PARENTING:
THE LOST ART

By KAY S. Hymowitz

LAST FALL the Federal Trade Commission e-
leased a report showing what most parents already
knew from every trip down the aisle of Toys ‘R’
Us and every look at prime time television: Enter-
tainment companies routinely market R-rated
movies, computer games, and music to children.
The highly publicized report detailed many of the
abuses of these companies-one particularly egre-
gious example was the use of focus groups of 9
and 10-year-olds to test market violent films-and it
unleashed a frenzied week of headlines and politi-
cal grandstanding, all of it speaking to Americans
alarm over their children's exposure to an increas-
ingly foul-mouthed, vicious, and tawdry media.

But are parents really so alarmed? A more careful
reading of the FTC report considerably compli-
cates the fairy tale picture of big, bad wolves
tempting unsuspecting, innocent children with ads
for Scream and Doom and inevitably raises the
question: “Where were the parents?’ As it turns
out, many youngsters saw the offending ads not
when they were reading Nickelodeon Magazine or
watching Seventh Heaven but when they were
leafing through Cosmo Girl, a junior version of
Helen Gurley Brown's sex manual Cosmopolitan,
or lounging in front of Smackdown!-a production
of the World Wrestling Federation where wrestlers
saunter out, grab their crotches, and bellow “ Suck
It!” to their “ho's’ standing by. Other kids came
across the ads when they were watching the WB's
infamous teen sex soap opera Dawson's Creek or
MTV, whose most recent hit, 'Undressed,” in-
cludes plots involving whipped cream, silk ted-
dies, and atutor who agrees to strip every time her
student gets an answer right. All of these venues,
the report noted without irony, are “especialy
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popular among 11- to 18year- olds.” Oh, and
those focus groups of 9- and 10-year-olds? It turns
out that all of the children who attended the meet-
ings had permission from their parents. To muddy
the picture even further, only a short time before
the FTC report, the Kaiser Family Foundation re-
leased a study entitled Kids and Media.- The New
Millennium showing that half of all parents have
no rules about what their kids watch on television,
a number that is probably low given that the sur-
vey also found that two-thirds of American chil-
dren between the ages of eight and eighteen have
televisions in their bedrooms;, and even more
shocking, one-third of all under the age of seven.

In other words, one conclusion you could draw
from the FTC report is that entertainment comp a-
nies are willing to tempt children with the raunchi-
est, bloodiest, crudest media imaginable if it
means expanding their audience and their profits.
An additional conclusion, especially when consid-
ered alongside Kids and the Media, would be that
there are a lot of parents out there who don't mind
enough to do much about it. After al, protesting
that your 10-year-old son was subjected to atrailer
for the Rrated Scream while watching Smack-
down! is a little like complaining that he was bit-
ten by a rat while scavenging at the local dunp-
ster.

Neither the FTC report nor Kids and the Media
makes a big point of it, but their findings do begin
to bring into focus a troubling sense felt by many
Americans-and no one more than teachers-that
parenting is becoming a lost art. Thisis not to ac-
cuse adults of being neglectful or abusive in any
conventional sense. Like always, today's boomer
parents love their children; they know their e-
sponsibility to provide for them and in fact, as
Kids and the Media suggests, they are doing so
more lavishly than ever before in human history.
But throughout that history, adults have under-
stood something that perplexes many of today's
parents: that they are not only obliged to feed and
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shelter the young, but to teach them self-control,
civility, and a meaningful way of understanding
the world. Of course, most parents care a great
deal about their children's social and moral devel-
opment. Most are doing their best to hang on to
their sense of what really matters while they d-
tempt to steer their children through a dizzyingly
stressful, temptation-filled, and in many ways un-
familiar world. Y et these parents know they often
cannot count on the support of their peers. The
parents of their 10-year-old's friend let the girls
watch an Rrated movie until 2 am. during a
sleepover; other parents are nowhere to be found
when beer is passed around at a party attended by
their 14-year-old. These AWOL parents have re-
defined the meaning of the term. As their children
gobble down their own microwaved dinners, then
go on to watch their own televisions or surf the
Internet on their own computers in wired bed-
rooms where they set their own bedtimes, these
parents and their children seem more like house-
mates and friends than experienced adults guiding
and shaping the young. Such parent-peers may be
warm companions and in the short run effective
advocates for their children, but they remain
deeply uncertain about how to teach them to lead
meaningful lives.

