YOUNG PEOPLE TODAY!
	


  

"I know a lot about young people, I went to school with them" quipped a parent I spoke to last month. I replied with a phrase made famous by one Salesian teacher, "but you have never been young in the year 2000". As an adult caring for young people it is all too easy to assume that my own experience is basically the same as that of young people today. Why not look at four places in the life of young people today described below in story and statistics and ask if this experience is the same as your own?

the BEDROOM

The bedroom door slammed as John dived for his bed. In the darkness his hand reached for the remote. 

Click. The TV hissed into life and the silver screen bathed him in light. 

Click. The video whirred into action and his favourite Brit awards video appeared on the screen. 

Click. The sound went up to near maximum and the music washed over him. 

John was safe; away from all the hassle of yet another showdown with his mother. He knew she wouldn't come into his bedroom, not now he had his wall of sound around him. He was safe.

As his mind cleared John reached for his mobile he kept tucked under the pillow, charging from the bedside light socket. He pressed "A" for Anna and curled up, half watching the familiar pictures and half waiting for Anna to answer. Usually they would talk about homework at this time but tonight John knew she would let him tell her how angry he was with his mother. She was having parent-problems too. He'd spent hours listening to her. Now it was her turn to listen to him. The mechanical voice clicked in: “Leave a message.” John sighed and turned back to the screen and let it mesmerise him. 

At last his mobile rang. Anna replied? No it was his mother ringing from downstairs! “Come down and finish the pots!” She was ringing his mobile! She will be appearing on TV next he thought! This was his world, his life; she had no right to invade his space. The world below was so emotionally congested he could not live in it. Now his mother was using technology to get at him! He slumped downstairs, ready to do battle again.

72% of working class youth have a TV in their bedroom

40% have their own mobile 'phone

86% listen to music for over 71/2 hours per week 

 Source: Young People New Media LSE 1999
in SCHOOL

Susan had been running the anti-bullying programme in the school for two years. She was very concerned to reduce the level of stress and violence in the school. The children had enough problems with poverty and parental breakdown at home; they needed the school to be a safe place. That was why she was finding this interview with Damian particularly difficult. The Headteacher had asked her to break the news that they were going to recommend exclusion for Damian because of his recent behaviour. Damian was increasingly difficult to manage in class, predictions for exam passes were poor and there was a school inspection due in a month. Damian had been bullied lower down the school, now he was the bully. Once one problem was sorted out, he picked on another child. His parents had split up two years ago and Damian was holding the home together while his Mother worked. Susan knew he was angry and needed help beyond what the school could give.

Sat in the interview room on the admin corridor Susan looked at the slumped figure of Damian as he absorbed the news. She realised that, as far as Damian was concerned, she was just another bully. She recalled a magazine article from student days that asked the question "should a Christian school crucify the lowly?" It struck her that she was doing that right now with Damian. The awful thing was that she had no choice. She was not allowed to look at the bigger picture in front of her and address the whole person. She had to assess his intellectual performance, his head and not his heart. Despite what the school mission statement said about the whole person, when it came to the crunch the top three inches of his head were all that mattered. As she delivered the news to Damian it occurred to her that she too was being bullied by forces that robbed her of the ability to respond in a balanced and healthy way to the needs of young people. No wonder so many of her profession were considering resignation in the next few years.

School exclusions rose by 400% during the 1990s

83% of those were males in secondary school

The GCSE pass rate (5 Grade A-Cs ) has almost doubled in the last 20 years

51% of young people in school will have been bullied at some stage.

One third of newly qualified teachers fail to enter the profession

 (Teacher Training Authority Figures)

Retirement from stress has increased by 150% during the 1990s 

the STREET

Alan was glad they had met up before they went off to the pub on the other side of the ring road. They all knew that it had a dodgy reputation but they'd agreed to try some of the real ale they brewed on the premises. They were almost within reach of "Foxy Fallon's" when they noticed a group coming out of a side-street, obviously heading towards the very same isolated dimly-lit pub surrounded by open space for the local park-and-ride scheme. You could almost feel each group stiffen as they saw each other. In the distance a police car cruised past unconcerned. They headed on towards the light but slowly enough to let the locals arrive first. As they went in they realised it was quiz night and the other group had merged into a very mixed and noisy atmosphere.

