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Preface

When it comes to the hopes and dreams that you hold for your chil-
dren, you have more in common with the people around you than you
may realize. Beneath the sense of isolation that has divided our com-
munities, we all share a deep well of concern for the younger genera-
tion. If we can find a way to tap into that well, child rearing can
become the secure and fulfilling joy that it should be, rather than the
risky and nerve-wracking challenge that it has become for too many
parents,

Everywhere I go, parents and teachers complain that the forces in-
fluencing children have spun wildly out of their control. How can a par-
ent pass on good values when children are exposed to every imaginable
form of sordidness through the mass media? How can a teacher pass
on skills and knowledge when the popular and peer cultures discour-
age serious academic motivation? Other citizens, too, express con-
cerns. How can a pediatrician, seeing her caseload bursting with
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unnecessary teenage health disasters—suicide attempts, alcoholism
and drug abuse, eating disorders, assaults, injuries from driving acci-
dents—do anything effective about preventing the damage when her
young patients refuse to take her warning seriously? How can a citizen,
seeing his home town wracked by youth vandalism, theft, and other
petty crime, stop young people from destroying his town—and their
own futures—when neither the police nor the youngsters’ families
seem able to control the youngsters’ behavior?

We must ask ourselves: Is the world today as wholesome a place to raise
children as the places where we ourselves grew up? If we cannot answer this
question with a resounding yes, we must take positive steps to create a
better cultural climate for our children. The first step must be to resist
feeling helpless about the social forces shaping our children’s futures.

This book is about how adults who care about the future of young
people—parents, teachers, community members—can regain the con-
trol that they need to raise a healthy younger generation. We can regain
control by joining together around a shared set of high standards and
expectations for the young. Borrowing from some recent work in edu-
cation and sociology, I am calling this shared vision a “youth charter.”

Young people today receive many contradictory messages concern-
ing the standards they are expected to meet, and the multiple voices
they hear can create a confusing cacophony of demands. Teachers en-
courage a student to study hard, but the child’s peers think that school-
work is dorky. A guidance counselor advocates the importance of fair
play, while a sports coach insists that his players do whatever it takes to
win the big game. Parents expect their child to speak respectfully, but
their child’s teenage television idols emanate contempt for adults—
and why not, since all the storylines make adults out to be clueless
nitwits? Some of a child’s teachers demand achievement, service, or
obedience; others proclaim that youth is a time for playfulness, free-
dom, avoiding stress, and building self-esteem. Youngsters search in
vain to find the coherent and inspiring guidance they need for a suc-
cessful transition to responsible adulthood.

The youth charter is an approach that brings together all adults who
are in positions to influence young people—parents, teachers, town of-
ficials, police, clergy, sports coaches, club leaders, counselors, news me-
dia, employers—in the quest to define high community standards for
youth development. A youth charter focuses on the core features of
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character and competence that young people need to acquire in order
to become responsible citizens.

A community youth charter, written or unwritten, identifies a com-
munity’s standards and expectations for young people’s behavior and
creates occasions for imparting these standards and expectations to
the young. It guides the younger generation toward fundamental stan-
dards of honesty, civility, decency, respect, the pursuit of excellence,
courage, skill, and a sense of purpose in work. A youth charter can
open new lines of communication and start productive conversations,
triggering the cultivation of resources and other opportunities for
youth development. Youth charters can be revised as circumstances
dictate, and because they reflect each community, they vary.

Youth charters, as powerful communication devices, can help young
people understand the reactions of others to their behavior, When a
teacher is disappointed in a child’s performance or when a police offi-
cer calls a parent about a misbehaving teenager, a youth charter can
turn the emotional experience into a constructive lesson. Youth char-
ters can provide the basis for rigorous academic standards at school.
They also can provide conduits for regular feedback between parent
and child and create as well healthy links between young people and
the adult community. Youth charters can be critical in dealing with
crises, such as a sudden incident of self-destructive behavior or a
school cheating scandal. It can help a community overcome the usual
blaming and finger-pointing when such crises occur.

In my usage, the youth charter has two distinct but interconnected
meanings. The first meaning is the process of building youth charters
through town meetings, task forces, and other conversations among
parents, teachers, community members, and young people. The sec-
ond meaning is the product—the actual set of standards and expecta-
tions (often unwritten) that comprises a youth charter, providing
guidance for young people in all areas of their lives. Both meanings
are central to the notion of the youth charter.