If anyone is familiar with the fallout from the lost
art of parenting, it is educators. About a year ago,
while researching an article about school disd-
pline, | spoke to teachers, administrators, and
school lawyers around the country and asked what
is making their job more difficult today. Their top
answer was almost always the same: parents.
Sometimes they describe overworked, overbur-
dened parents who have simply checked out: “I
work 10 hours a day, and | can't come home and
deal with this stuff. He's your problem” they might
say. But more often teachers find parents who
rather than accepting their role as partners with
educators in an effort to civilize the next genera-
tion come in with a “my -child-right-or-wrong”
attitude. These are parent-advocates.

Everyone's heard about the growing number o
suspensions in middle and high schools around the
country. Now the state of Connecticut has rel eased
areport on an alarming increase in the number of
young children-first-graders, kindergartners, and
preschool ers-suspended for persistent biting, kick-
ing, hitting, and cursing. Is it any wonder? Parent-
advocates have little patience for the shared rules
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of behavior required to turn a school into a civil
community, not to mention those who would teach
their own children the necessary limits to self-
expression. “’You and your stupid rules.' I've
heard that a hundred times,” sighs Cathy Collins,
counsel to the School Administrators of lowa,
speaking not, as it might sound, of 16-year-olds,
but of their parents. Even 10 years ago when a
child got into trouble, parents assumed the teacher
or principal was in the right. “Now we're always
being second-guessed,” says a 25-year veteran of
suburban New Jersey elementary schools. “I know
my child, and he wouldn't do this,” or, proudly,
'He has amind of hisown,” are lines many educa-
torsrepeat hearing.
In the most extreme cases, parent-advocates show
(and teach their children) their contempt for
school rules by going to court. Several years ago,
a St. Charles, Mo., high schooler running for stu-
dent council was suspended for distributing con-
doms on the day of the election as away of solicit-
ing votes. His family promptly turned around and
sued on the grounds that the boy's free speech
rights were being violated because other candi-
dates had handed out candy during student council
elections without any repercussions. Sometimes
principals are surprised to see a lawyer trailing
behind an angry parent arriving for a conference
over a minor infraction. Parents threaten teachers
with lawsuits, and kids repeat after them: “I'll sue
you,” or “My mother's going to get alawyer.” Sur-
veys may show a large number of parentsin favor
of school uniforms, but for parent-advocates, dress
codes that limit their child's self-expression are a
particular source of outrage. In Northumberland
County, Pa., parents threatened to sue their chil-
dren's elementary school over its new dress code.
“1 have a little girl who likes to express herself
with how she dresses,” one mother of a fourth-
grader said. “They ruined my daughter's first day
of school,” another mother of a kindergartner
whined.
Parent-advocates may make life difficult for
teachers and soccer coaches. But the truth isthings
aren't so great at home either. Educators report
parents of second and third-graders saying things
like: “I can't control what she wears to school” or
“l can't make him read.” It's not surprising. At
home, parent-advocates aspire to be friends and
equals, hoping to maintain the happy affection
they think of as a “good relationship.” t rarely
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seems to happen that way. Unable to balance
warmth with discipline and affirmation with limit-
setting, these parents are puzzled to find their 4-
year-old ordering them around like he's Louis X1V
or their 8-year-old screaming, “I hate you!” when
they balk at letting her go to a sleepover party for
the second night in a row. These buddy adults are
not only incapable of helping their children resist
the siren call of a sensational, glamorous media; in
a desperate effort to confirm their “good relation-
ship” with their kids, they actively reinforce it.