They signed up for the quiz and bought a few drinks and cigarettes. Alan kept away from the bar because he was only just 15. He let his older sister Paula get his and sign them in for the quiz. Paula was 16 and looked a lot older. She flirted with the barman as she picked up the pen and quiz sheet and then came back to the table. In the quiz they were lucky, all the questions seemed easy and yet they were totally surprised when their team won. The prize was a large jug of their famous home-brewed beer and the team celebrated their victory with renewed thirst and great noise. Paula went to the loo and came back with a worried look on her face. She told them that the group they saw on the way in was their local quiz team, and they usually won. One of the girls from that group had just told her, in no uncertain terms, that they would never get back across the ring road in one piece.

An hour later they stumbled out into the night, more sober and serious than they expected. They were frightened, and any bravado they felt evaporated in the fresh air. The gang was nowhere to be seen. Their eyes hunted the shadows for signs of attack. All the horror stories they heard on the news came back in too much detail. The chimes of the parish clock reverberated in the darkness as they crept towards the bridge over the ring road. As the empty neon-lit bridge got closer they began to believe they would avoid trouble. When they got to the other side Alan was dripping with sweat and shaking; though he said nothing to the others. Paula noticed though and realised that he wasn’t quite as old or tough as he looked. She would remember that frightened-child look on his face for a long time.

One in four males (16-24) have been victims of violent crime

41% of violent youth crime involves family or friends

Police cautions are falling for 10-17 year olds but rising for 18-20 year old males

44% of 15-year-old boys drink alcohol at least once a week

In 1993 the average weekly intake for 16 year old males was 9 units in 1999 almost 15 units

Today 25% of 16 year old girls smoke. This percentage has stayed the same since 1990.

Source: Key Data on Adolescence Coleman 1999

A teacher goes to the Surgery

I went in for my 'flu jab as usual in October. I didn't expect to see half the pupils in my GCSE group in there. There must have been six or seven of them dotted around in twos and threes. Sarah was horrified when she saw me. I was careful just to nod at them and sit down with one of those mindless magazines that kept you from looking around too much. But I noticed quite a bit: Sarah was red as a beetroot and was obviously being comforted by an older sister, they were so much alike. I hope they weren't here for what I thought was the reason. Dan was nursing his football injury, embarrassed by the sling around his arm. Was Peter here to renew his asthma inhaler prescription? Perhaps he was getting something for the skin rash I had watched developing over the last month. He looked weary from all the unmerciful teasing of his so-called friends. Siobhan was a regular here and I knew from being her year-tutor that she was here to see the nurse to keep an eye on her eating disorder that was breaking the hearts of both her parents. The others were simple chest infections, aggravated by smoking, they had coughed and spluttered through my lessons all week.

I was actually getting interested in the magazine when Sarah came and sat next to me. "Sir" she said conspiratorially, "you won't tell my mum you've seen me here will you?" Her eyes were pleading. I said that I wouldn't say a word and she looked relieved. Then she told me that she was here to get referred to a drug programme because of LSD use. And I had assumed she was pregnant! 

Conceptions of 13-15 year olds have hardly risen at all since 1971

25% of 14-18 year olds have used LSD

The average teenager visits the doctor 2-3 times a year.

23% of 16-year-old girls are on a diet.

Teenage Boys are twice as likely to die in accidents than girls.

35% of 15-19s visit a doctor for asthma or respiratory problems

Suicide rates for 15-24 year old males have fallen since 1992 and are unchanged for females.

Source: Key Data on Adolescence. Coleman 1999
In the light of stories and statistics such as these I have heard so many people say that they are glad they are not young today. I find that rather a sad statement. Young people view the world with a mixture of feelings but above all else with a sense of joy and optimism according to Merton Strommen (The Five Cries of Youth, 1988, Harper Row). Don Bosco too emphasised the need for optimism and joy and reminded us of St Francis de Sales advice that we should not bewail the times we live in. Young people are the growing edge of society and they have within their hands a future that belongs to them. As adults we too need to become explorers on our own faith journey, finding new ways to connect the older wisdom of the Gospel to the wide range of options facing young people today. Young people don't need us to make their world safe, but they do need us to give them some sort of compass as they move into an unknown future. For Salesians that compass is the experience of Gospel love, "young people need to know that they are loved" said John Bosco and in another place he said "Education is mainly a matter of the heart". Trying to understand young people is an act of the heart as well as the head it is the first step in building a lifelong friendship with young people.
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