying up late watching videos. Overweight sophomores who switch out of PE and into AP classes. Jocks and goths trading insults in the halls. Boys who hate school and fantasize about blowing up classrooms. Kids who are drugged to make them behave.

… but they're also 15-year-olds walking to school with backpacks bulging with books. Calculus students swelling AP enrollments. Grade school kids studying phonics and reciting “Character Counts” placards. Kids buying presents for one another at The Learning Company. Posh high schoolers who tell reporters that virginity is cool again. Kids in SAT-prep summer camps. Cast and crew of amazing student musicals. Organizers of after-school prayer clubs. South Bronx middle schoolers who go to class from 7:30 to 5:00 every day, and half-day Saturdays. Eighth graders taking GT admissions tests that get harder every year. Urban kids in bright uniforms. Home schoolers net sur fing with stay-at-home parents. Mud-soaked football linemen too modest to shower in front of other guys. Students teaching their teachers about computers. Second-generation Latino kids drilling their parents in civics.



We like to let people in on a little secret. These kids are less likely to take drugs, less likely to assault somebody else, less likely to get pregnant and more likely to believe in God.

—Vincent Schiraldi, Justice Policy Institute




Most teenagers are making good choices—focusing on their futures and saying no to anything that would jeopardize their dreams.

—Donna Sitatala, Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services





In the economy, they're the kids who've never known a year in which America doesn't get richer. Girls with Hard Candy nail colors and ankle-breakingplatform shoes. Free spenders in Niketown. Boys playing with toys that feature severed heads. Girls perusing boys’ butts in Abercrombie & Fitch catalogues. Kids eating cafeteria lunches within sight of candy ads. Preteens at the multiplex, tittering at jokes about poop and story lines about masturbation. Girls who rush home to watch Jerry Springer, boys to watch WWF wrestling. Kids speculating on Beanie Babies. Fans of Snoop Doggy Dogg and Marilyn Manson. Suburban boys boomboxing gangsta rap and glaring at any adult who shows disapproval. Four-year-olds market-testing holiday toys. Girls spending hours putting on the glow. Prom teens in stretch limousines. Kids whose parents buy them cars before they get licenses …



The kids know more and more every single year.

—Martha Sharma, judge, National Geography Bee




Today's students average about 14IQ points higher than their grandparents did and about 7points higher than their parents did …. The number of students with IQs above 145 is now about 18 times greater than it was two generations ago.

—David Berliner, Arizona State University




I watched some of this year's spelling bee on TV… Now I consider myself an educated man. I studied the arts and humanities in college and I have read at least some of the great books. But I have to tell you. I did not recognize even one of the last twenty words used by the judges. I mean, these kids must have simply memorized the entire dictionary.

—Tony Kornheiser, columnist, on the 2000 National Spelling Bee




I think that already we are above the level academically that our parents and other generations were at our age.

—Sarah Boone, 17




I think it's hard for parents to keep up with the kids. We're learning so many things, so much quicker than they are.

—Kim Blah, 18




What's really extraordinary is the quality of the applicant pool.

—Marlyn McGrath Lewis, Dean of Admission, Harvard College, on the high school class of 2000





… but they're also the fans of Backstreet Boys, ‘N Sync, bubblegum pop, ska and swing, Brandy and Cleopatra. Kids who avoid R-rated movies because they know they'll get carded. Fans of Harry Potter, Power Rangers, Sabrina, and PowerPuff Girls. Dabblers in marbles andyo-yos. Teens surfing web sites that teach them how to invest for the long term. Kids who've traded gangsta pants for khakis, skateboards for bikes. Preteens downloading MP3 tunes, making custom CDs, and sharing them with their friends. Grandkids going to Europe with Grandpas. Kids shopping for values at Old Navy. Readers of Teen Newsweek, Time for Kids, and The New York Times Upfront. Daughter going on Mom's business trip. Browsers at store windows with “Safe Place” stickers. Throngs of suburban tots who safely romp at “discovery zones” while parents watch and smile.

In the news, they're girls sporting biceps tattoos and nose beads on magazine covers. Young witnesses at a hearing of a National Commission on Youth Violence. Columbine. Teen murderers shooting up a school while classmates fall, hide, run, cry in their parents’ arms. TV docu-dramas featuring boys and guns, gangs, and drugs. Polly Klaas. Megan Kanka. JonBenet Ramsey. Teen murderers on a magazine cover, life story inside, with pictures of their crimes. Fourteen-year-olds passing around high-tar cigarettes imported from India. Child immigrants suffocating in sealed trucks. Sweatshops and child abusers. Teen murderers getting indicted, with blurry videos of their crimes available for $25, over a rock music sound track. Girls getting cosmetic surgery. A 16-year-old strafing smaller children at the National Zoo. Boys in a PBS documentary about hook-up parties. Middle schoolers in oral sex rings. Teen murderers getting sentenced, more scenes of their crimes, details at eleven …
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… but they're also the Columbine students who risked their lives staying with their dying teacher. Ten-year-old fans of 14-year-old classical singer Charlotte Church. Downward lines on charts about youth crime, teen pregnancies, and suicides. Kids of deadbeat dads who are having to pay up. Elementary school kids volunteering for political campaigns and voting in mock elections. The little girl in Section T, cheering the U.S. Women s World Cup team. High school girls summering at Camp CEO. Teens on a Florida “Truth Train’ campaigning against cigarettes. A second-generation Asian winning the National Spelling Bee. Colorado middle schoolers organizing against child slavery in Sudan. Teens who refrain from chastising older generations when middle-aged mass murderers shoot up churches, offices, and day-trading outlets. Teenagers banding together in “Free the Children’ to battle child exploitation in Asia.

