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GROWING UP SCARED

by Karl Zinsmeister

The most pressing
“children’s issue” is not day
care, health care, or education.
It is the control of violent crime.
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lence; they are also increasingly the perpetrators of vio-
lence. In the most troubling cases we are seeing a pattern
of extreme remorselessness. The Central Park “wilding”
attack is an infamous example; those accused of raping
and nearly killing a young jogger in 1989 said afterward
that “it was fun.” In an earlicr case, in Washington,
D.C., a group of youths robbed, raped, and brutally mur-
dered a middle-aged mother named Catherine Fuller
while singing and joking. In another instance in Washing-
ton an eighteen-year-old shot a cab driver in the head be-
cause he “wanted to try outa gun.” In another, two teen-
agers killed a third who passed them on the street
because they wanted his “boom box,”

“I had a kid who shot a guy twenty-seven times,” one
juvenile-court supervisor reports. “What kind of anger is
that?” Even the murder victim’s girlfriend, he says,
showed no emotion when informed of the crime. In
Brooklyn three teenagers methodically set fire to a home-
less couple in 1987. When rubbing alcohol wouldn’t ig-
nite the pair, the youths went to a local service station for
gasoline, which worked. Hundreds of similarly disturb-
ing cases exist. Investigators say that juveniles are often
found laughing and playing at homicide scenes.

From 1983 to 1988 the number of minors arrested for
murder increased by a startling 31 percent (to 1,765),
cven though the number of people age twelve to seven-
teen actually decreased by eight percent over those five
years. The jump in murder arrests of children age four-
teen or younger (up 28 percent, to a total of 201 over that
same period) is especially troubling. Victor Herbert, the
executive director of New York City’s Division of High
Schaols, says a new breed of young people “who are very
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reckless, very carefree, and, we believe, very dangerous”
has arrived on the scene. “There’s real fear among young
people about each other,” he reports.

Homicide is now the leading cause of death among
children in many American inner cities, and about half
the assailants are other youths. Extrapolations from
death-certificate and FBI statistics show that approxi-
mately 2,000 minors were murdered in 1988—twice the
number killed in 1965, when there were 6.5 million more
people under age eighteen in the country, Among blacks
the destruction is particularly disturbing. More than
1,000 black children fell victim to homicide in 1988, a 50
percent increase over the toll in 1985, The murder and
drug epidemics sweeping black communities are now so
serious as to have actually reduced the average black life-
span. From 1970 to 1984 steadily improving medical
technology and diet, rising income, and other factors
pushed black life expectancy up from 64.1 years to 69.7
years. The progress stopped right there. While white
longevity has continued to rise, the average black life-
span has decreased since 1984 by nearly four months—a
development without parallel in the postwar period.

The Roots of the Problem

HE MOST IMPORTANT SOURCE OF VIOLENCE BY
and among children is family breakdown.
More than 60 percent of all children born to-
day will spend at least some time in a single-
parent household before reaching age eighteen. That
kind of collapse of family structure is historically unprec-
edented in the United States and possibly in the world.
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The most tragic aspect of this lack of nerve among
American elites in defending the integrity of the nuclear
family is that it misled and left badly exposed precisely
those groups that had the fewest other assets to fall back
on. The rich can perhaps afford a splintered family;
though it may bring heartache, it is usually not incapaci-
tating. But the ill-educated, the poor, the historically dis-
criminated against—strong families were in many cases
the only thing such people had going for them. Once en-
ticed out of the safe harbor of family solidarity, people in
these groups often cannot recover.

Bolstering Families

HERE 1S NO FULLY ADEQUATE SUBSTITUTE,
public or private, for intact families. How,
then, do we foster them? To begin with, there
is a very substantive role for simple public rhet-
oric. Despite a quarter century of heartbreaking experi-
ence, the establishment message often continues to be
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that family structure is just a choice, and that a prefer-
ence for one form over another is a kind of prejudice. A
typical expression of the sentiment was made by the
writer Toni Morrison in a 7ime magazine interview last
year: “I don’t think a female running a house is a prob-
lem, a broken family,” she said. “The little nuclear fam-
ily is a paradigm that just doesn’t work. It doesn't work
for white people or for black people. Why we are hanging
onto it, I don’t know.” So long as thinking like this pre-
vails, there will be no brake on our slide toward family
forms that are economically, socially, and emotionally
less tenable for children—and that perpetuate them-
selves over generations. To point out just one of many
weaknesses invisible to Morrison, single-mother families
have a poverty rate, after government transfers, of 38
percent; the comparable figure for husband-wife families
is six percent, The nuclear family is not a perfect institu-
tion, but it is a necessary one. It is one of the very few
institutions found in societies of every ethnic, political,
and cultural stripe. While it would hardly be sufficient to
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adoptions, cutting enormous adoption fees, strengthen-
ing legal protections for adoptive parents, and restoring
some confidentiality to the adoption process—could ease
the placement of thousands of youngsters into supportive
and loving homes.