They buy them their own televisions, they give
them “guilt money,” as market researchers call it,
to go shopping, and they plan endless entertain-
ments. A recent article in Time magazine on the
Britney Spears fad began by describing a party
that parents in Westchester, N.Y, gave their 9
year-old complete with a Britney impersonator
boogying in silver hip-huggers and tube top.
Doubtless such peer-parents tell themselves they
are making their children happy and, anyway,
what's the harm. They shouldn't count on it.
“When one of our teenagers comes in looking like
Britney Spears, they carry with them an attitude,”

one school principal was quoted as saying. There's
a reason that some of the clothing fines that sell

the Britney look adopt names such as “Brat” or

“No Boundaries.”

Of course, dressing like a Las Vegas chorus girl at
8 years old does not automatically mean a child is
headed for juvenile hall when she turns 14. But it's
reasonabl e to assume that parent-friends who don't
know how to get their third-graders to stop calling
them names, never mind covering their midriffs
before going to school, are going to be pretty help-
less when faced with the more serious challenges
of adolescence. Some parents simply give up.

They've done all they can, they say to themselves;
the kids haveto figureit out for themselves. “| feel
if [my son] hasn't learned the proper values by 16,
then we haven't done our job,” announces the
mother of a 16-year- old in a fascinating 1999
Time magazine series, “Diary of a High Shool.”
Others continue the charade of peer friendship by
endorsing their adolescent's risk-taking as if they
were one of the in-crowd. In a recent article in
Education Week, Anne W. Weeks, the director of
college guidance at a Maryland high school, tells
how when police broke up a party on the field of
teenagers in suburban Maryland, at a nearby col-
lege, they discovered that most of the kids were
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actually local high schoolers. High school officials
called parents to express their concern, but they

were having none of it; it seems parents were the
ones providing the alcohol and dropping their kids
off at what they knew to be a popular (and unchap-
eroned) party spot. So great is the need of some
parents to keep up the pretense of their equality
that they refuse to heed their own children's cry for
adult help. A while back, the New York Times ran
a story on Wesleyan University's “naked dorm”

where, as one 19-year-old male student told the re-
porter: “If | feel the need to take my pants off, |

take my pants off,” something he evidently felt the
need to do during the interview. More striking

than the dorm itself-after all, when kids are in

charge, as they are in many colleges, what would
we expect?-was the phone call a worried female
student made to her parents when she first realized
she had been assigned to a “ naked dorm.” She may
have been alarmed, but her father, she reports,
simply “laughed.”

Perhaps more common than parents who laugh at
naked dorms or who supply booze for their kids
parties, are those who dimly realize the failure of
their experiment in peer-parenting. These parents
reduce their role to exercising damage control over
kids they assume “are going to do it anyway.” For
them, thereis only one value left they are comfort-
able fighting for: safety. One mother in Time's
“Diary of a High School” replenishes a pile of
condoms for her own child and his friends once a
month, doubtless congratulating herself that sheis
protecting the young. Safety also appears to be the
logic behind the new fad of co-ed sleepover parties
as it was described recently in the Washington
Post. “1 just feel it's definitely better than going to
hotels, and this way you know all the kids who are
coming over, you know who they are with,” ex-
plains the mother of one high schooler. Kids know
exactly how to reach a generation of parents who,
though they waffled on whether their 8year-old
could call them “idiot," suddenly became tyrants
when it came to seat belts and helmets. The article
describes how one boy talked his parents into d-
lowing him to give a co-ed sleepover party. “It's
too dangerous for usto be out late at night with all
the drunk drivers. Better that we are home. It's bet-
ter than us lying about where we are and renting
some sleazy motel room.” The father found the
“parental logic” as the reporter puts it, so irresisti-
ble that he allowed the boy to have not one, but
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two co-ed sleepover parties.

