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INTRODUCTION

An Unexpected Journey

My first year out, that is, the first year that followed my own high school -

‘graduation, was a time of significant personal change. As a high school

student, T had glimpsed a laxger world through a ‘oracious appetite for
reading and through the liberal and cosmopolitan perspectives of miy pri-
marily Jewish, publicschool teachers. But growing up the youngest Df five
brothers ina blue-co]lar urban and Chnstlan fundamentahst‘ .

Fheaton, I]lmo1s That wasbecause evangehcals es-

.

/ Pec1ally of the sort found at Wheaton, took intellectual life seriously. They

were not suspicious of new ideas or new theories, like the handful 6fBob -

church. Rather, they considéred all ideas caréfullj and sought to learn all
_they could from them, no matter their source. Al truth is.God’s truth,”

theyloved to say, “wherever it be found,” At the same time; my fifst year out
was{socially broadening, pecause this blue-collar Philly boy met—for the
first time—Midwestern teens who grew up in the suburbs, who attended
schools without police asmgned to them full time, and who had fathers

“Jones University graduates who attended my otherwise blue-collar horne -

o

who were physicians, lawyers, and business owners. Though building re- -

lationships with suburban, middle-class teens rarely counts.as a “socially
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broadening” experience, it was for me. Given the subcultural shock of this
transitional period in my own life, it is no surprise that I became a cultural

sociologist who studies American religion and American education.
Thus when I began working as a professor, 1 did | not have to look far for
a research project that interested me; I wanted to make sens

2 A s )
X ear out, for various sorts of teens, Who head offinto various settings, and

who thus discover i important things about themselves and the world. Gen-
eralizing from my own experience (always foolish, but I did it anyway), [

beheved that the majority of teens who headed off to college had broadg:

1n§, ,ifnot llberatmg, expenences akin to my own during their first: yearout,
hat is, of course,

m&\c ‘{W"%\ what college admissions offices sell to prospective students. It is also what

keeps an entire college admission industry in business—with guidebook
authors promising readers “any one of the 40 colleges profiled here will . ,
f’eQu give you a rich, full life; . . . they will raise trajectories, strengthen skﬂls
N double talents develop value systems, and i impart confidence.”™ And it is
@ "also what professors like me tell each othera after we toil all semester to con-
. . vey something fmportant to our students, to no observable effect. “Ah, but
you are impacting your students even when they don’t show it or realize
it themselves,” a senior and presumably wiser colleague told me. But as I
-#_ would soon discover, neither he nor Iwasright.

-~ Most of the mainstream American teens [ spoke with neither liberated
EESEISEIXES lntelleetually nor broaden themselves socially during 'r.helr ﬁrst
year out, Rather, most teens settled all the more comfortably into the pat-

| terns and priorities they formed earlier in their lives. What teens actually
‘DN\‘A W ﬁ?‘ cus on during the first year out is thlS dally hfe management hat is, they
" R\‘d'\(‘ ___‘_ge"'t'helrpersonalrelatlonshlps——mth romantic patiners, friends, and

authority figures; they manage personal gratifications—including sub-

stanceuseand sexual activity; and they manage their economic lives—with
its expanding necessities and rising hfe“sntmj;iweue;pectatlons And to my sur-
prise, they manage these things falrlx well—orlearn todo sorather quickly.
Mainstream American teens navigate many changes in their personal rela-
tionships with friends and family; they generally moderate, though some-
times abuse, their use of adult substances and their expression of sexual

freedoms; and theyadapt to increased economicresponsibilities and match

consumption patterns with their peers (see chapters 3-4). This is guite a

bt for teens to manage during their first year out, leaving most American
nterest in, much else. The few teenswho

eens w1th l1tt1e time for, and 1
go beyond daily life management the ones who demonstrate intellectual
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engagement and social broadening, are largely the ones pursuing careers
that perpetuate these views of the first year out, They represent the next
generatlon of professors and allied professmnals—hke theraplsts, deans,

journalists, and guidance counselors—but they do not represent tAmerican
teens in general,