The process of building a community youth charter is a method for
establishing the core consensus that some places have enjoyed all
along, but that has waned in many sectors of our divided society. The
process relies on a series of large- and small-group conversations among
members of a community—meetings among parents, teachers, police,
sports coaches, religious leaders, local news media producers, employ-
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ers of youth, and other concerned adults. These conversations can take
many forms, and their outcomes can be as diverse as our society itself.
The ultimate shape of the conversations and subsequent actions must
be determined from within the community. It is variable, permeable,
and evolving. One community may use a youth charter primarily to
promote academic achievement among its young. Another may use it
to discourage drug use and drinking at teen parties. A third may focus
on spirituality or community service, a fourth on how to make sports,
recreation, and part-time employment into character-building activi-
ties for young people. Each community takes up its own combination
of concerns, and each resolves them in its own way. In this sense, the
youth charter is a kind of operating system. It makes youth programs
effective, but—within a very broad set of constraints—it does not de-
fine the nature of the programs. The youth charter process opens the
system up for the work that needs to be done.

A youth charter is not about just any conceivable set of standards
and expectations. It reflects the basic standards of civilized living, in-
cluding respect, compassion, common decency, honesty, fairness, and
personal responsibility. It also promotes high standards of achievement
in school and other work settings. It is not a values-neutral approach. In
fact, if there is one thing that we have learned from educational his-
tory, it is that neutral approaches—such as extreme moral relativism—
do little more than pass on to young people the cynical message that
adults have no principles that they care about enough to stand by.

In this sense, the youth charter is literally what it says: a charter of
specific principles to guide the raising and education of the young.
This does not mean that the youth charter is a formal document, writ-
ten in stone, imposed from above, or identical in all contexts. It is a set
of evolving understandings, some negotiable and some steadfast, that
form the basis of deliberation and action. For example, a community
from time to time might reconsider the specific sanctions that it im-
poses to deter cheating in school or vandalism on the streets while still
affirming its continuing adherence to standards of honesty and respect
for public property. A youth charter arises from within a community,
and it reflects the community’s experiences and circumstances.

In this book, I describe both the process of building youth charters
and some of the core standards and expectations that will play a role in
most community charters. Young people encounter standards and ex-
pectations in multiple contexts—at home, at school, through the mass



PREFACE xiii

media, on sports teams, on jobs, among friends—and so I have devoted
chapters to each of these settings. My first purpose is to show how all
the major influences on young people in these settings can impart
high standards and lofty expectations. My second purpose is to show
how all these influences can work together, supporting rather than un-
dermining one another.

I believe that every community has the capacity to establish a useful
youth charter. Indeed, every community can do so on its own, without
outside experts or a grand movement. This book offers my ideas about
how this could take place. I present ideas about how such efforts can
be launched, what a successful youth charter might look like, and
which conditions in homes, schools, and society need to be changed in
order to support such an effort.

The solutions that I offer are action-oriented. They bring together
all members of a community to create common standards for young
people’s behavior, and they offer ways to keep these standards alive in
the daily behavior of the young. Key players in this effort are the adults
who are in positions to promote healthy development in the young.
The main beneficiaries of the effort are the young people, the future
of our society. I hope that my proposals will benefit the adults at the
same time as the children. By opening new lines of communication
around common standards, adults not only can help young people
build a sense of purpose, but they can also create a sense of community
for themselves. In this way, the youth charter holds the promise of re-
constituting fragmented communities around a purpose that practi-
cally all people care about: the prospects and well-being of our young.
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WINDSOR, 199%7/98

The following excerpts are drawn from the diary of Frank Castor, a high
school guidance counselor in the pleasant suburban town of Windsor,
Ohio. Frank has worked at the high school since the mid-1980s. Before
that, he served as a junior officer in the U.S. Navy, and then, for a cou-
ple of frustrating years, he tried his hand at journalism and creative writ-
ing. Frank began his high school career as an English teacher, then
moved up to assistant principal, then became head of the school guid-
ance department. The diary excerpts quoted here cover the school year
1997/98.

These excerpts tell the first part of a before-and-after story from
Frank’s perspective. Chapter 2 relates the second part of the story from
several other perspectives in addition to Frank’s. The main story line
across the two chapters is as follows: During two turbulent years, a mod-
ern suburban town transforms itself from a divided collection of isolated
people into a community that comes together in an effort to create a