Bringing Schools to Order

CHOOLS ARE THE PRIMARY PUBLIC INSTITUTION IN
the lives of children. If dangerous disorder is al-
lowed to exist there, children will get a powerfully
negative impression of society’s interest in pro-

tecting them. Schools must be sanctuaries, where at a
minimum physical safety is guaranteed. “If we can’t en-
sure at least inside a school building or a schoolyard that
there is still safety from the chaos of the streets,” says
Sandra Feldman, the president of New York City’s teach-
ers’ union, “then I fear for the future of our whole soci-
ety.” Unfortunately, we are not now even close to pro-
viding such a guarantee. We seem to have decided that
the level of violence in our schools today is something we
can live with—indeed, that it is virtually normal.

There is nothing normal, however, about the present
situation. Some 3 million incidents of attempted or com-
pleted street crime (assault, rape, robbery, theft) take
place inside schools or on school property annually. Near-
ly 300,000 high school students are physically attacked
each month. One teacher in twenty is assaulted every
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year. Twelve percent of all ¢¢
teachers hesitate to confront
misbehaving students for
fear of reprisal. The results
of the National Adolescent
Student Health Survey,
which queried 11,000 eighth-
and tenth-grade students in
twenty states in 1987, indi-
cate that nearly two percent
of all students (that would
amount to 338,000 students
nationwide) carried a hand-
gun to school at least once
that year. A third of those
students packed a pistol
daily. About eight times as

Somebody
pulled my
cousin out
of the car
and shot
him in the
heart two
weeks ago.

Quotation and art ahove:

many students carry knives  DANA,age?
as guns, Arton far left:
i . . JARRAL, age 7
There is no way to justify )
bii 3 hac) Artin center:
ringing a weapon to school.  pjonNDRra, age 9

Brandishing a firearm there

challenges every civilized norm, and until the possibility
of such conduct is eliminated, there can be no fine-tun-
ing, or even functioning, in our classrooms. Hectoring
against television violence, doling out food and health
care, and pressing children to “respect themselves” and
practice “self-esteem” are ludicrous—and hypocritical —
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measures under conditions
where responsible authori-
ties do not even secure life
and limb. The individual
improvement and social
training that are a school’s
mission cannot credibly take
place in an atmosphere of
Lerror,

And terror is not too
strong a word. Eight percent
of urban junior and senior
high school students miss at

was selling
drugs and
he got
locked up.”

::‘l’;::a"’ least one day of school a

i Sy month because they are
r .

ANB“A,,,,'” afraid to go. More than a

third of these students re-
port that someone threatened to hurt them in school, and
13 percent report actually having been attacked on the
premises or on a school bus at least once during the past
year. As one would expect, the meekest suffer most. Klaus
Bornemann, a Bronx schoolteacher, says that in his vio-
lence-plagued junior high, “The kid who demonstrates fear

64

is raw meat.” It is not only the meek, however, who feel
exposed. Nearly half of all students in New York City's
public high schools stayed home from school on Hallow-
cen last year, out of fear that there would be trouble on
what has in recent years often been a violent occasion.

TRONG SUPPORT FOR TEACHERS AND PRINGIPALS

who exert discipline at the schoolhouse level will be

needed to dissipate this climate of fear. And some
educators will have to be prodded. Only one teacher out
of the 63,000 in New York City’s public school system
was fired in 1988, and only one principal (a convicted
drug user) has been fired in the past eleven years—not
exactly evidence of public revulsion against the anarchy
in New York classrooms. Beating down gangsterism takes
strict policies and determined personnel. Tt will require
making suspensions and expulsions stick, and establish-
ing more alternative schools for chronic miscreants. In
some places metal detectors, more guards, ID cards, oc-
casional locker searches, and similar steps will be neces-
sary. Squeamishness about such measures often reflects
the public-relations worries of administrators more than
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