[P

in the new global realities of the American economy. Teens know all-too-
‘well that good jobs are not certain and that even with the right credential
there are no guarantees for the future. So unless teens receive a rich inheri-
tance, they know they must complete their own educations and climb their

——

Why is daily life management the paramount focus of teens? The rea-
song, Isuggest, areboth economic and cultural, Théeconomic mpetus lies

own occupational ladder (affluent parents can make the process easier, but
thgeannot eliminate 1t) Post-high school education is therefore viewed
mstrumentallx—as a pathway to a better job and economic security—with
“mostteens accepting their educational hazing and orienting their attention
to more immediate matters. Few teens, moreover, indicate any real interest
in intellectual engagement or social broadening, which requires an explo-.,

ration of cultural factors affecting teens’ focus on daily life management

du.rm the first year out.

1 Cu.lture3I tell my computer-savvy freshmen, i is lik like our human “operat-
ing system.” Just-as a computer is no more than amass of useless hardware
“without an operating system, so too are humans but a mass of organs and
tissues without culture, Without culture we would have ne language, no

knowledge, no meaning, and no life. And just like a computer operating

Mf “

wf)

Q«w

«?DC’“‘

system, there are certain cultural “defanlt” installation settings that, un-

less overridden, shape how individuals view the world and establish daily
pracnces argue that the current default settings in the United States in-
“stalla popular American moral culture that: celebrates personal effort and

individual achievement; demonstrates patriotism; believes in God and a
spmtual afterlife; values loyalty to famﬂy, friends, and coworkers; expects

e "
I are e A

personal ‘moral | freedom distrusts large orgamzatlons and bureaucracies;

{ ot

“and conveys the message that happiness and fulfillment are found primar-

11y in personal relationships and 1nd1v1dual consumptlon Put dlfferently,
the vast majority of Americans get a Iump in their throat when they hear
the wife of a slain police officer sing “God Bless America”; they hope that
that slain police officer is now “in a better place”; they respect hard work
and individuals who succeed through it; they strive for loyalty to fami-
lies, friends, and coworkers; they are wary of politics, large corporations,
and educational institutions; they accommodate moral liberties to drink,

L
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smoke, gamble, and be active (hetero-) sexually; mdﬁaey generally urste
_happiness through intimate relationships and| personal consumption, Un-
"less these default settings are altered, usually to install more specific reli-
gious or nonreligious subcultural settings, this constellation of beliefs and
practices is characteristic of most Americans (see chapter 2).

The impact of pepular American moral culture on the first year.outis,

%ﬂy, substantial. Consider the place of education in this moral

ek *eulture: asalarge bureaucracy tobe wary of and as the tacit means by which

@%\‘\‘)\AM diligent individuals attain individual success. Education is the standard
pathway to occupatmnal achlevement but it 1s nota trusted institution _

@\
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“beyond is supplying of necessary credentials. I argue that, rather than see see
schooling as an opportunity to examine oneself and one’s place in the larger
wotld, most American teens keep core identities in ar\“ldennty lockbox l

het:

during the1r first year out and act1vely res1st efforts 1o

frommtellectual or moral tampering that would put them o out- of-step with
the communities that shaped them or hinder their efforts to pursue the
individual achievement they have always envisioned for themselves. Asa

“'teen planning to be a teacher told me plamly and unapologenca].ly, “Tknow

there’s all this injustice and stuff in cities—but I could never teach in an
urban school; T just want to teach in a nice school, live in a nice house with
abigyard, and have kids.” Though teens may have a variety of occupational
interests, this teen’s vision of success is widely shared. She therefore > kept
her lockbox tlghtly closed, lest she surrender her “safe and respectable fu-
“ture for an unknown and dubious one, T