NOTHING GIVES a better picture of the anemic
principles of peer-parenting-and their sorry impact
on kids-than a 1999 PBS Frontline show entitled,
“The Lost Children of Rockdale County.” The oc-
casion for the show was an outbreak of syphilisin
an affluent Atlanta suburb that ultimately led
health officialsto treat 200 teenagers. What was so
remarkable was not that 200 teenagers in a large
suburban area were having sex and that they had
overlapping partners. It was the way they were
having sex. This was teen sex as Lord of the Flies

author William Golding might have imagined it-a
heart of darkness tribal rite of such degradation
that it makes a collegiate “hook up” look like
splendor in the grass. Group sex was common-
place, as were 13-year-old participants. Kids
would gather together after school and watch the
Playboy cable TV channel, making a game of imi-
tating everything they saw. They tried amost
every permutation of sexual activity imaginable-
vaginal, oral, anal, girl-on-girl, several boyswith a
single girl, or several girls with a boy. During
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The Parent as Career Coach

HERE IS one exception to today's
parents overall vagueness about
their job description: They know
they want their children to ce-
velop impressive résumés. Thisis
what William Doherty, professor
of family science at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota, calls
“parenting as product develop-
ment.”

As early as the preschool years,
parent-product developers begin a
demanding schedule of gymnas-
tics, soccer, language, and music
lessons. In New York City, par-
ents take their children to
"Language for Tots,” beginning at
six months- that is, before they
can even speak. Doherty cites the
example of one Minnesota town
where, until some cooler-or more
sleep-deprived- heads prevailed, a
team of 4year- olds was sched-
uled for hockey practice the only
time the rink was available-at 5 a
m. By the time children are ready
for Little League, some prents
hire hitting and pitching coaches
from companies like Grand Slam
USA. So many kids are training
like professionalsin asingle sport
instead of the more casual three
or four activities of childhood
past that doctors report ahigh rate
of debilitating and sometimes
even permanent sportsinjuries.

Of course, there's nothing wrong
with wanting to enrich your chil-
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dren's experience by introducing
them to sports and the arts. But as
children's list-worthy achieve-
ments take on disproportionate
and even frenzied significance,
parents often lose sight of some
of the other things they want to
pass down-such as kindness,
moral clarity, and a family iden-
tity. One Manhattan nursery
school director reports that if a
child receives a high score on the
ERB (the IQ test required to get
into private kindergarten), parents
often conclude that the child's
brilliance excuses him or her from
social niceties. “If he can't pass
the juice or look you in the eye,
it's 'Oh, he's bored.”” Douglas
Goetsch, a teacher at Stuyvesant
High School, the ultra-
competitive school in New York
City, recently wrote an article in
the school newspaper about the
prevalence of cheating; in every
case, he says, cheating is related
to an “excessively demanding
parent.” Other educators are see-
ing even young children com
plaining about stress-related head-
aches and stomachaches.
Katherine Tarbox, a Fairfield,
Conn., teen, describes al this
from the point of view of the
child-product in her recently pub-
lished memoir Katie.com. At 13,
Katie was an “A” student, an &-
complished pianist who also sang
with the school choir, and a re-

tionally ranked swimmer. Impres-
sive asthey were, Katie's achieve-
mentsloomed too large. “| always
felt like my self-worth was deter-
mined by how well | placed. And
| think my parents felt the same
way-their status among the team

parents depended on how well

their child placed.”

Like many middle-class children
today, the combination of school,
extracurricular activities, and her
parents work schedule reduced
family time so much that, “Home
was a place | aways felt alone.”
Aching to be loved for herself
rather than her swim times and
grade point average, she develops
an intense relationship with a man
on the Internet who very nearly
rapes her when they arrange to
meet at an out-of-town swim
meet.

Even after their daughter's isola-
tion stands revealed, Katie's par-
ents are so hooked on achieve-
ment they still don't really notice
their daughter. Katie complainsto
her therapist that her mother is
aways either at the office or
working on papers at home. The
woman has a helpful suggestion
that epitomizes the overly sche-
matized, hyper-efficient lives that
come with parenting as product
development: She suggests that
Katie schedule appointments with
her mother.



some drunken parties, one boy or girl might be
“passed around” in a game. A number of the kids
had upwards of 50 partners.

