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PRAISE FOR Too Safe for Their Own Good:
How Risk and Responsibility Help Teens Thrive 

“At a time of escalating anxiety about teenagers, Too Safe for Their Own Good is the wake-up call we’ve been waiting for. Ungar not only shows why too much safety and not enough risk is a bad thing for adolescents, but he also gives practical tips for finding the right balance. Written with both authority and a light touch, this is required reading for parents, educators and anyone else who cares about our teens.”

– CARL HONORÉ, author of In Praise of Slow and Under Pressure 

“Too Safe for Their Own Good offers us fresh, powerful and deeply relevant ideas about the developmental needs of teenagers. Ungar’s thought-provoking book is both wise and practical. All of us parents, therapists and educators who work with adolescents will benefit from his ideas on what teenagers require for optimal growth. This is a paradigm-shifting book.”

– MARY PIPHER, PH.D., author of Reviving Ophelia 

“Michael Ungar clearly demonstrates that risk and responsibility are meat and potatoes for the teenage soul; and he delivers his message to parents with compassion and the hard-earned wisdom of a veteran practitioner.”

– CHRIS MERCOGLIANO, author of In Defense 
of Childhood: Protecting Kids’ Inner Wildness 

“Too Safe for Their Own Good is a terrific book. It offers parents such a different and smart view of raising teens that every parent should read it.”

– EVAN IMBER-BLACK, PH.D., author of The Secret Life of Families and director of the Center for Families and Health, Ackerman Institute for the Family 

“Michael Ungar has written an exciting, timely, and important book, one that significantly advances understanding of the bases of resilience and health among diverse children around the globe. He provides an innovative and insightful conception of the central role that both risk and responsibility play in enabling young people to thrive and to become adults who are ready to contribute to families, communities, and civil society. The vision and voice in this book compellingly illustrate why the scholarship of Professor Ungar is regarded internationally as a vital resource for enhancing science, policies, and programs fostering well-being among young people everywhere.”

– RICHARD LERNER, PH.D., author of The Good Teen 

“In this well thought-out and lucid book, Michael Ungar makes a compelling case for us to stop bubble-wrapping our children. Healthy risk-taking is a crucial component of identity formation and Ungar provides a much-needed guide for parents looking to find the right balance between healthy risks and harmful ones.”

– MICHAEL CARR-GREGG, adolescent psychologist and author of The Princess Bitchface Syndrome 

“Author, social worker and family therapist Michael Ungar’s experience shows us the unintentional harm that can come from good intentions . . . Ungar helps us understand that over-parenting and trying to reduce the risk of physical harm to zero leads to unintentional side effects . . . Let’s take off the bubble wrap and let our kids breathe.” 

– SILKEN LAUMANN, Olympian and author of Right to Play 

“This book is a must-read for all parents who worry about their children’s safety and wellbeing. Michael Ungar, an internationally respected expert on raising resilient youth, provides valuable information and vivid case illustrations in this practical resource. In today’s hyper-stressed and precarious world, families more than ever need his research-informed wisdom and guidelines to help their children avoid harmful risks and yet actively engage life challenges to build resilience and encourage positive growth.”

– FROMA WALSH, PH.D., author of Strengthening Family Resilience 

“This book will be of great interest to parents and practitioners. Especially useful is the guidance Ungar provides about how to empathize and understand the function of risky behavior on the road to helping children grow and thrive. The title emphasizes a central message of the book, i.e., ‘Do not “protect” children from opportunities to engage in challenging experiences,’ but the scope of the book is much broader, addressing many important questions faced by today’s youth and their families.”

– BARBARA FRIESEN, Director, Research and Training Center on Family Support and Children’s Mental Health, Portland State University 

“With Too Safe for Their Own Good,Michael Ungar is likely to touch the parent of any teenager. He illustrates the positives of what many see as only negative: taking a risk. What child learned to walk without daring to take that first step? What teen learned to drive without turning the key for the first time? Risk is essential for children to develop, and Ungar kindly instructs parents how to help their children discover the right balance between taking risks for growth and taking risks to the point of harm. This book is a must-read for parents worried about their risk-taking youth.”

– DAVID C. SCHWEBEL, PH.D., Associate Professor and Vice Chair, Department of Psychology; Director, UAB Youth Safety Lab, University of Alabama at Birmingham 
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“If you want to be miserable, think about yourself.
If you want to be happy, think of others.”
SAKYONG MIPHAM RINPOCHE 
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author’s note: the children and their families

In order to protect the privacy of all the individuals with whom I have had the privilege to work, the stories I share in this book are a blend of both real, but disguised, and imagined details, based on the lived experience of the many young people and their families that I have met through my research and clinical practice. The youth and their families in these pages are substitutes for, or composites of, individuals whose identities must, of course, remain confidential. None of the people portrayed actually exists as I describe them. If some readers think they recognize someone in these pages, the resemblance is purely coincidental. Perhaps, if the stories sound familiar, it is because throughout my career in a number of communities, big and small, I have met hundreds of young people and families with much in common.



preface

I started writing this book on the day the principal of our local elementary school told me about a conversation he’d had with a parent of one of his eleven-year-old students. Driving home after work, he’d passed the boy playing road hockey with his friends. When the principal waved hello, the boy shouted back, “F— you!” and then, with a big smirk, went back to his game. The next morning, with a defiant boy in his office, the principal phoned the boy’s mother. He was astounded when she told him, “You have no right to discipline my son. He was off school property and it was after school hours. You have no say over what he does. I’ll decide what to do with him, not you.”