Another way popular American moral culture fosters teen preoccupa-
tion with daily life involves the expectations it creates about t the first ye year
out 1t. Most parents expect their teens to take on greater financial responbr
“bilities following high school graduation, and both those who remain at
home for the1r first year out and those who live at colle ge experience a no-

occupy many teen hours during the ﬁrst year out, teens are often obll\rlous

to 1ts effect on their schedule. Teens focus their attention instead on the

" semiadult relationships they now navigate and the adult gratifications (ie.,
e ——————— T, et e e

l‘m%&amr&
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to consume substances and express sexuality) they now claim. Itis in this
arena that teens, with extensive support from American popular culture,
gxpectto Hind falfiliment, satisfaction, and happiness. Whatever elseitmay

bethat teens are actually doing each day; one can be certain that in the back
of virtually every teen mind are thoughts of past, present, or future friends,
of partners, of family, and of good and bad times shared with others. Be-
tween meeting financial expectations, navigating adult relationships, and
handling adult freedoms, it is no wonder that developing competence in

daily life management preoccupies teens during the first year out,
" As comforting as it may be to learn that teens manage their daily lives
fairly Welland can pitch their own 'life tent” and live in it relatively inde-

pende tly, however, a dark cloud looms on the hotizon, The dark cloud

-7

"is this: most American teens do not question whether popular American

moral culture provides a sufficient basis upon which to construct 1nd1v1d-u

ual biographies or sustain shared lives. Can the private pursuit of happi-

_ness through personal intimacy and individual consumption, w1th adash’

of ‘patriotism and a sprinkling o of the1sm sustain these young Americans
"should daily life be significantly 1nterrupted or permanently altered? T am
dubious. Just as organizations must possess a combination of clear values,

defined purpose, and good management to be successful, so must teens. oL
But most teens possess onlyjgood management—and have inadvertently W@L

pitched theirlife tents in a flood basin. They remind me of G. K. Chesterton’s
“practical man,” whom he contrasts with his thinking man: “A practical
man means a man accustomed to merely daily practices, to the way things
commonly work. When things will not work, you must have the thinker,
the man who has some doctrine about why they work at all.™ Contempo-
"rary teens are practical men and women. They p1tch their tentsand manage
their daily lives faitly well. But they are not, by and large, thinking men and
women. Few consider where they pitch their tents or question whether they
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should be so consumed with daily campground Jife. Should some calamlty 5

befall them 1nd1v1dually, or befa].l us collectlvely, ‘their tents w111 be dam-
aged or destroyed and their occupants left without the resources or skills
to relocate their campsite or ‘reconfigure their lives. In fact, T suggest ‘that

an awtul storm passed through the campground already, on September 11,
2001. But after a brief evacuation, American teens returned to their soggy
tents and settled back into their daily, and now quite muddy, routines (see
chapter 6).

Itisironic that in the same year that American teens gai
managing their day-to day actis 't1es, they beco
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in ignoring the longer-term direction of their lives and neglecting their
1nterdependence with commumty, c1v1c hfe national politics, and global
issues. Of course, American teens “know about” these matters; like they
“know about the Egyptian pyranuds o the solar system, Teens know that
these things matter to educated types like me. But it is abstract and triv-
ial knowledge, to be regurgitated in an essay, and not useful or important
knowledge, to be used to shape futures or determine pathways of action.
Fewand far between are teens whose lives are shaped by purpose, who dem-
onstrate direction, who recognize their interdependence with communi-
ties small and large, or who think about what it means to live in the biggest
house in the global village.

