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Reviews You Can Use

Becoming Adult: How Teenagers Prepare for the World of Work, 
by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Barbara Schneider. New York: Basic Books. 2000
This book is the fruit of a five-year research project involving 13 school sites and more than 1,000 students around the country. Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider analyzed the results of thousands of student interviews & questionnaires to discover how teenagers think about work and what best prepares them to become successful adults.
     The technical data analysis might challenge some of us, but stick with it. This book is a goldmine of good information and “a window on the future of our society, through which we can glimpse how adolescents today are preparing themselves for the lives they will lead in years to come.” (p.4)

It hasn’t always been like this!

In earlier centuries, nobody agonized over career choices. Most people were farmers, and their child​ren were farmers after them. Those children learned how to become farmers—how to grow up into use​ful members of the community—by watching, by playing games that imitated adults at work, and by helping alongside in the tasks that they would take over when they became adults themselves. Very predictable, very simple!



It’s not so simple any more. In our society today, there are thousands of specialized jobs (with more emerging every day) and individuals are generally free to choose their own work instead of following in their parents’ footsteps. Today, instead, our teen​agers spend years in school and then launch into adult life on their own, often with very hazy notions about the real world of work.

What kids think they know
about their future and work

Teenagers’ visions of the future influence the kind of adults they will become. But many of our kids have an over-optimistic view of what the future holds. More than three-fourths of the students in the authors’ sample thought they had “high” or “very high” chances of a job that is enjoyable and pays well (though “enjoyable” and “well-paying” are relative terms, of course). And 20% said they would like to become (and 17% said they expect to become) either doctors or lawyers—despite the obvious fact that there aren’t that many of those positions available to them. Some kind of reality check is needed to counter this wishful thinking.

Another dose of realism is needed about what skills various jobs require and how students can get and practice those skills. “…We find that although stu​dents may have very clear occupational goals, most have very little preparation, either in terms of knowledge or experience, for their intended adult careers.” (p. 51) There is also too little awareness of the gap between adolescents’ desired careers and the jobs they actually take later in life.

Finding “flow”—and satisfying work

“Flow” is Csikszentmihalyi’s term for the feeling of intense engagement, concentration, and enjoyment that comes from activities—whether we’d call them “work” or “play”—that balance high levels of challenge and high levels of skill. “Flow” involves a sense of competence, mastery, and achievement in something we find meaningful as well as enjoyable. Activities that bring us “flow” are active rather than passive and provide clear goals (knowing what to do next and what success is going to look like) and immediate feedback (knowing whether things are going OK or not). When we feel “flow,” we often lose track of time; we gain a sense of satisfaction.

Contrary to what we (and our children!) might expect, the authors found that teenagers derive more true enjoyment from high-challenge, high-skill activities than from passive entertainments like movies and TV.

Obviously, different people find “flow” in different situations. For one student it may be playing in the orchestra, for another it may be rebuilding car engines. Teenagers often need help in recognizing the feeling of “flow” and the productive activities most likely to create it. But we must take the time give them this help, because finding their “flow” can help teenagers find their life’s work.

What kids need to help them prepare

Parents and schools can help teenagers identify and build opportunities for “finding flow.” Other things kids need to help them prepare for adult work are:

· positive adult models to follow;

· families, schools, and communities that provide both support and challenge;

· contacts and networks in the community: the “support systems necessary for successful socialization into adult work roles” (p. 64);

· clear expectations—our expectations for them, and their expectations for themselves—based in reality and neither too high nor too low;

· intellectual challenges and opportunities to master high-level skills (such as advanced math and other academic subjects); 

· concrete knowledge about and exposure to careers and occupations;

· work skills appropriate to the teenagers’ goals—although, as the authors point out, “the difficulty in teaching young people relevant occupational skills is that, to a degree unprecedented in American history, nobody quite knows what these skills might be.” (p. 17);

· “meta-skills” such as understanding of how systems and processes interact, along with values and attitudes such as discipline, concen​tration, and enthusiasm to take on challenges.

Conclusion

The authors found that environment—social and economic status, gender and ethnicity, local job markets, etc.—have a very strong influence on how teenagers prepare for the world of adult work and how successful they will become. But individual skills, attitudes, and values matter just as much.

This is good news! Individuals with strong inner motivation to succeed will find better jobs and advance farther in those jobs than individuals who set their sights low, have little curiosity and enthusiasm, and are uncomfortable with challenges.

The essential message of this book is that teenagers can succeed in adult work and life if we help them—if we give them support and encouragement as they develop curiosity, enthusiasm, openness to new experiences, goals to strive for, and skills to help them get there. This is the hope for our future. 

…To the extent that teenagers have had experiences that demand discipline, require the skillful use of mind and body, and give them a sense of responsibility with useful goals, we might expect the youth of today to be ready to face the challenges of tomorrow. (p. 19)
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