The principal stammered, “I see,” and hung up. He still gave the student a detention, but he wondered later what would become of such a boy.

I wasn’t that surprised by the mother’s response. I’ve seen fathers at my children’s soccer games yell insults at thirteen-year-olds on opposing teams. I’ve seen parents at the university where I teach hire lawyers to defend their sons and daughters who have been caught plagiarizing. I’ve seen a mother of a three-year-old complain angrily to a daycare worker that another three-year-old was bullying her child by not getting off the playground swing quickly enough.

While parents don’t consciously raise their children to be self-centred, there are subtle and not-so-subtle things we do that teach our children to think about themselves (“me”) first, and about others and their own connection to those others (“we”) second. We can decide to consciously steer our children in the direction of more socially responsible behaviour. I’m convinced their generation has the potential to become far more connected with others and more compassionate than the generation raising them was raised to be (that’s us). In the pages that follow I’ll show how to raise children to think We during these Me-thinking times.

ON-LINE BUT IN NEED OF TOUCH 

Say the phrase “connected kids” and most parents think about an Internet generation of MSN-chatting, online-gaming, text-messaging, and YouTube-surfing young people. They think of children sequestered in their bedrooms surrounded by technology, hardly wanting to break for dinner. This book is about a different kind of connected child.

Despite appearances to the contrary, our kids still crave old-fashioned flesh-and-blood connections with their parents, and with lots of other adults in their communities besides. They have a need to feel close to those who populate the “village” that raises them. But our children, whether they are five years old or fifteen, need parents most.

One parent or two, step-parents, or a caring grandparent who takes over when necessary – it doesn’t really matter who’s doing the parenting as long as it includes modelling the compassion that nurtures children’s own caring instincts. When we show children compassion, the odds are that they will grow up giving a damn about others, and caring about people in their families and communities as much as they care about themselves. They’ll become a We Generation.

Raising children to think We might just help us rethink some of our own Me-thinking ways. Afer all, many of us grew up in Me-thinking times. We feel guilty about driving huge gas-guzzling vehicles, but keep driving them to get our children safely to school or hockey practice. We try to forget the impact our actions have on the environment, while our children in the back seat report what their teacher said about global warming and our environmental “footprint.” We don’t mean to segregate our communities, but choose to live in gated communities just the same. We blush with embarrassment when our children finally notice that the poor people have been pushed away. We mumble something about “That’s just the way it is,” or make a donation to the food bank, but we are shy to say anything about how our choices are part of the problem. We want our children to have access to every available medical and social service imaginable, but we look for ways to avoid paying our taxes, hoping someone else will foot the bill. We don’t mean to be so self-centred, but as individual adults, we haven’t shown much inclination to take responsibility for the fiscal, environmental, or social liabilities we are leaving our children. It is a small step from such selfishness to the actions of the parent who excuses her son’s belligerent behaviour when his principal calls home.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK 

Each chapter that follows provides part of the solution to the problem of self-centred kids. The Introduction begins with setting out what I mean by a We Generation. It talks about what our children really want (connections) and how parents can nurture We-thinking by showing kids what it means to act compassionately towards others. Through stories about young people who want connections with their parents, I demonstrate the pivotal role parents play in preparing the We Generation for their contribution.

In Chapter One, I show that lots of parents are already doing many things right when it comes to raising We-thinking kids. In this chapter, readers are provided an exercise to reflect on their successes, then with information on the stages children and youth grow through as they become moral beings capable of giving back to their families and communities.

Chapter Two explores the importance of attachments to others in the lives of children. It shows how interactions with adults begin a cycle of growth. Compassion leads to connections, then to responsibility, and finally to citizenship. An exercise helps parents evaluate how much their child is thinking We already. The chapter also discusses the dangers our children face when they and their parents fail to adequately connect: selfishness, alienation, exploitation, and disenfranchisement.

Chapter Three stresses the importance of connections to other adults besides parents. Grandparents, neighbours, and the parents of our children’s friends can all help children learn to think We. I also take a look at what divorce means to children’s sense of connectedness and how we can help them feel attached even when their parents are in conflict and nuclear families splinter.

Chapter Four looks critically at why we have stopped touching our children. Through lessons learned around the world, I challenge readers to let their children be touched physically by the adults in their lives. With appropriate touch, children learn to show compassion for others.

In Chapter Five I discuss the value of both emotional and spiritual connections for children. I show how children substitute sexual activity for emotional intimacy. I suggest ways parents can become their children’s spiritual and emotional guides. But this chapter also emphasizes that raising a We Generation doesn’t mean telling children how to express themselves or what to believe; we help children best when we help them show tolerance for others.