Perhaps this is because few and far between are American adults:
lives are shaped by piirpose, who démonstrate direction, who TeCO mze

their mterdependence with others, of who think about America’s place in
the global commumty—leﬁ%né“;éens with few such adultsto mod“é;l;theu
“own lives after. My study 5 about teens, of course, and not about adults.
But my analysis offers readers a window through which they can observe
the effect of American culture on youth and also infer something of the
future direction of American culture as these teens take their places as the
custodians of America for the next generation. No earthly creature knows
the future nor what ordinary or cataclysmic events lie ahead, so inferences
about the future come with the usual caveats. Still, I cannot help but find it
sadly paradoxical that American culture, which is so associated worldwide
with individuals who take 1n1tlat1ve and pursue freedom, produces so few™

"

who actualize those core values "

" They youngAmencans Iinterviewedand observed, whobegan their adult
journeys between 1995 and 2003, learned to master digital technology as
readily as they did walking and came of age knowing only an overscheduled
and multitasking society. They are arguably a part of America’s most time-
efficient generation. The question is, do these new adults know where they

are Heaaed and will they be satisfied when they get there?

T T




SEATED AT A WOBBLY TABLE

Poppy’s, Lowanda’s, Rob’s, and Kristi’s stories illustrate many important as-
pects of American teens’ first year out, and I have used their stories to intro-
duce several observations and general interpretations. In this closing section,
I'will describe a “table” schema I use to organize these interpretations into a
~ ‘more meaningful whole. I envision a table around which the vast majority
of American high school graduates gather; that table is the first year out.
Tables serveanumber of purposesin America—meals, conversations, nego-
tiations, displays, work, and play—and we have all had to tolerate a wobbly
one at some point. Though any metaphor is admittedly imperfect, the one
I believe best summarizes the first year out for Poppy, Lowanda, Rob, and
Kristi is one that positions them (and their peers) around a wobbly table.
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Two pedestals support this first-year-out table. One pedestal repre-
sents the new economic realities of global America. That is, it represents

. ablewobble, Thisis partly because the moral ¢

an American economy that is inextricably tied to the worldwide economy,

* that has outsourced mdnufacturing and now is outsourcing technical and
* support functions, that prefers short-term contracts with an on-call work-

force to the long-term consistency of career employees, and that demands
long hours from ever more credentialed speclahsts ‘I’he other pedestal E

represents the default American socialization process that generates c_1t1-

~ zens who celebrate personal effort-and individual achieverent; express
- patriotism; believe in God and affirm a spiritual afterlife; value loyalty to

family, friends, and coworkers; expect personal moral freedom; distrust
large organizations and bureaucracies; and pursue happiness primarily

- through personal intimacy and individual consumption. (Thesetwoped- - = .
- estals, connected yet distinct, are discussed further in chapter ».) But note -

that the first-year-out table, though generally sound, does have a notice-
ylture pedestal is starting to

_crack and partly because the new economic realities peclestal hasaninter-

Tl hydrauhc litt that raises or lowers its end of the tableon a schedule of

itsown choosing.

~ Theteens who gather around this wobbly table find two 1tems onit.The

ﬁrst itert on the table is an identity tockbox, into which teens can place their

critical religious, political, racial, gender, and class identities for safekeep-
_ing during the first year out (and beyond). Because the table does wobble,

most teens make quick use of thelockbox. Besides, evgone elseat thetable
' seems to be doing it, and teens like to fit in. Thé second 1tem\gn thetableis

a complex but engaging board game knc_)wn as daily life mandgement. This -

game has a myriad of pieces and complicated rules: there are pieces rep-
resenting relationships with peers, family, and various authority figures
(e.g., instructors, bosses, coaches)—and a host of possible combinations
thereof; there are monies to be earned, managed, and spent; there are so-
cial activities to choose and navigate; and there are refueling requirements
(e.g., food, clothing, and health) for each player (see chapter 3 for a fuller
description}. Given the intensity of the game, its interactive nature, a_l_lmé '
the range of strategies one can apply as it is played, most teens never give.

“a second thought to their use of the Tockbox and forget its presence on the

FEIe Some teeris, for various reasons, will occasionally peekinside the box,
whlle aselect fewwill keep their critical identities out of the lockbox andtry
to toinject t"ﬂc;ﬁ'ﬁifé”ﬂm“ life management game.




