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Reviews You Can Use

Framing Youth: 10 Myths about the Next Generation
by Mike A. Males. Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press. 1999
If you read the papers or watch the evening news, you might get the idea that today’s teenagers are wild and dangerous, more so than ever before. Are they? And are we letting those attitudes and images about teens in general shape how we feel about our own teenaged sons and daughters? Are we letting cultural myths and stereotypes frighten us and turn us away from our children?
     Males examines 10 “cultural myths,” starting with “Today’s youth are America’s worst genera​tion ever.” Balancing careful research with a strong message, he makes it clear that the teenagers themselves are not the problem. The mere fact of being 19 or younger does not make a person take up sex, drugs, and violence. Most teenagers are doing just fine. So why do we still believe the myths?
Who are the troublemakers?

If we believed all the stereotypes, we would answer that young people are the biggest troublemakers in our society today. “More teenagers, more crime” goes the usual story. Not so! Males looks at a range of problems and finds that, in general, teenagers are less likely to be in trouble than adults are.

Specifically, Males analyzes the research on teens and violence, crime, drug abuse, drunk driving, smoking, sex and pregnancy, mental illness, and suicide. In his last chapter he addresses the overall concern that today’s teens are in “moral meltdown.”
All of these are legitimate worries for families, schools, and communities. But on each of these issues, despite horror stories and nationwide hype, Males shows that teens actually, statistically, have fewer problems than adults do. So, we are right to be concerned for our kids—we don’t need to be afraid of them. And we certainly shouldn’t “frame” them, blame them for all of America’s woes, and punish them with youth-hostile policies.

They’re just like us

The research tells us that, on the whole, adolescents today are not deeply disturbed, not at the mercy of their impulses, not dramatically rebellious. What Males calls “the gut-grabber anecdotes” get most of the attention from the press and the politicians, but in fact, most teenagers hold the same attitudes and values that their parents hold and behave the same way their parents behave. Want to know if teen​agers are likely to get into trouble? Look at their parents and community. Males shows over and over again that the best predictor of teenagers’ behavior is the behavior of the adults around them.
Why make teens into scapegoats?

Then why is American society so willing—so eager—to put the blame on teenagers? Males points out several reasons which should make us re-think our assumptions. He looks beyond our reasonable concerns about children’s health and safety to examine how teenage misbehavior is useful for powerful elements in our culture.

When society puts the spotlight on, say, teenage drinking, then attention is diverted away from adult drinking. Targeting alcohol abuse among teenagers lets the adult world rest easy that ‘yes, something is being done,’ without any inconvenience to the pro​ducers, distributors, or advertisers—or to the adult consumers who are comfortable in their own habits.

The real root of the problem

The true root causes of many disturbing behaviors among teenagers, Males says, are the adult models they see around them. Adult behaviors influence teenage behaviors. Take smoking: Males shows that “teenagers smoke (or don’t) because adults around them smoke (or don’t).” (p. 156) In one study, four out of five grade-schoolers who had tried smoking had close family members who smoked. (p. 159)
So why does “peer pressure” get so much attention as the main factor in teenagers starting to smoke? Somehow it’s easier to blame other teenagers than the adults in the teenagers’ homes.

The teenagers most likely to drink, smoke, and use drugs are the ones whose parents drink, smoke, and use drugs. This shouldn’t surprise anyone.

In fact, whether we’re looking at smoking, drunk driving, or any of the other social ills that Males examines, rates are lower for teenagers than for the adult population. For example, we hear of an “epi​demic” of teenage suicide, yet the 13-19 age group accounts for under 7 percent of all suicides, a rate far below that of the adult age groups. (p. 230).
“Framing” a whole generation
“Framing” teens—claiming that their misbehavior is worse than it is, then claiming that their mis​behavior is the source rather than the result of social decay—makes it easy for our culture to marginalize teenagers. Even worse, framing teems lets us ignore the very real problems that they are facing. The U.S. ranks as the most powerful economy in the world—and we still rank first among Western nations in child poverty. Males sees poverty as the real root of the problems which society prefers to blame on teenagers as teenagers. In each of the “myths” he discusses, Males shows that income level is a much better indicator than age group. 
If poor teenagers are more likely to drink, smoke, or do drugs, it’s because they’re poor, not because they’re teenagers.
Other pieces of the frame-up around the teenage generation include welfare “reforms,” lingering racism, declining school funding, and the criminal justice system’s increasing eagerness to sentence teen offenders “as adults” when society hasn’t pro​tected them as children. All of these combine to drive teenagers farther and farther away from the center of society.

What you and I can do
to make a difference
First and most important, we should stay aware of the public distortions being used against teenagers as a group. We should not demonize a generation for problem behaviors when it is that generation’s parents who have set the example.

And we should not—must not—let society’s stereo​types turn us away from our children. We must not abandon our children to an increasingly cold and uncaring adult society.
That’s the real message here for educators and families. Parents and schools should defend teens, not stereotype them, blame them, and back away from them. We should instead do everything we can to be the best models we can be and to help teens build closer, more positive relation​ships with the grown-ups in their lives.
Children and youth have an across-the-board right not to be made into negative symbols for larger social problems—especially not under the banner of “protecting” them. Further, adults have a duty to take responsibility for adult misbehaviors and to quit blaming them on young people. (p. 276)



Special thanks to the Washington State Tech Prep Directors Association.

This series created and supported with Carl D. Perkins Act funding.