The Millennial Generation is full of lots of kids doing lots of things. Some of it's bad, more is good, most of it new, all of it fresh to these kids, because it's all they've ever known. Taken as a whole, this is their starting point in life.



A four-year-old boy was telling me how, at day care, they played “Mary Had a Little Lamb” on the “tampooder.” Millennials are not only the first generation to have computers in day care, but the first to be exposed to them before they can pronounce the word!

—Ben Weiss




I am making my dad's businesses home page. He knows zippola about HTML.

—BURN, 14




This is the first time in the history of the human race that a generation of kids has overtaken their parents in the use of new technology.

—Peter Eio, Lego Systems




The Kids Are All Right!

—headline, P.C. magazine





So, on balance, who are these kids, and what can one say about their generation? Sure, they're brash and bold, given to unseemly bursts of temper and cockiness and ambition, as though the world is being handed to them and all they have to do is grab it. Then again, they're doing a fine (and largely unreported) job coping confidently and high-spiritedly with a demoralizing youth culture not of their own making. Nearly all of today's teen negatives are residues of trends launched by Boomers and apexed by Gen Xers. Conversely, nearly all of today's teen positives are new trends, unique to Millennials, with much of the initiative coming from them.



[I]n some ways they are as wholesome and devoid of cynicism as the generation that wore saddle shoes. They trust their government, admire their parents, and believe it is possible to start out poor and become rich …

—The New York Times




My life is great. Everything around me has contributed to my happiness.

—Bobby Greenhalgh, 17





Overcoming Pessimism

“The scariest thing about kids today,” warns San Francisco Examiner columnist David Sarasohn, “is how adults feel about them.” There are, to be sure, many reasons why adults speak ill of kids—and why so much that is positive about today's young Millennials remains half hidden behind clouds of elder doubt and suspicion.

One reason is timeless. Every generation derives comfort from its collective memories, that special grab bag of habits, tunes, images, gadgets, and words it calls its own. The older it grows, the more it sees in the rising generation a living reminder that such memories are mortal and must ultimately be paved over by those who don't share them. Never pleasant, such reminders are a natural breeding ground for tensions between young and old.

Today's adults cannot help feeling loss when they meet kids who have no memory of the Cold War or the civil rights movement or the long hot summers, of Vietnam or Watergate, of Bobby or Martin, of sports stars who earned less than presidents, of gas lines and unemployment lines, of stadiums named after heroes. Kids’ faces go blank when you tell them to roll down the car window, turn the channel, press the carriage return, or quit sounding like a broken record. These kids never saw Muhammad Ali fight or Willie Mays play, and they think Kareem Abdul-Jabbar is a football player. To them, Kansas, Chicago, Alabama, and America are places, not rock groups—and if you say the words “Iron Curtain,” they might think you're talking about a wrestler. Even the music, film, and fashion of the ‘80s doesn't speak much to them. Gen Xers, like Boomers, are learning that the kiss-off line “you're history” must someday apply to everybody.

When youth affluence or technology is at issue, adults don't just get grouchy, they moralize—in a jeremiad about laziness and decadence that dates back centuries. Americans heard it back in the time of six-shooters and telegraphs and streetcars, and again after the invention of automobiles and radios and air-conditioning and TV sets. Today, they hear it still—in complaints about kids who can't imagine a pizza that's not delivered, a phone that doesn't fit in a pocket, a movie that can't be owned, a toy that can't be programmed, or a summer camp with no menus. The loudest complaints come from Boomers, many of whom take a lifelong pride in vaunting values over technology and worry about the future of youths with such an appetite (and gift) for gadgets.

Yet the biggest obstacle now blocking a better adult appreciation of Millennials is one that today's adult generations did not face in their own youth. It is the obstacle that derives from straight-line thinking, from a near-universal adult consensus that, since the last two generations have defined a negative youth trend, the next American generation must necessarily follow in that path.

Today's older generations are full of people with institutional stakes in maintaining this perspective. Groups on one side of the political spectrum harvest public support by complaining about what People for the American Way calls “old-fashioned bigotry… among democracy's next generation,” while groups on the other side do likewise by decrying what William Bennett calls a teen wave of “amoral superpredators” descending on America. Public agencies win funding by identifying “child crises,” just as the media win market share by serving up more “boyz” and “girlz” fare they think young audiences want. “If it bleeds, it leads” goes the TV news slogan, and what bleeds on the air is usually under twenty years old. Corporate retailers think they're maximizing profit by following the prevailing wind—a wind they still think blows in a direction described by a Washington Post business reporter as “edgy, in-your-face, Generation Y ‘tude.’ ”

Parents and grandparents who live with today's kids usually know better. But in an era of splintering households and lengthening lifespans, a rising share of American adults have scant daily contact with kids and are slow to absorb new information about them. Currently, only 34 percent of all U.S. households have children, an all-time low, down from 45 percent in 1970. This trend is accentuated by the growth of newly hyped definitions of “fulfilling” adult lifestyles that exclude children.