In Chapter Six, I show how we can invite children of any age to take responsibility for themselves and others. To make these invitations, we need to speak with children in ways that draw them into their families and communities. In this chapter I help parents find ways to have engaging conversations with their children.

Chapter Seven makes the argument that those large “monster” homes in brand-new suburbs can put children at risk. This chapter takes a critical look at how we have built our communities and our houses. It argues that many of the structures we have built don’t help children connect, not with their parents nor with their communities. It suggests solutions as well, ways we can fight against the anonymity children experience in big houses in wealthy suburbs.

In Chapter Eight, the focus shifts from our children’s homes to their “villages.” It’s all well and good to say it takes a village to raise a child, but how exactly do we get our children to think about the welfare of all villagers? In this chapter, I offer examples of how young people can be inspired to think about their community, and even more importantly, how communities can make themselves inviting for young people. From the work of Jane Jacobs to the thoughts of Marc and Craig Kielburger, this chapter provides practical ideas to make villages kid-friendly places.

The Conclusion shows that children who experience compassion at home and in their communities are at an advantage globally. These are the young people who will have the emotional and moral foundation from which to navigate cyberspace safely. Realizing the potential of a We Generation, however, depends on how well our children experience compassion, are provided responsibility, and engage as citizens.

BEYOND ME-THINKING 

Finding solutions to Me-thinking ways requires that we ask ourselves: 

• What can we do as parents to help young people think We instead of Me? Our children today need (and want) guidance from parents if they are to realize their potential as a We Generation.

• How can we build our homes, communities, and schools so that young people feel connected? The structures we provide make a difference.  Children are more likely to think We when provided homes, communities, and schools that make connections easier.

• How can we protect our children from such dangers as Internet predators, the glorification of violence, or the emotional crush of busy families and unconnected communities? The compassion we show our children in our homes can inoculate them against the dangers they face beyond our front doors.

There is a saying about wealth: the first generation earns it, the second generation saves it, and the third spends it. My hope is that our children do not ignore the sacrifices their grandparents and great-grandparents made with their lives to ensure peace and security. They were the forebears of the We Generation. In fact, studies show that today’s children resemble their grandparents more than they do their parents when it comes to their behaviour in social spaces.1

Regardless of who our children mimic, if we teach young people compassion and insist that they share responsibility for others, the legacy of past generations won’t be wasted. This is a time of opportunity, of the (post)modern family.



introduction: the we generation

On the streets of a city that is just big enough to have city-size problems, a group of girls hang out in a downtown square. Many come from good homes. Hanging out on the street is an easy way to find adventure. They have tattoos on their backs and shoulders and piercings in their tongues and eyebrows. Their hair has streaks of red and magenta. They use the f-word without apology and brag about sex. They smoke pot. They want to fight. They like the way the couples strolling through the square on warm summer evenings stare at them, then quickly move on. The girls know people are on edge when they’re around.

The girls will all eventually go home. Christina will slip through the backdoor of her 2,700-square-foot palace, with surround-sound televisions and four bathrooms, one for each family member. She will call out a half-hearted “I’m home” to her parents, who went to bed hours earlier. Perhaps one of them will wake up long enough to come downstairs and tell her, “Good night, now,” before heading back to bed, and that will be Christina’s cue to wander into the kitchen and find a plate of leftovers in the fridge from the dinner she missed. She’ll eat by herself at the kitchen island. Still slightly stoned on the weed the girls were given by the men they teased, she won’t bother to reheat the plate but will just nibble a bit on the pork chop, tough and overdone from waiting for her. The quiet makes her feel sad. She gives her old dog a pat, then climbs the stairs.

She feels so alone. She wants to talk to someone, but the people who matter most are the ones she’s pushed away. Her relationship with her parents is a tangled mess of demands and gnashing of teeth. As she passes their room, she thinks about going in, waking them up, sitting between them, talking about the rude things she heard, feeling safe and perfect again. Instead, she goes to her room and locks the door behind her. She stretches out on her bed, the room spinning from the effects of the pot she smoked, straining to hear the muffled snores of her father in the next room and murmurs from her mother who lies next to him.

Lying on her bed, Christina closes her eyes and thinks back to the social worker who visited the girls on the street tonight. She was in her thirties. With jeans that had no rips. And a jacket, black, with a white crest that told everyone the name of the organization she works for. She passed out condoms. And pamphlets about safe sex. And asked the girls if they needed anything. Christina liked the social worker. She’d seen her there before. She was helping the girls tell City Council why they needed the square. Why they didn’t like the police chasing them away. Why the city should put in public toilets for them to use at night.

Christina rolls on her side to slow down the room’s spinning. She recalls that the woman asked the girls what they would do if they got pregnant. Christina had shouted, “I’d keep it! Raise it!”

“So what would you do if your own daughter ran away from home?” the social worker asked. “Was living on the street, here on the square most nights?”

Christina had drawn hard on the joint she was holding. The smoke curled into her eyes, so that they teared up a little. She squinted at the social worker. “If she ran, I’d go find her. There is absolutely nothing that could stop me from going and looking for her. F—in’ nothing.” The girls all nodded. They like it when Christina gives them a voice, says what they’re thinking. “And if I found her, I’d haul her back home.”