To be sure, the Rockdal e teens are the extreme
case. 'The same could not be said of their parents.
Asthe Frontline producers show them, these are
ordinary, suburban soccer moms and dads, more
affluent than most, perhaps, and in some cases
overly caught up in their work. But a good number
were doing everything the bookstell you to do:
coaching their children's teams, cooking dinner
with them, going on vacations together. It wasn't
enough. Devoid of strong beliefs, seemingly bereft
of meaningful experienceto pass onto their young,
these parents project a bland emptiness that seems
the exact inverse of the meticul ous opul ence of
their homes and that | ets the kids know there are no
values worth fighting for. “ They have to make de-
cisions, whether to take drugs, to have sex,” the
mother of one of the boys intones expressionlessly
when asked for her view of her son's after-school
activity. “I can give them my opinion, tell them
how | feel. But they have to decide for them-
selves.” These lost adults of Rockdale County have
abdicated the age-old distinction between parents
and children, and the kidsknow it. “We're pretty
much like best friends or some- thing,” one girl
said of her parents “'l mean, | can pretty much tell
‘emhow | feel, what | wanna do and they'll let me
doit.” Another girl pretty well sums up the persona
of many contemporary parents when she says of
her own mother: “| don't really consider her amom
all that much. She takes care of me and such, but |
consider her afriend more.”

So what happened to the lost art of parenting?
Why isit that so many adults have reinvented their
traditional role and turned themselvesinto advo-
cates, friends, and copious providers of entertain-
ment?

For one thing, this generation of parents has grown
up in aculture that devotedly worships youth. It's
true that America, a nation of immigrants fleeing
the old world, has always been a youthful country
with its eye on the future. But for the “1-hope-I-die-
before-I-get-old” generation, aging, with its threat
of sexual irrelevance and being out of the loop, has
been especially painful. Boomers are the eternal
teenagers- hip, sexy, and aware-and when their
children suggest otherwise, they're paralyzed with
confusion. In an op-ed published in the New York
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Timesentitled, “Am | a Cool Mother? Susan
Borowitz, co-creator of Fresh Prince of Bel-Air,
describes her struggle with her role as parent-adult
that one suspectsis all too common. On a shopping
expedition, she is shocked when her 10-year-old
daughter rolls her eyes at the outfits she has chosen
for her. “There is nothing more withering and
crushing,” she writes. “1 stood there stunned. 'This
can't be happening to me. I'm acool mom.’” Deter-
mined to hang on to her youthful identity, she buys
apair of bell-bottom pantsto take her daughter to
DJ Disco Night at her school, where doing the Ar-
senio woof,” finally Borowitz comesto her senses.
“Thiswas aparty for thekids. | am not akid. | am
amom.” No one could quarrel with her there, but
the telling point isthat it took 10 yearsfor her to
notice.

Related to this youth worship is the boomer par-
ents' intense ambivalence about authority. The
current generation of parents came of age at atime
when parents, teachers, the police, and the army
represented an authority to be questioned and re-
sisted. Authority was associated with Father
Knows Best, the Vietnam War, Bull Connor, and
their own distant fathers. These associations linger
in boomer parents' subconscious minds and make
them squirm uncomfortably when their own chil-
dren beg for firm guidance. Evelyn Bassoff, a
Colorado therapist, reports that when she asks the
women in her mothers' groups what happens when
they discipline their daughters, they give answers
such as“I feet mean,” “I feel guilty,” and “I quake
al over; it'salmost like having dry heavesinside.”
A survey by Public Agenda confirms that parents
feel “tentative and uncertain in matters of disd-
pline and authority.” And no wonder. Notice the
way Time describes the dilemma faced by parents
of Britney Spears wannabes; these parents, the
writers explain, are “trying to walk the line be-
tween fashion and fascism.” The message is clear;
the opposite of letting your child do what she
wantsis, well, becoming Hitler.