She is a glorified 1950s high school cheerleader with an undertone of perverse 1990s sexuality. Britney is simultaneously wholesome and ripely sensual. She's Lolita on aerobics.

—Cernitile Paglia, on Britney Spears




She's not just a superkid. She's obedient, too.

—Jon Pareles, on Britney Spears







No matter where those guys fired, they would have hit someone who had high hopes for the future.

—Jennifer Pierce, student, Columbine High School




It means people trying to unite with the whole.

—Aaron Cohn, 16, describing the RESPECT PATCHES NOW WORN BY COLUMBINE STUDENTS





Many parents of today's kids look negatively upon the young generation because they separate the good they see happening in their own families, neighborhoods, and schools from the bad they imagine happening everywhere else. A recent Los Angeles Times poll revealed roughly half of all Californians giving themselves an “A” as parents (one in five an “A-plus”), while roughly four in five gave statewide parents, as a group, grades of “D” or “E” What author David Whitman called America's “optimism gap” appears in other adult surveys on youth, indicating that most parents regard Generation Y as a riotous crew who inhabit their cable TV studios and newspaper style sections, but who rarely visit their own homes in person.

The result is a national youth discussion mired in cognitive dissonance, with too few adults seeing what should be plainly visible. Editorials bemoan the “murder epidemic” in high schools, while failing to advise readers that their children are far less likely to be murdered in a school than to be hit by lightning or run over by a freight train—and failing to report that the real lasting impact of Columbine is less youth fear than adult fear, as measured by all the students being put in uniforms or passed through metal detectors. Public officials regularly claim (or hysterically imply) that youth arrests, child abuse, child poverty, classroom cheating, teen sex, TV watching, after-school jobs, or youth suicides are all up, while test scores, school days, homework, college ambitions, teen happiness, and attachment to parents are all down. To date, hardly anybody has confronted them with the plain fact that all of those statements are false—in many cases, dramatically so. Knowing the truth would require nothing more than a quick look at an officially published number or, at most, a phone call to an expert who really understands the topic, but few of today's opinion leaders take the trouble.

Even when summarizing their own survey data, many of today's youth researchers are tempted to give their findings a negative spin. “Kids These Days ‘99,” a much-cited report from the Public Agenda Foundation, leads with the adverse finding that “only a handful of adults say it's typical to come across children who are friendly and helpful toward their neighbors.” As evidence, the authors assert that a mere 18 percent of adults say that it's “very common” to come across friendly and helpful kids. What they leave buried inside the report is the fact that an additional 52 percent of adults say it's “somewhat common” to come across such kids. The Josephson Institute of Ethics, in its recent 1998 “report card” on youth, sternly highlights that 59 percent of teens aged 14 and 15 admit they cheated at least once on a test. Left unmentioned is another more interesting number: 73 percent of the kids report that they had refused to cheat even though they saw others cheating.

When adults speak harshly about what kids do, they usually insist they're not really blaming the kids, merely trying to pressure parents, teachers, and public officials to do their jobs better. Thus, even the most positive official news typically comes draped in somber language. In 1997, Health and Human Services Secretary Donna Shalala began what should have been a totally good-news release by saying, “We welcome the news that the long-term increase in teenage sexual activity may finally have stopped.” Then, instead of commending kids for this improved behavior, she recited a long list of areas where kids and parents and government were still failing. If history always moved in straight lines, this sort of benign exaggeration might be excusable, or at least harmless. If kids truly are on the edge of incorrigibility, then nothing short of shock therapy would be conscionable—since even with that, the kids are likely to go from bad to worse anyway.

But history does not move in straight lines, and Millennial are not going in the same direction as the line from Boomers to Gen Xers. With Millennials on the rise, the direction of American youth is rapidly changing. And as it changes, the prevailing torrent of pessimism about kids carries the risk of real damage, to their generation and the nation.

It harms by betraying the trust adults ask of youths, and by failing to inspire, join, or endorse their highest aspirations. This would mean, at best, the loss of a wonderful opportunity.

It harms by stifling the spirit and assertiveness of young boys, who thus far have lagged behind girls as Millennial trendsetters.

It harms by diverting adults from their higher duty: providing exemplars, electing leaders with moral authority, and bolstering the integrity, realism, and farsightedness of today's adult regime.


There is good reason to believe that society has begun a process of “remoralizing” itself and walking back from the cultural abyss it faced.

—Francis Fukuyama, author of The Great Disruption



And it harms by underestimating the unusual collective power Millennials will soon be capable of exercising, a kind of youth power that most of today's older generations have never witnessed. This will be lessthe familiar youth power to stop institutions than a newfound power to energize them. If downbeat elders cannot harness this potential energy to a constructive mission of sufficient scope, even a minor economic or political setback could transform it into a dangerous juggernaut.



Always enthusiastic and often covered in several coats of red, white, and blue facepaint, the girls who filled stadiums and clamored for autographs became a part of the U.S. mission. The team went so far as to run a TV ad, thanking the fictitious girl sitting in Section Tfor making the World Cup possible.

—Mark Sappenfield, Christian Science Monitor




This new generation is, indeed, unique. Uniquely special.