“I believe you, Christina,” the social worker said. “Are you telling me, though, that if your own mother came and found you now, that you’d go home with her?”

Christina laughed. “Hell, no,” she said. Then she stared at the social worker, her eyes still moist. “But I’d want to be found.”

Lying there in the dark, Christina’s thoughts drift to the street. Then back to the emptiness she feels at home and the argument she can expect over breakfast the next morning. As she finally passes out, the room lurching around her, she mouths quietly to herself, “Who cares . . . who . . . f—in’ . . . cares.”

THE WE GENERATION 

At this time of great social change and technological innovation, it’s easy for parents to overlook what kids really want: connections. Not electronic, virtual, real-time chatter, but one-on-one attention and touch. All our computer-driven mass communication is creating a generation that can gossip at lightning speed, research anything about anyone with a few keystrokes, and morph into uncontrolled communities in cyberspace. This generation is more connected than any other before it, but the connections are superficial. Beneath the whirling cacophony of the information revolution are children pleading for someone to notice them. They are looking for genuine connections with concerned adults: parents, teachers, coaches, even the store clerk who sells them a Red Bull. Our children want to be known to others. They want their parents to notice them. They want to be loved and caressed. And they want to be held responsible, for themselves and for others.

If we don’t believe it, it’s because we have chosen to believe instead the stories about young people we hear in the media, movies, and advertising, stories that just aren’t true. While it may not always seem so, they are not all troubled kids. Growing up needn’t be a time of “storm and stress.”2 Despite a few blow-ups that end in “I hate you,” our children want to play a part in their families and communities, at least they do when they are given the opportunity.

The We Generation is a reaction to the individualism we’ve handed them. As sociologist Zygmunt Bauman tells us, we are in a time of “liquid modernity.”3 Everything we assumed was solid is in flux: identity, community, geographic boundaries, loyalties. Our children live in a time when they have far more choice than any other generation at any time in history. Their connectivity through the Internet and a five-hundred-channel universe means they can pick and choose bits of their identity from around the world. Our children’s music can be world beat–infused Indian hip-hop, retro sixties rock, electric pop, or Colombian salsa. Kids can wear their hair long and shaggy like their favourite rock star or weave it into dreadlocks or dye it green for something radically different. They have, superficially, endless possibilities, in a world that floods them with one identity choice after another. Their allegiances to any one movement, belief, or community are serial. They thrive on temporary monogamy, choosing to forget that change is inevitable.

The paradox, however, is that with this freedom to migrate between identities comes a profound wish for belonging. Capturing this push-pull tension between individualism and belonging, Swedish management consultant and futurist Mats Lindgren calls this generation of young people born since the late 1980s the MeWe Generation. Lindgren explains that he has found in his research with young people in Europe since 1989 that the more one is individualistic, the less one feels whole. “Although the MeWes travel and experience more than any other generation before them, the small things in life still get the highest scores. A happy life is based on relations and companionship.”4

While Lindgren paints a picture of young people balanced between the Me-thinking of their parents’ generation and the We-thinking that is possible today, I believe that kids crave opportunities to think We more often than to think Me.

They’re lonely out there on their own. Like Christina, they want to find a place where they belong. They want their “herd.” The breadth of their individual options makes it more important than ever that they commit to relationships, identities, and values that define them. Without belonging somewhere, they risk becoming nameless and lost. 

When I’ve met young people in my clinical practice or in our juvenile detention centres, schools, and mental health facilities, and asked them what they need, they tell me over and over again the same thing. They need:

• ROOTS: Our children need to know their lives have a past, present, and future. They want to know where they came from so that they can understand where they are going.

• WINGS: The freedom to travel (whether with one’s body or one’s mind) is an empty promise without the security of knowing that no matter how far one roams, there is a place to come back to where the world makes sense.

• AUDIENCE: What good are all those individual expressions of personality if no one is there to notice or applaud our choices?

• COMPASSION: Our children need others to show them that their thoughts and feelings count.

If there is a Me Generation, it’s to be found among us, the baby boomers and their children who are today’s parents. Fed on an explosive mix of sexual liberation, challenges to church and state, resistance to war, and rampant consumerism, we have run up national debts, built impractical and environmentally unsustainable suburbs, worked like demons and ignored our families, obsessed over security rather than philanthropy, and generally lived by the rule “What’s good for me is good.” It’s tough to look in the mirror and admit that we haven’t been the best role models for our children.

This next generation is trying to be more balanced. Their slogan might well be, to borrow a phrase from Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers, “All for one, and one for all.” They are individuals who want commitments. As Lindgren explains:

What we see is an evolving world of individuals, with multi-faceted personalities, trying hard to maximize their opportunities. These individuals most value personal relationship and distrust everything and everyone they consider to be superficial. They are crying out for authenticity. They regard technology as simply being about gadgets used to keep their herd (which is huge) together. For them work and consumption are platforms for self-realization where they can meet friends and experiment with their identities.5

Children of the We Generation are opting out of careers that undermine the balance between time at work and time in relationships. They are choosing to focus elsewhere than on their survival. The social safety net means they aren’t anxious about their futures. Nor are they obsessing on success either, much to their parents’ dismay.