It would be difficult to overstate how deep this
queasiness over authority runs in the boomer
mind. Running so hard from outnoded models of
authority that stressed absolute obedience, today's
parents have slipped past all recognition of the
child's longing for a structure he can believein. In
some cases, their fear not only inhibits them from
disciplining their children, it can actually make
them view the rebellious child as a figure to be
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respected. (Oddly enough, thisis true even when,
asisamost always the case these days, that rebel-
lion takes the form of piercings and heavy metal
music vigorously marketed by entertainment com-
panies). It's as if parents believe children learn in-
dividuality and self-respect in the act of defiance,
or at the very least through aggressive self-
assertion. Some experts reinforce their thinking .
Take Barbara Mackoff, author of Growing a Girl
(with a chapter tellingly entitled “Make Her the
Authority*). Mackoff approvingly cites a father
who encourages a child “to be comfortable argu-
ing or being mad at me. | figure if she has lots of
practice getting mad at a six-foot-one male, she'll
be able to say what she thinks to anyone.” The
author agrees; the parent who tells the angry child
“calm down, we don't hit people,” she writes, “is
engaging insilencing.” In other words, to engage
in civilization's oldest parental task-teaching chil-
dren self-control-is to risk turning your child into
an automaton ripe for abuse.

But the biggest problem for boomer peer-parents
is that many of them are not really sure whether
there are values important enough to pursue with
any real conviction. In his book One Nation After
All, the sociologist Alan Wolfe argues that &
though Americans are concerned about moral de-
cline, they are also opposed to people who get too
excited about it. This inherent contradiction-
people simultaneously judge and refuse to judge-
explains how it is that parents can both dislike
their children watching Smackdown!, on TV, talk-
ing back to them, drinking, or for that matter, en-
gaging in group sex, but also fail to protest very
loudly. Having absorbed an ethos of nonjudgmen-
talism, the parents' beliefs on these matters have
been drained of al feeling and force. The Rock-
dale mother who blandly repeats ‘her opinion'
about drugs and sex to her son is a perfect exam-
ple; perhaps she is concerned about moral decline,
but because her concern lacks all gravity or pas-
sion, it can't possibly have much effect. All in al,
Wolfe seems to find the combination of concern
and nonjudgmentalism a fairly hopeful state of
affairs-and surely heisright that tolerance is a key
value in a pluralistic society-but refusing to judge
is one thing when it comes to your neighbor's di-
vorce and quite another when it comesto your 13-
year-old child's attitudes toward, say, cheating on
atest or cursing out his soccer coach.

WHEN PARENTS fail to firmly define a moral
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universe for their children, it leaves them vulner-
able to the amoral world evoked by their peers and
a sensational media. As the Rockdale story makes
clear, the saddest consequences appear in the sex
lives of today's teenagers. Recently in an iVillage
chat room, a distraught mother wrote to ask for
advice after she learned that her 15-year-old
daughter had sex with a boy. The responses she
got rehearsed many of the principles of peer-
parenting. Several mothers stressed safety and told
the woman to get her daughter on the pill. Others
acted out the usual boomer uneasiness over the
power they have with their children. “Let your
daughter know you trust her to make the ‘right’
decision when the time comes,” wrote one. “Tell
her that you are not 'giving your permission,”” an-
other suggested, “but that you are also very aware
that she will not 'ask for permission' either when
the time comes.” But it was the one teenager who
joined in that showed how little these apparently
hip mothers understood about the pressures on
kids today; when she lost her virginity at 14, the
girl writes; “it was because of a yearning to be
loved, to be accepted.” Indeed, the same need for
acceptance appears to be driving the trend among
middle-schoolers as young as seventh grade en-
gaging in oral sex. According to the December
2000 Family Planning Perspectives, some middle
school girls view fellatio as the unpleasant price
they have to pay to hang on to a boyfriend or to
seem hip and sophisticated among their friends.
The awful irony is that in their reluctance to evoke
meaningful values, parent advocates and peers
have produced not the freethinking, self-
expressive, confident children they had hoped, but
kids so conforming and obedient they'll follow
their friends almost anywhere.

And so in the end, it is children who pay the
price of the refusal of parents to seriously engage
their predicament in a media-saturated and shad-
owy adult world. And what a price it is. When
parenting becomes alost art, children are not only
deprived of the clarity and sound judgment they
crave. They are deprived of childhood.