—Ryan Kent





Millennials have the capacity to become America's next great generation. But this capacity does not ensure any particular outcome. Nor does it suggest that Millennials don't have potential weaknesses. They do. As Millennials fully come of age, older people are likely to begin complaining about young people who are more bland, less creative, and more dependent on peer support than other recent youth generations. As time passes, critics of this generation will dwell less on the trenchcoated outcasts than on the power cliques that don't tolerate deviation from the group norm. This problem could undermine their greatness.

Millennials resemble a fully charged rocket—or, to use Ortega y Gas-set's classic definition of a generation, “a species of biological missile hurled into space at a given instant, with a certain velocity and direction.” So long as Millennials can wheel themselves onto the right launchpad and point themselves in the right direction, they can deliver excellent results. They represent an opportunity that, once fully understood and appreciated, must be acted on by people of all ages.

Past, Present, and Future

What is any generation, really? When you ask people around any given age who they are, they often given an answer divided into three parts: Their past, their present, and their future. Each tense helps illuminate the whole picture. You can't understand who Boomers or Gen Xers are or were if you have no idea where they came from or hope to go. The same is true for Millennials—except for them, the past is a smaller fraction of their lives. That's why this book is arranged as it is.

The rest of this opening section, “Where They Come From,” explains what it means to be a generation—and, more to the point, what it means to be this generation with this location in history and these generational neighbors. New generations always defy straight lines, but that doesn't mean they arrive at random. There are good reasons why Millennials are growing up to embody a sharp break from Gen-X youth trends and a direct reversal of Boomer youth trends. In the “Who They Are” middle section, we explore their world, moving from one social arena to the next—from demography, politics, and family to conduct, culture, commerce, and more. Along the way, we challenge the negative stereotypes that older generations still widely apply to young people. For older readers—those whose first-person youth experiences are best captured by Summer of ‘42, American Graffiti, or even The Breakfast Club—we tell you things you probably don't know about today's kids, while showing you how and why their location in history is different from your own. For Millennial readers, we try to put important facts about you and your friends in a life-cycle perspective.

The final section, “Where They're Going,” extends the Millennial story into the future. What can be said about a collective lifespan that will extend past the year 2100? Quite a bit, actually, when you apply what is known about today's kids against their foreseeable timetable of marriage, family, career, and politics. To answer the most difficult question—what impact Millennial could have on America's future—we introduce the concept of the “hero” generation. By the time Millennials reach old age, deep into the twenty-first century, their accomplishments and reputation could compare with those of other children who began life similarly, including today's much-heralded G.I. “greatest generation.” Yet we also offer words of warning about how history could be gearing up to deal Millennials some fateful surprises.

Throughout, we'll tell you some stories, fill you with facts, and show you some cartoons from R. J. Matson along with a chorus of sidebar voices from Millennials and adults active in the world of youth. We supplement this with our own Class of 2000 Survey, which we conducted among 660 northern Virginia high school students, and our Fairfax Teacher's Survey, in which we polled 200 elementary, middle, and high school teachers.

To readers of all ages and generations, we say welcome—and please read on.



This is a generation that must be reckoned with. They are going to overtake the country.

—David Spangler, director of market research, Levi's
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ine Questions to the Third World

“What i t that makes peope 5o poor?”
“Have you ever been teased because you're poor?”
“Have you ever felt lft out?”

—from Tapoi, a wordide network o 7- to 13-year-olds
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Total Fertility Rate for World
and Selected Regions, 1950 to 2000
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U.S. Rates of Divorce and Abortion,

1976 to 1996

Rate per 1,000 Women*
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Five Reasons Parents Should Relax About Cyber Love:

1. Alcohol isn't served

2. Meeting someone doesn't require new clothes

3. Your son can't get someone pregnant

4. Your daughter can't get pregnant

5. No one ever contracted an STD through a made cable

-Don Tapscot,Growing Up Digtal (1999)
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PMEIL YYSSW. WDUGU? MYOB! YOOC! DTS!
1CCL! IKWUM. GTG. TTYL. (Tanslation: Par-
don me for jumping in. Yeah, yeah, sure,
sure, whatever.Why don'tyou grow up? Mind
Jour own business! You're out o control!
Don'tthink so! | could care fess! | know what
Jou mean. Gotta go.Talkto you later)

—common web-talk acronyms
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Rates of Pregnancy, Abortion, and Birth
for Girls Aged 15-17, 1980 to 1996*
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Do You Worry About Family Finances?

Alot:  12%
Attimes:  46%
Notreally: ~ 42%

—suey o . teens, USA Weskend (August 2, 1999)
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Can Sexual Urges Be Controlled?

Aways: 51%  Never: 4%
Surveyof 10000 12-to 16-year-lds, “Poject eally” (1999)
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'PUBLIC SCHOOLS DETENTION CENTER

‘THE ZERO TOLERANCE FOUR
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Do You Support Zero Tolerance in High Schools?
Yes: 69%  No: 26%

—survey of all ages, Hartis/xcitepol (ovember 12, 1999)
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Life Goals

Having a well-paying job: ~ 81%
Having a good relationship with parents:  77%
Getting married:  57%

Having children: ~ 38%
Owning a business:  28%

—response ofstudens n grades 7-12,
in PRIMEDIRoper (November 1938) ationa Youth Survey
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Compared to 10 Years Ago, Are Students’
Oral English Skills Better o Worse?