This We Generation is guided by a new set of principles:

• The We Generation understands that its capacity to connect to others is limitless. Children of the We Generation say to themselves, “I can have many friends,” “I can buy whatever I want whenever I want it, if I have the resources,” and “There will always be someone in another time zone who wants to play.”

• Children of the We Generation understand that the world is a very small place and that their actions affect others. A flu bug in my community can infect yours; a shooting ten thousand miles away will likely be the dinner conversation in my home, just as it is in the homes of the victims’ neighbours.

• The We Generation understands that our connections with others are many and complex. There is a good chance that someone I know knows someone who knows you.

• Children of the We Generation understand that they have a responsibility to others in their families, their communities, and beyond. Mutual assured survival depends on it.

Offer this generation the roots, wings, audience, and compassion it needs and its children will show themselves to be great joiners and social planners.

OUR ROLE AS PARENTS 

Despite our own hyper-individualism, it’s within our power as parents to raise a generation of We-thinking kids. In the chapters that follow, I’ll show that there are three aspects to our relationships with our children that encourage them to become a part of the We Generation:

1. SHOWING COMPASSION: We help our children to forge strong bonds with us by showing them they matter. The child who is shown compassion when she expresses her thoughts and feelings (being listened to is always more appreciated than a mini-lecture) is more likely to extend the same compassion to others.

2. MODELLING BENEFICENCE: When we model for our children how to give our time and energy to others in our families and communities, we develop in them a sense of morality and philanthropy (when we volunteer, our children are more likely to follow our example).

3. INVITING RESPONSIBILITY: When we expect our children to make a contribution to the welfare of their families (even walking the dog is appreciated) and communities (a little help fundraising goes a long way) and hold them accountable for their actions, we convey to them that they have a purpose and place where they belong.

Consider what happens when we don’t teach our children about compassion, beneficence, and responsibility. In such a climate, they are raised to think Me instead of We. As their parents we risk their futures when we:

1. PROMOTE INDIVIDUALISM: When we over-emphasize self-protection, individuation, and prejudice towards others, we teach our children to think about themselves rather than their part in a weave of relationships and mutual dependency (how often do we host exchange students in our home, or take in cultural festivals that help our children understand the lived experience of others?).

2. MODEL PRIVILEGE: When we make our children feel entitled, or model how to exercise their rights without showing them how to contribute, we teach them to take without giving back (what opportunities exist in your community to teach your child responsibility for those less fortunate?).

3. EXCUSE IRRESPONSIBILITY: When we stop expecting our children to give of themselves and defend them when they exercise bad judgement, we make them into overprotected babies that never grow up (how often does your child have to suffer the consequences of his actions and admit when he has done something wrong?).

We promote Me-thinking among our kids through what we do, what we say, and how we shape our children’s physical and social worlds. Unfortunately for young people like Christina, we are raising them in middle-class mansions in vast suburbs with few places to connect to one another (I’ll talk more about this in Chapter Seven). The world Christina lives in squashes connections. We’ve stopped letting our children walk to school, ride public buses, or go to the park in small groups without an adult to supervise them. Though we protect our children from the consequences of their actions, we still expect them to take responsibility for themselves, their families, and their communities. Through our words and deeds we demonstrate how to act selfishly.

I fear that we are raising a generation that resembles more the Me Generation of its parents than the We-thinking ways of our children’s grandparents and great-grandparents.

If we want children to think We, then we will have to model for them the compassion that seeds a sense of collective responsibility. Sixty years ago, our elders showed themselves to be We-thinkers when called to a just and necessary war. Our children desire an equally powerful purpose.

WHERE COMPASSION SHOWS, A WE GENERATION GROWS 

What is compassion? Think back to when you were a child and you stared at the bruised knee and fretful tears of a friend and began to cry too. Or you wondered how another child felt when she appeared hungry or sad. Compassion is our experience of attunement with another’s suffering. It is also our desire to alleviate that suffering, to acknowledge “I can help.” When feelings meet action, there is a spirited moment of connection in which my well-being and another’s are intertwined. At that moment, compassion and action are inextricably linked. I must help, if only because I can.

Compassion is the stone from which we sculpt a We Generation. The phrase “We Generation” has been bandied about by many, but the one who epitomizes its meaning best is a young man named Craig Kielburger.6 A child rights advocate for the past dozen years, Kielburger was only a child himself when he began to address issues of children’s rights. His efforts have brought him and the Free the Children organization he founded in 1995 a host of awards, including the World’s Children Prize for his efforts advancing the rights of children. His awareness of what needed to be done began at age twelve, when he learned of the murder of Iqbal Masih, a child labourer in Pakistan who was the same age as Craig. It was the spark that turned a privileged North American youth with a social conscience into a human rights activist. Free the Children now helps educate tens of thousands of children internationally. On the home front, Kielburger is also the co-founder of Leaders Today, an organization that sends speakers into schools to promote and inspire positive social change and citizenship.

