Children at Risk: Who's Taking Care of the Kids?
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Somewhere along the way, on the journey to a brave new world of high technology, 

global economies and mass communication, Americans lost their children. Not in a 

physical sense, of course, but in ways that have nevertheless left 

ever-increasing numbers of kids adrift, as if they were in fact forgotten in a 

complex maze without direction or guidance. 

Last October, after a decade of introspective and critical research, the 

Washington, D.C.-based Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development published its 

concluding report, and confirmed that the prognosis is not good. In the 

aftermath of dynamic social change, profound scientific and technological 

discoveries and expanded means of communicating, American society has in 

damaging ways divorced itself from the developmental needs of its children. 

"Millions [of children] are growing up under conditions that do not meet 

enduring human needs for optimal development," the report said. "They are not 

receiving the careful, nurturing guidance they need from parents and other 

adults." 

The statistical implications of society's disengagement are astounding and 

alarming. According to the report, by age 17, 25 percent of adolescents have 

engaged in behaviors that are harmful to themselves and others, including 

becoming pregnant, substance use, antisocial activity and school failure. Nearly 

half of these children are at high or moderate risk of seriously damaging their 

life chances. 

"The damage may be near term and vivid, or it may be delayed, like a time bomb 

set in youth," the report said. The emotional toll is measured in the number of 

children who are depressed or suffer other emotional turmoil. About a third of 

adolescents say they have contemplated suicide, while others lack the ability to 

manage interpersonal conflict without violence. 

"For a fairly sizable proportion of kids, it is certainly a grim situation," 

said Ruby Takanishi, Ph.D., a child development and educational psychologist and 

executive director of the council. Citing a "moving target of diversity and 

transition," Takanishi said that it is difficult to pinpoint any single 

influence that has a greater impact than others. But it is clear to her that the 

dramatic changes in the past several decades have created a morass of new 

conditions that now make it more difficult for children to thrive than in other 

generations. 

For instance, the increased numbers of two-earner or single-parent families, the 

greater willingness to permit unsupervised activity, and the pervasiveness of 

media and interactive devices such as computers mean that kids are most likely 

spending less time with adults. By the time a child is 18, according to the 

report, adolescents as a group will have spent more time watching television 

than they will have spent in the classroom. In the process they will see about 

one thousand murders, rapes or aggravated assaults depicted each year. 

"What’s really problematic is that when there are no countervailing forces- like 

strong relationships with parents and good people capable of talking about what 

kids see on TV or in films- there is no one to interpret it," said Takanishi. As 

a result a moral and ethical void is filled with the distorted worldview created 

by the media’s fantasyland. 

James P. Comer, M.D., a professor of psychiatry at the Yale Child Study Center 

in New Haven, Conn., served on a number of the Carnegie Council's task forces 

and is a member of the board of its parent, the Carnegie Corp. in New York. He 

agrees that this generation of children is more at risk as the result of adult 

and institutional disengagement from the responsibility of raising children. 

Until the 1950s, Comer said, most people lived in small towns or neighborhoods 

where children constantly remained in close proximity to adults who were the 

chief source of their information. Civic and social forces in these more insular 

environments kept kids under supervision. Since that time, however, worldwide 

changes have disrupted what was once a less complex environment, and the 

concomitant changes to meet new challenges never materialized. 

"For the first time in the history of the world we have a situation where 

children receive information from anonymous, distant sources with which they 

have no relationship," Comer said. "[Children] are not being developed in the 

formal and informal ways that they once were so the control of impulsivity, 

learning what to act on and what not to act on, and feeling of relatedness to 

the people around them is not there in the natural way that it was before. This 

is all new." 

In order to stave off what Comer says is a "dangerous and systemic" 

deterioration that will ultimately produce a society filled with more violence 

and less capacity for caring, concern about others, and responsibility, profound 

reforms are needed in the way we care for and nurture children into adulthood. 

"We need to go into the turn of the century and come to grips with the fact that 

serious changes have occurred in living as a result of technology and we've got 

to create some institutions and ways of working with young people to keep up 

with the times," Comer said. "If we don't do that we are going to go on a rapid 

downhill course early in the turn of the century." 

Larry Stone, M.D., president of the Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 

and medical director of Laurel Ridge Hospital in San Antonio, agrees that the 

advent of major demographic and technological changes have produced unique 

circumstances previously unknown in history. "Communication and technology 

abounds, but it's not human- it doesn’t come with a warm smile, or a pat on the 

back or a hold-me-close; it doesn’t come with that human warmth, so that bonding 

is missing," he said. 

Yet even though the composition of families has changed, and the environments in 

which they live have undergone rapid transformation, the concept of parenting 

should have remained constant, but it didn’t. 

"We can’t change the meaning of parenting. The child today needs the same 

quality of parenting that they needed a hundred years ago, or a thousand years 

ago," Stone said. "The problem is that as we have changed the definition of 

parents, it hasn't left room to provide all of the essentials of good parenting. 

At every level of development the child still needs the same things, they still 

need the same attachments, they need to form the same bonding in order to learn 

how to be social and how to take their places as mature adults." 

The failure to renew these elements of child rearing has already left its 

imprint on the minds of our young, Stone added. "We are seeing children who are 

less self-confident, who have more withdrawal, and feel more isolated. They feel 

more frightened and they feel like the world is an unsafe place. They are in a 

state of alienation in that emotionally they feel separate and detached." 

The Carnegie Council said that Americans must begin the process of reengaging 

families with their children, and of creating developmentally appropriate 

schools for adolescents. Strengthening community services, and encouraging 

government and business to provide resources to promote family stability are 

also necessary adjuncts, particularly in the area of child care. The media must 

also redirect their resources, making the messages children receive more 

educational, less destructive. 

For Carol W. Williams, D.S.W., associate commissioner for the Childrens' Bureau 

at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the prospects that these 

types of reforms will occur is none too clear. 

"What we know is that a good portion of what happens to children gets 

transmitted intergenerationally," she said. "We know that children who are 

neglected are likely to neglect their own children, so if we don't create 

environments that can protect and nurture children, given the changing demands 

on the family, I think we may make generations of children vulnerable." 