Better  Worse
Elementary School ~ 33%  21%
Middle School ~ 20% 3%
High School  17%  52%

—asked of teacher i Faitax Couny (VA
in Teachers'Survey (1999)
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What are the major causes of problems in SOCIETY today?
Seven top answers from students in grades 7-12 in 1998
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World War | & Prohibition
New Deal & Word War I
American High
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Culture Wars & Roaring ‘%05





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_018_r1.jpg
SOCIETY & CULTURE
child Nurure
Family Stabilty
Family Policy Pririty
School Emphasis
Crime and Drugs
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MILLENNIAL CHILDHOOD LOCATION IN HISTORY

HISTORY & EVENTS

Era

Presidents
Confrontations Abroat
Economy

Popular Phrases

TECHNOLOGY

Electronic Products

Consumer Products

Public Infrastructure

Boomer Childhood
©.1945-85

American High

Truman to Kennedy
Horea to Cuba
Affuent Soiety

Cold War
AskNot

Pax Anericana
1Have A Dream

broadcast TV
78sand LPs
8mm filn
vacuum tubes
mainframes

madein USA

sedans and stationwagons
electric ranges

foom fans.

test sateltes
B-52s
interstate highways

Yer Childhood
©.1965-85

Consciousness
Revolution

1B)to Carter
Vietnam to an
Stagfation

Great Society
HellNo!
Linits to Growth
Malzise

cable TV
cassettes and CDs
VCRs

transistors
calculators

imports
Beetles and hatchbacks.
mictowaves

A units

moon launches
CBs
teloom sateltes

Millennial Childhood
©.1985-today

Culture Wars &
Roaring Nincties

Reagan to Clnton
Iraq to Kosowo
Long Boom

Morning Again
Kinder, Gentler
Family Values
Culture Wars

interactive TV
streaming and MP3s
Vs

microchips

personal computers

global production
minivans and SUVs
delivered food
climate control

space shutles
stealth and smart bombs
the intemnet
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:“Did you kil?"

A “No.”

@: “Did you have 2 gun?”
A “Yes”

@: “Did you aim the gun?”
A “Yes”

: “Did you fire it?"

A “Yes”

: “What happened?”

A: “They just fell down.”

—interview of achildsodier i A,
inwake! (Api'3,1999)
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MILLENNIALS RISING

THE NEXT GREAT GENERATION

NEIL HOWE AND
WILLIAM STRAUSS
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Birth Year Markers and Famous Young People
BY BIRTH YEAR

1974 Leonardo DiCaprio, Alanis oissete Jdediah Purdy
1975 Lauryn Hill, Wendy Shalt, Tiger Woods, Livan Hernandez

A 1976 Aica Silerstone, Peyton Manning, Jevon Kearse:

1977 James Van Der Beek, Fiona Apple, Sarah Michell Gellar

1978 College Class of 2000, obe Biyant, teve Fancis

1979 Brandy,Jennifer Love Hewitt, Azliyah Haughton

1980 Chelsea Clinton, Macaulay Culin,Chrstina Aguilera

1981 Brtney Spears, Serena Williams, Rachael Leigh Cook,

Anna Kounikova, Jonny Lang

|GEN-X

[MILLENNIALS|

1982 High School Class of 2000, LeAnn Rimes, Tera Lipinski,
‘Anna Paguin, Thora Birch, Kirsten Dunst,
Kieran Culkin, LeeLee Sobieski

1983 Taylor Hanson, ila Konis

1984 Amelia Atwater-Rhodes, Jena Malone, Mandy Moore

1985 Zac Hanson, rankie Muniz, Brendan Baker

Y1986 Eighth-Grade Class of 2000, Amanda Bynes,
Mary Kate Oisen, Ashley Olsen Jessica McClure,
Megan Kanka, Baby M

1988 Sinth-Grade Class of 2000, Haley Joel Osment

1989 Jake Lioyd

1990 Jonathan Lipnick, Myes Jfirey

1991 Third-Grade Class of 2000, JonBenet Ramsey

1993 Elién Gonzdlez

1984 Kindergarten Class of 2000

1997 McCaughey septuplets

1998 Chukwu octuplets
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Top Web Sites (grades 1-12)
. Nickelodeon

. Disney

. Geocities

. Yahoo

. National Basketball Association
. Public Broadcasting System

. Worm World

—American Lirary Associaton
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The Preferred Name: “Millennials™

“Several thousand peaple st suggestions to abcnews con.
Some thought that gen.com would be a good idea. Others
said Generation Y, Generation Whatever, Gen-D was one. The
Boomlets. The Prozac Generation. When everyone gat talking
about it online, the second-largest number thought there
should be no label at all, and the greatest interest was in the
Millennium Generation, o the Millennials.”