This not only 1mpedes teens immed
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The encouraging news is that the maJ or1ty of teens learn to play the dally

peer relatlonshlps ad]ust tochangesin their relationships with their fami-
lies, learn how to satisfy the authority figures in their lives, manage their
gratifications, and forge strategies to meet their food, clothing, and money
needs The d15courag1ng newsisthat w1despread use of the 1dent1ty lockbox

Values and purposes thoughtfu.lly
¢ sense of purpose and ditection, it

also reduces teens’ likelihood of recognizing and valuing their connected-
ness to larger communities—from voluntary organizations to localities to
state, nation, and world.

Please do not view this, however, as just another professor’s rant about
anew generation of college students—as I have become convinced that my
own generation of college students was little different. (In fact, political
scientist Philip Jacob demonstrated that college students in the 1940s and
19508 were also similar, which suggests that the 1960s and 1970s—when
many campuses witnessed political turmoil and when progressive educa-
tional ideals became institutionalized—were the aberration and not the
norm.”) Rather, my concern is fourfold} First, it is for the teens themselves,
who simply seek to pursue happmess asthey have been taught, but who find
themselves ensnarled by a culture that prioritizes sh short-term efficiency to
the detriment of long-term effectiveness and celebrates superficiality while

1gnor1ng mose whose l1ves ‘have been shaped by purpose and connected to

st

st s e A i
adolescents can learn and overestimated what they can meaningfully inte-
grate on their own{ Third, it is for scholars who may overgeneralize their

own atypical youth experiences to youth in general and then become frus-
trated by the disengaged pragmatism of these newly emerging adults, And

fourﬂi,\lt is for Americans in general, who too readily tolerate lives domi-
Tated by everyday urgencies and too quickly distract themselves from the
thought that life is not what it should be. (T'expand several of these points

“inchapter 2 and return toall four in chapter 6.)

Though some readers may wish these identity lockboxes would be un-
locked and their contents thoughtfully considered and meaningfully evalu-
ated during the firstyear out, Ibelieve that hope isunreasonable. The global

economic forces and slowly deterloratlng popular American moral culture

that give the first-year-out table its wobble are not about to alter anytime
YA
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soon. But more can be done to encourage those teens who do want to exam-
_inethe purposeor direction of their llves— them at deey er lev-
“elsbeforeand afterthe first year outand by supporting themas they learnthe
da1ly life management game dunng the first year out. There is a window of

ey

opportumty, for example, to engage some teens more fully with thelr comn-

munities prior to the firstyear o out, when teens have less da

Woenas i

and more time to integrate connnu.tuty with core identities (particulatly if

" one recognizes the dubious value of most teen emplro");ment and the value of
community engagement—see chapters 4 and 6). There are also windows of
opportunity during the first year out: to earn select teens’ trust (which they
are surprisingly willing to give to those who demonstrate genuine concern);
to ask simple questions like, “Where are you headed?” or “How doyou want
your life to influence others?” and and to listen carefully and thoughtfully to
_their answers. Some teens do stumble while playing the dally life manage-
ment game, and this too offers a window of opportunity for adults to sug-

- gest that vxh_:f. lies within teens’ identity lockboxes rrnght help them sort
_out some problem. And of course one can relocate | programmatic efforts

. to evaluate identities and form conneetlons to the larger world to Pomts
after thefirstyear out, when teens have ga
manage daily life, and when they may be more willing to peek i
identity lockboxes. I will expand these suggestions in chapter 6, but must
caution here that these nonetheless are heroic efforts that must compete
against €normots economic a and cilltural forces.
The ﬁrst year out is not the t1me of dramatlc personal change that so

many assumeit is or it should be. Yet itisa critical time of life management
“and interpersonal adjustment. Because past patterns matter far more to

L
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teens than new options dunng this  year, Ifound it essentlal to understand .

the tannly, faith, and" commumty startlng pomts of contemporary teens,
By understandlng these starting points, I was well-posmoned to under-’
stand—if not predict—the journeys most teens took during the first year
out.  examine those starting points in chapter 2.
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