Of course, Kielburger didn’t just arrive at that level of consciousness without some help. In his writing and public appearances, he acknowledges that his parents and older brother have played a big part in his success. They nurtured in him something special. It’s not far-fetched to say that most great achievements by children that make the world a better place are at least partially inspired by their parents. Our children follow our lead, whether our efforts are quiet and unobtrusive, or magnanimous and newsworthy. Retired stock brokers and businesspeople routinely make sizeable contributions to charities, often anonymously. A stay-at-home mother offers a helping hand to an elderly neighbour recuperating from a fall. Warren Buffett donates billions to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, creating a philanthropic powerhouse of unimagined proportions. The father of my daughter’s best friend is the enthusiastic coach of my daughter’s soccer team. My own family makes space for exchange students in our home. While the work accomplished through such acts of kindness, big and small, is important, no less important is the lesson these donations of one’s time and money teach our children about compassion for others.

Far from being a generation of troubled children and teens, today’s young people are great contributors to their communities. On average, more youth volunteer than adults (though adults who do volunteer do so for more total hours). In a recent survey by Statistics Canada, 65 per cent of fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds said they regularly volunteer, donating their time to social service and recreation organizations.

We can see young people’s efforts gaining momentum, in part because the Internet has made it possible to mobilize youth like never before. Youth Service Day, an event sponsored by the State Farm Companies Foundation, is a national and global celebration of youth contributions. Reaching out to more than sixty million people worldwide, the event provides young people with an opportunity to tutor  children, engage in disaster relief, register voters, educate communities on issues such as nutrition and sexual health, and in any number of other ways make themselves count. As Steven A. Culbertson, Chief Executive Officer of Youth Service America (which coordinates the day’s events in the United States), tells us, for at least this one day in mid-April, youth around the world answer back to the catcalls that would have us and them believe they are worthless.

We don’t, however, need to look to billionaires or national organizations to find the seeds of compassion growing. They are within view in every community if we care to look. Even in the problem-plagued neighbourhoods of Jane and Finch in downtown Toronto, where gun violence is increasing and dropout rates are far above the national average, there are efforts afoot by youth themselves to give young people a voice, hope, and a safer future. Youth workers regularly organize events for young people and keep their recreational facilities open late so that youth who want something other than a life of gangs and violence have the choice. Once inside the recreation centre, youth find mentors, diversions such as music and sports, and a sense of themselves as part of a community where they are welcomed.

Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Sydney Schanberg, whose book The Death and Life of Dith Pran was the basis for the movie The Killing Fields, has hope for the next generation. In the fall of 2001, after a distinguished forty-year career as a journalist, he offered the convocation speech at the State University of New York at New Paltz. He spoke of his own past, growing up during the Second World War, and of the sacrifices people made during that time. He said, passionately, “You felt like you were a part of something bigger than yourself, something you didn’t quite understand but nonetheless made you feel relevant, useful, not just looking out for yourself.” He challenged his audience to learn from that time:

I’m willing to bet that a whole bunch of you feel the same way. You want to be valuable – not just successful for yourself and your  families, but valuable and feeling good about yourselves. What you face now is a great opportunity . . . You can become not just another version of the several “me” generations, but instead a new “we” generation. The beginnings of this possibility have already been witnessed in the World Trade Center tragedy and its after math. People have taken risks for others without hesitation. People have come together more than they had in a long time. People have volunteered for community service. The question is: Can we sustain these new beginnings, keep them going? Or will we soon slip back into lazy ways, into self-indulgence and instant gratification? . . . And now you, this generation of graduates, have had the baton passed to you. You’ve been given the chance to pick us up and lead us through this mess we’re in, this hate, this plague. I honestly envy you. I also honour you. Imagine the chance of being named the “We” generation.7

If we look for the We Generation, we will find it. If we want to transform rude children into caring contributors, we can. Like Christina, the kids have told me they are waiting for an invitation from us adults to be a part of our families and communities. We need to ask ourselves, What are we doing to help or hinder a We Generation define itself?

OUR CHILDREN NEED TO KNOW THEY COUNT 

Why, with so much potential to know each other and communicate, and amid an explosion of information and shared wisdom, are some children still acting so irresponsibly? The answer might make us uneasy. Through my work I get to meet hundreds of families and their children. They are teaching me that our children want to find a place in their communities where they are heard and feel they belong. Denied those experiences, dangerous, delinquent, deviant, and disordered behaviours make a satisfying substitute. There are always gangs, sex, drugs, crime, and street life to turn to as places where one can feel connected.

In our families, or beyond our front porches, our children want to be wrapped in a silky cocoon of purpose and place.

They want to know they count.

So very much of what they want can only be found when the adults who care for them are a part of their lives. Despite the buzz of electronic gadgetry, the expanding horizons of globalization, or the addiction of endless choice in fashion and entertainment, our children need their attachments with adults to create a secure sense of who they are. If we don’t want our children wandering aimless and lonely on the Internet, falling prey to predators, annihilating themselves on drugs, or becoming bullies and bystanders who squash others’ self-respect to make themselves feel whole, then we are going to have to reconnect with our kids. Compassion is ours to teach.