—Pete onnings, ABC World News Toight, 12/19/97

TOP TEN SUGGESTED NAMES (abe.com pol)

1. Milennials 6. Generation.com
2. “Don't Label Us” 7. Generation 2000
3. Generation Y (or Why?) 8. Echo Boom

4. Generation Tech 9. Boomer Babies
5. Generation Next 10, Generation XX
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Stores That Treat Teens the Best:
supermariets, discount stores

Stores That Treat Teens the Worst:
‘computer stores, car dealers

Strongest Brand Loyalties:
magazines, music, jeans

Weakest Brand Loyalties:
electronic games, computer products

—PRIMEDINRoper 1998 Nationa Yuth Survey
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12- to 17-Year-Olds Who Own Stock

1998: 1%
1999: 11%

—Meril Lynch survey
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What are the major causes of problems in SCHOOLS today?
Seven top answers from students in grades 7-12 in 1998
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Events That Made the Biggest Impression
on the High School Class of 2000

1. Columbine
2. Warin Kosovo

3. Oklahoma City bombing

4. Princess D' death

5. Clinton impeachment trial
6.0, Simpson trial

1. Rodney King rits

Lewinsky scandal

9. Fallof Belin Wall

10. McGuire-Sosa homer derby

—Class of 2000 Suvey (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_129_r1.jpg
Employment Rate of 15-Year-0lds,
Late 705 and Late ‘905
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OUT: Bad boy Dennis Rodman
IN: Good guy Kobe Bryant

—dvertising Age (1999)
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U.S. Youth Population, Aged 15-24,
in Millions, 1930 to 2020
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How Schoolkids Aged 13-17
‘Spent Their Own Money in 1996

Other (%) — -

Vacation (6%) — L Savings (26%)

Food (11%) —

Entrtinment (16%)

Transportation & Insurance (17%)
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“DID YOU FORGET TO GIVE HIM HIS RITALIN TODAY?”
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Rate per 100,000

Self-Inflicted Accidents and Suicides,
Rate for Teens Aged 15-19, 1979 to 1997
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Rate per 100,000

Mortality Rate for U.S. Teens Aged 15-19,1960 to 1997
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Death Rate per 10,000 U.S. Births:

1946 1996
For mothers 18 1
For infants: 338 7

U National Center for Health Satstics (1999)
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Child Immunization Rate (ful/ series):
1992: 55%
19%: 5%

—Domna Shalla, Seretary of ealth and Human
‘Senvices (April 10, 1999)
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Percent of College Freshman Having ...

1973 1998
Mother with college
degee or higher 0% 4%
Father with colege
degee or higher % M%

—The Ameican Freshman, UCLA (1997-98)
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01d Advice: “Put him outside in the sun.”
New Thinking: “Protect your baby from harmful rays.”

—When o Nnows Best,”Child (May, 1999)
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Total U.S. Births, in Millions, 1950 to 1998
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QUESTIONS
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When You Reach Your Parents’ Age,
Do You Think You Will Be:

Better off than they are now: 52%
Worseoff: 4%

—survey of teens, in USA Weshend (Mo 2, 1999)
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High School Students Taking a Daily Gym Class

1991 42 percent
1997: 27 percent

Newsweok (dugust 2, 1999)
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" BUT DAAAD, T DON'T WANT TO GROW UP TO BE SMUG LIKE You”
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" WHAT'S THIS THING FOR ?...”
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Wait Until Married to Have Sex?

Very important: 53%
Somewhat important: 23%
Not impartant: 22%

—Surveyf 12-to 14-year-lds, Time Gy 5, 1999)
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GENERATION®  BIRTH YEARS ~ FAMOUS MAN

Purtan 15881617
Cavaller 16181647
1688-1673
Enlghtenment 1674-1700
Mvakening  1701-1723
Liverty  1724-1741

~ Repubiican [RUZSYCH
Compramise 17671791
Transcendental  1792-1821
Gilded  1822-1842
1843-1859
Wissionary 1860-1882
Lost 1883-1900
ol [t
sient 1925-1942

Boom  1943-1960
19611981

John Winthrop
Nathaniel Bacon
Catton Mather
Peter Zenger
Benjamin Frankiin
George Washington
Thomas Jefferson
Andrew Jackson
Abraham Lincoln
Ulysses S. Grant.
Woodrow Wilson
Frankiin Roosevelt
Duight Eisenhover
John Kennedy
Colin Powell
Steven Spielberg
Michael Dell
Frankie Muniz

FAMOUS WOMAN

Anne Hutchinson
Mary Dyer
Hannah Dustin
Mary Musgrove
Eliza Pinckney
Mercy Warten
Abigail Adams.
Dolley Madison
Susan B. Anthony.
Lovisa May Alcott
Mary Cassatt
Emma Goldman
Dorothy Parker
Clare Boathe Luce
Glora Steinem
Oprah Winfrey
Jndie Foster
Mandy Moore

hero gneratons shated
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Rate per 10000

Rate of Drug Abuse Overdose Fatalities,
by Age, 1979 and 1995
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“T FEEL SORRY FOR KIDS TODAY, THEYVE GOT NOTHINGTO REBEL AGAINST!” |
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Recipe for a Post-Millennial “6en 2"
(Born 2001-2020):

1. one part introspective intelectualism
from the Slent Generation

2. half partoutspoken idealsm from the
Baby Boomers

3. two parts action-not-words from the Gen
Yers

4. one part communal ptimism from the
Millennials

5. dash of salt, pinch of thyme

6. serve with asparagus orsaffron rice

—Willam Thomas, “Gen 22°in
The X Zone (August 10, 1999)
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Which “Bill” might you pick as godfather for your child?

Bill Cosby ~ 76%
Bill Muray 1%
Bill Gates  10%
Bill Clinton 1%

“Hom and Pop Cultue Surey,”Child (pril 1999)
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By the Time You're 30, What Do You Expect to Earn?

Median answer: $75,000
Actual median eamings of 30-year-olds in 1999: $27,000

suvey of teens, in USA TodayWekend (y 2, 1939)
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GENERATIONAL CONSTELLATIONS SINCE WORLD WAR I

Phase of Life
Entering
Elderhood

Entering
Midife

Entering
Young Adulthood

Entering
Childhood

Boomer
Childhood Era:
©.1945-65

Tough
lost

Ponerful
Gls

Conformist
Silnt

Indulged
Boomers

Xer

Childhood Era;

©.1965-85
Entitled
Gls

Experimental
Silent

Narcissistic
Boomers

Ovelooked
Xers

Millennial
Childhood Era:
©.1985-today

Empathic
Sitent

Judgmental
Boomers

Pragmatic
ers

Protected
Millnials
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High School Class of 2000,
Opinion of Generational Reputations
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Typical Fears of Parents for a Child’s Health

Late 1940s: Pli, diphtheria, whooping cough, meningitis
Late 1990s: Meningiis, ear infectons, colds, brain tumors, cancer
—The Oregonian (October 29, 1997)
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* SAY ULYSSES, MAYBE. WE OUGHT TO GET BACK IN THE
‘TIME MACHINE AND DO IT THE OLD WAY!”
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Mothers with Children Younger than 6,
Percent Employed

1960 1998
anyemployment:  20%  61%
fulltime:  NA 42%

—US.Bureau ofthe Census (2000)
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Percentage of Women Who Would Quit
Their Jobs If They Stopped Needing the Money

1970s:  about 30%
1989 38%
1991 56%

The WallStret Journal (ly 23, 1993)
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Among Children Who Live with a Single Mom,
the Percentage Whose MomIs ... .
1950 1980 1998
Widowed:  34% 1% 4%
Divorced: 2% 42%  M4%
NeverMarried: 2% 15%  40%

—US Bureau ofthe Census (2000)
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Percentof All Women vith Children

Rate of Labor Force Participation by Women
with Children under Age 18, 1960 to 1998
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Percentage of 3- to 5-Year-Olds Who Have a Story
Read to Them at Least Three Times a Week
1991 1996
White kids:  40%  59%
Blackkids: 3% 41%
Latinokids: ~ 38%  47%

—Natonal Household Education Surveys (1991, 1996)
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0f All the People You Know or Know About,
Who Do You Look Up to the Most?

Myparents:  79%
Atletes: 3%

—survey of 12- 0 14-year-olds, Time Gy 5 1999)
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Proportion of Parents Claiming to Have
“Strict” Rules on Child TV Watching
1976 49%

1994 62%

—Roper poll of parents,
inThe New York imes (Gctober 11, 1935)
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Which Security Measures Do You Favor?

metal detectors in schools:  86%
regulating violent video games and T shows:  69%
restricting violence in movies and on CDs:  59%

—surveyof aduls and teen,inUSA Weekend (ly 4, 1999)
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Bf ULTRASAFE TEEN CAR
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Should New Parents Take a Mandatory Parenting Class?
Blacks: 72%
Latinos: 6%
Asians: 56%
Whites: 47%

—percent saing yesinsuney Los Angeles Times (lune 13,1999)
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Percent of AllChildren

Official U.S. Poverty Rate
for Children under Age 18, 1982 to 1998
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TODAY:
HARRY POTTER
READING GROUP






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_114_r1.jpg
DECADE

19208
19305

(TRENOR: teen canteens

19405
19505

MAKERS

Lost
Gls

Gls
Sient

BUYERS

Gls

TREMOR: Amercan Badstandand th tist)

19605
19708

Sient

Boomers

Boomers

Boomers

(TREMOR: TV and new )

19805
19905

Boomers
Gen Yers

Gen Yers
Gen Yers

(TREMOR: MP3 and oy bants)

20005
2105

Gen Yers
Millennials

Millennials
Millennials

NUSIC

ginfizjoz
big band

craoning

crossover

prtest rock

disco

altemative

gunge, 2p

synthetic pop

SR

Louis Armstrong

Benny Goodman

Frank Sinatra

Elis Presley

Bob Dylan
Bee Gees

Madonna

Nirvana

Backstreet Boys





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_093-189_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_113_r1.jpg
“DADDY, T WANT YOUTO MEET MY NEW BOY BAND!”
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Of All Male Seniors at McLean (VA) High School:

98% participate in after-school actvity
60% bite ther fingernails

13% have some piercing

10% have a tattoo

—survey by Mclean AP Satistcs Closs (1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_078_r1.jpg
What's Bad About Being a Kid?

What Parents Mainly Say:
crime, youth vilence, guns: 39%

What Their Kids Mainly Say:
school, homenwork,getting bossed around:  32%

—Surveyof12-to 4-yer-lds and therparents,
Time Guly 5, 1999)
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From Grade School Essays About Politics:
Some of ur presidents never did much else and
are famous only because they became president.