The kids tell me that their salvation has always been, and still is, their connections with their parents and other important caregivers. They want real connections: the breezy love of a passing hug, or the eye contact made with a parent sitting in the audience during a grade six concert; they value our signature on a test they bring home to get signed; they may groan, but they want to hear our stories over dinner, and for us to hear theirs; and of course, they want to spend time with us when tears need to be shed and anger forgiven.

The child who has all that is the one most ready to deal with cyber-bullies, Internet porn, the onslaught of front-page war stories, or the indignities of always feeling compared to the next superstar on MuchMusic. The child who knows our compassion also understands she is part of a family and community that values her. From such roots, responsible children grow.

Unfortunately, many families, like Christina’s, whether rich, poor, white, black, Native, Asian, are struggling to make these intimate connections with their children. Many of the barriers we encounter are our own doing: monster homes, overly regulated schools with no-touch policies, suburban wastelands of impersonal spaces, a drive-thru culture, mass media, too much screen time, fast food, and the disintegrating boundaries around our nuclear families, are all chiselling away at family connections.

What can’t we blame?

I’m not here to blame. Instead, I’d like to share the ways families have found to connect with their children, and to extend young people invitations to act responsibly and show concern for the well-being of others. Their answers to these challenges are often inelegant and frequently conceived under pressure. They’re never perfect. But they work. They work because, in every case, as these families have taught me, our children want to experience another’s compassion towards them. And it is from that experience of unconditional caring that they learn responsibility for themselves and others.

IT’S UP TO ALL OF US 

The question we need to ask ourselves as parents is whether we are raising our children to be a We Generation or another bunch of Me-thinkers like ourselves.

The good news is that children want to act differently than their parents, and also want to be in relationships with them. So we need to listen to them. We need to know that parents still make a difference as to whether children choose the path of selfishness or to contribute. Across our communities, there are too many youth being raised without the benefit of someone who can show them what it means to think We. When we abdicate our role as our children’s guides, or model for them self-centredness, the results are disastrous, as in these three scenarios:

1. A grade six teacher asks her pupils to “Please take your seat.” One student rolls her eyes at her teacher and keeps talking. When the teacher asks again, the youngster tells her, “Stop picking on me. I don’t have to listen to you.” Then she goes out to the hall and gets a drink of water before returning to class and taking her seat. Exasperated, the teacher calls the girl’s parents that evening. “Yes,” her father says. “My daughter told me all about what happened. I don’t approve of you raising your voice to my child. If it happens again, we’ll bring this up with your principal.” The teacher is so flabbergasted she says nothing. Hanging up, she wonders what trouble is in store for her.

2. The movie is rated fourteen and older but the unaccompanied minors aren’t acting their age. During the show they talk, and answer cell phones. They get up from their seats every few minutes, running in pairs up to the lobby or switching seats with other kids at the back of the theatre. When the attendant tells them to be quiet, they stop talking for a few minutes, then are right back at it. When the man next to me yells, “Shut up!” they giggle even louder. But we can do nothing more without the children’s parents to complain to.

3. The dental hygienist in the next room is politely making small talk with her fifteen-year-old patient. “Where do you go to school, honey?” she asks. “Do you take the bus to get here?” “What classes at school are you missing today?” The young woman barks out short answers. “Yes,” “No.” After the third question she sighs dismissively. “What are you doing? Writing a book?” she says sharply. The hygienist flushes red and goes about her work quietly.

Helping our children learn to feel compassion for others and to act responsibly is an old-fashioned idea that needs revisiting. As parents, we needn’t feel like failures or imagine our children to be incorrigible and lost like the children I just described. There is in fact much to celebrate about youth today. I can actually see lots of advantages to today’s emphasis on parenting our children to think for themselves, to challenge unjust rules, to take chances, and to be seen and heard in their communities.

I just don’t want them to become belligerent and rude. As satirist Evelyn Waugh wrote a half century ago, “What is youth except a man or a woman before it is ready and fit to be seen?” It’s up to us to get our children ready.

I want them to know how to show genuine kindness towards others. I don’t want them to fake being nice. Even psychopaths can be nice. Being nice is nothing more than hiding your true feelings behind altruism. It is being good to others for your own sake. Perhaps it should be no surprise, then, that Ayn Rand, champion of American individualism, wrote in her first novel, The Fountainhead, “Every major horror of history was committed in the name of an altruistic motive. Has any act of selfishness ever equalled the carnage perpetrated by disciples of altruism?”

I want my children to demonstrate enlightened self-interest. The girl in the hygienist’s chair is not being kind to a woman who is trying to do her work competently. She’s not even being very nice to her. She’s also not making the world a happier, safer, more caring place for herself or any other child who next sits in that chair.

If we don’t want children like these little monsters, we are going to have to accept some responsibility as their parents for raising them to act otherwise. Our children’s sense of entitlement, their belligerence and lack of civility, is something parents can influence. It is never too late to help our children understand what we expect of them.

TODAY’S CHILD 

Fortunately, if we look we will see the We Generation all around us. There are telltale signs they are here. Members of a We Generation:

• Connect with their “herd”: They value their relationships as places to share something unique about themselves.