The nominees are usually called candidates or

campaigners, although | have heard them called

other things.

Noncomittal i to be able to talk and tak without

saying anything.

Poltca srategyis when you don't et peope know

You have run outof ideas and heep shauting anyway
—collectedinthe 1990, ot San Diego tae Colege
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Weekly Hours of Children Aged 3-12, by Activity,
Percent Change from 1981 to 1997
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Percentage of 12- to 17-Year-Olds:

Wiho believe they could be elected president someday: 62%
Wiho vould want the job: Girls—21%, Boys—13%

—Survey of 12-to 17-year-olts, ABCNEWS.com (February 15, 1999)
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Which Would You Rather Play?

Video games:  26%
Soccer: T4%

—American Disogue Suvey
Of 8-t 12-jer-ols, TOWA/Chiat/Dy (1996)
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“YOU GET F/VE MINUTES BETWEEN SOCCERAND PIANO?
'WHAT DOYOU DOWITH ALL THAT FREE TIME ?/7”
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Slang Translator:

chronic: really great
rat's bite:

awerty: computer freak
poc

tchance

: g0 away

—feezone.com






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_071_r1.jpg
High School Seniors (per 1,000
Who Took AP Examinations

1984 19%
White L] 133
Latino % "
Black 8 32

U, NatonalCenter for
Educaton Statistis (1998)
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Share of All U.S. Students Meeting National Education
Goals in Mathematics, 1990 and 1996
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Percent of Exch Grade

Share of Schoolkids Who Watch Four or More

Hours of TV per Day, 1984 and 1996
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"COME ON KIDS! WOULDN'T YOU REALLY RATHER G0 BACK TO DISNEYWORLD?”
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Which Show Do You Think May Be Inappropriate,
But You Let Your Child Watch It Anyway?

The Simpsons: 51%
South Park: 4%

—*Wom and Pop Cultre Suvey,”Child (Apr, 1999)






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_116_r1.jpg
riends to the End”

it of consecutive Pokéon sfows,
TV Guide (September 3, 1999)
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Think About Students a Few Years Older
‘Than You. When They Were Your Age,
Did They Have More or Less ...

less  More

Homework 4% 11%
Scheduled activties ~ 58%  12%
Demanding teachers ~ 46%  15%

—Class of 2000 Suvey (1999)
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Minutes per Week

Average Time Spent per Week on Homework

by Students Aged 6-8, 1981 and 1997
o

123 minutes
w

w0
@
4 minutes
w

2

w81 1997






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_101_r1.jpg
Rate pr 1000 Youths, 1217

s

0

-

w0

3

0

=

Serious Violent Crime, Rate of Offenders and Victims

Aged 12-17, 1980 to 1998

A

195 1982 1984 198 1988 1990 1992 194 195 1998

Offender e






OEBPS/images/Howe_9780307557940_epub_067_r1.jpg
Compared to 10-15 Years Ago, Does Your
Middle School Curriculum Emphasize ... .

Teaching to tests
Group projects
Community service
Good citizenship
Tracking by abilty

More  Less
%% 0%
5% 8%
63%  18%
50%  29%
18%  63%

—asked of middle school toschers

inFartax County (V) in Teacher’s Survey (1999)
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Percentofall Kid, 12-17

Share of Kids Aged 1217 Having Specified Drug
‘within Last Month, 1979 to 1998
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Incidents of Fighting at Public Schools
in Long Beach, California

135

st

Before School Uniforms, 1993-94 At School Uniforms, 1994-95
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Proportion of Kindergartners Spending
Full Days (Rather than Half-Days) in School:

1970 12%
1980: 29%
1990: 42%

USAToday (une 30, 1992)
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Number of States with Academic Standards
in Core Subjects:

1996: 14
1999: 49
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Scientific Observations by Fifth and Sixth Graders:

When pegple run around and around in circes
we say they are crazy. When planets do t, e
say they ae arbiting.

We say the cause of perfume disappearing is
evaporation. Evaporation gets blamed for a ot
ofthings people forget to put the topon

‘The moon is 2 lanet jus ik the earth, only it
is even deader.

—clem.mscd.ody
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AND WHILE YOU'REATIT,
HELP ME PASS HELP MY SCHOOL MAKE THE GOVERNOR
PASS THE NEW P N

TAKE THE NEW
(GOVERNOR'S TEST. GOVERNOR'S TEST. GOVERNOR'S TEST!
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Are students today doing better or worse than they were 10-15 years ago?
Response of elementary school teachers in Fairfax County (VA), 1989
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6™ GRADE OFFICERS

CLASSPRESIDENT — PEDRO
INTERN — NATASHA
SPECIAL PROSEQUTOR = X1U X1U
HOUSE MANAGERS ~ Zp ¢, MAX, CALVIN
TALK SHOW HOST- MADVSON
CLASSPOLLSTER ~ LATEESHA
SPINMEISTER ~ AHMAD
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High School Seniors (per 1,000)
Who Taok AP Examinations
1984 199
Male 50 m
Female 50 144

U, Natonal Center forEducatin Satstcs (1998)
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Survey of Students Aged 14-18 in 1998-99,
Answers by Gender
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Do You Have Friends of a Different Race?

Yes: 90%
—Survey of 6- o L-year-lds Time (uy 5, 1999)