• Think local, act local: Their flesh-and-blood relationships matter to them. They feel committed to shaping those relationships in ways that meet their needs for connections.

• Think global, act global: Their connections are also electronic. They revel in their connectivity and the global scope of their awareness. They understand trends, but also feel like contributors to those trends through their own postings onto the web.

• Consume with conscience: They are aware of their complicity in the state of the world and are interested in having a say over how and what they consume. Today’s young people think about “fair trade” and child labour, eating locally, and the ethics of environmental degradation.

• Assert their individuality and respects others for doing the same: Identities are fluid. Young people are willing to experiment with a large number of different possibilities that reach far beyond what’s available at home.

• Think about friends more than possessions: Though owning things is still important, they’re only really valued if there is an audience to share them with. A new purse, a new tan, a new pet, or vacation photos are all made more important when shared. In the contest between mass consumption and friendships, friendships trump endlessly working to buy meaningless things.

• Value responsibility: This generation wants and needs to feel a part of their families and communities. They want roots, wings, and an audience to appreciate them. They want spaces opened for them where they can belong and give back.

CHRISTINA: TAKE TWO 

Christina, the young woman we met earlier in this Introduction, wants to be a part of a We Generation. It’s up to her parents, though, to help her feel connected. But that will only happen if they accept the role they must play. That includes understanding that for all of Christina’s advantages, she isn’t finding what she needs.

From the outside, her life looks great. She’s got a Barbie Doll pretty face, clothes in her closet, cute curtains on her windows, at least one parent at home asleep most nights. It would all work if it wasn’t so devoid of attachments. She lives with her parents, but she hasn’t really been a part of their lives for months. In the morning she wakes up very late. Her mother has gone to play tennis and her father is gardening. The kitchen is empty. She pours herself a glass of juice and gets a bowl of cereal. Her parents are taking a stand against processed sugars these days so there’s no Cocoa Puffs, her favourite. Just organic “crap” that tastes like sawdust. She’s complained but they’ve insisted she should appreciate what she’s given. She eats a few mouthfuls, then dumps the soggy mess into the sink.

She sneaks a few dollars from her parents’ change dish. Grabs the hat she likes to wear from the living room couch where she left it the night before. On the way out of the house, she passes her father who is in the front garden. He waves at her, his work glove clumped with soil. Christina stops. Waits for the third degree.

Paul, her father, stands up amid the rhododendrons he was replanting. “They need more light,” he says awkwardly to his daughter.

She rolls her eyes. Barks, “Whatever.”

Paul says nothing for a moment; he’s shy talking with his daughter. He wants to know where she is going, when she’ll be back. Christina senses his confusion. “I’ll be back by dinner,” she says. It’s a lie and they both know it.

Paul wants to say something else to his daughter. He’d love it if she’d come over and admire the garden. He’d like her to bring her friends home, too. He wants her to know she matters. But it feels too late now. He is away too much these days to really connect. He doesn’t even know who her friends are, or what they like doing. He couldn’t name one of them if he tried. A shame, he thinks. Their house is so beautiful, now, what with the new gardens and all. It gets used so seldom by anyone but him and his wife. “Why isn’t my daughter happy?” he wonders every evening that he returns home and doesn’t find her there.

Seeing her walk away he suddenly feels just as empty as the boxy Cape Cod behind him. He puts down his shovel. If he stops to reconsider, he knows he’ll do nothing and just keep gardening, hiding from his feelings. So he quickly blurts out to Christina, “I bet you haven’t had much breakfast? I’ve noticed you’ve barely been eating anything. What do you say we go out for breakfast? I wouldn’t mind a plate of Benny’s greasy eggs. Maybe some bacon? You can have the French toast with syrup if you like.”

Christina doesn’t move. She would actually like to go for breakfast. She would like to tell her dad about what happened last night. She’d like to eat fattening food and remember that there was a time when she and her parents used to know each other better.

But her friends are waiting.

She starts to shake her head and say something smart, like “Thanks, but no thanks,” but her dad looks down at his feet, says “Christina . . . ” He doesn’t often use her name. Somehow their conversation has become a stream of commands, directions, details, but never names. 

She likes the way he says her name.

“Christina,” he says again, “I miss you.” The words seem so trivial to him. They are mumbled to the flowers. His words land ill-planted, unseasonable.

Christina flushes.

She will say later that breakfast never tasted so good. She’ll thank her father for never once telling her what to do, for never once lecturing her. She appreciated that he talked with her like a real person. He told her about his last trip to New York and the black limo he saw with all the security people around it and how it looked just like you see in the movies. And when she opened a second plastic tub of syrup for her French toast he raised no complaint. He just asked the waitress to bring some more.

When they got home and had parked the Lexus in the driveway, Paul turned shy again. He told her, “I had better get back to the garden, while the weather’s good.” He didn’t really know what else to say.

Christina got out of the car, said a quiet “Thank you for breakfast,” then started down the driveway. Before she reached the sidewalk she turned to look back at her dad.

“I’ll be back by dinner,” she said. This time both she and Paul knew it might be true.
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