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PREFACE
Why I Wrote This Book

What would you do if you grew up and realized that everything America has always promised its children no longer holds true for you?
I am twenty-four years old, and I was born into a broke generation. I look around and I see people who have borrowed more to go to college than they can repay, who can’t find a good job, can’t save, can’t afford basic necessities like health insurance, can’t make solid plans. Their credit card bills mount every month, while their lives stall out on the first uphill slope. Born into a century of unimaginable prosperity, in the richest country in the world, those of us between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five have somehow been cheated out of our inheritance.
I came of age at a precarious moment in American history. I graduated from Yale in the spring of 2002. During the four years I was in school, the country rode more highs and lows than the Coney Island Cyclone. In 1998 and 1999, some of my classmates had their own start-ups, making million-dollar deals on their cell phones between classes. By the turn of the millennium, the NASDAQ had peaked, the Internet balloon was leaking fast, and a presidential election decided in the courts shook the timbers of our democracy. Then, in the fall of my senior year, four days before my twenty-first birthday, came September 11, 2001. My generation was forever marked by a catastrophe, our Pearl Harbor.
The dust of the World Trade Center was still hanging in the air when I moved to New York to find work as a journalist. Dot-com exuberance had deflated; the paper millionaires had blown away. The country was struggling through a long “jobless recovery,” and the drums were beating for a new global war. It was not an auspicious moment to begin a career.
Like many of my peers, I interviewed without success for full-time jobs, and ended up freelancing as a writer and researcher. In the spring of 2004, I began to contribute to a feature series in The Village Voice called “Generation Debt: The New Economics of Being Young,” conceived and named by executive editor Laura Conaway.
I started talking with dozens of people around my age from different walks of life. At parties, at clubs, at coffee shops, on campuses, at bars, at job-training centers, at political meetings, on Internet message boards, on the street, I’d have the same conversation over and over. I’d say I was writing about the economic obstacles facing young people. “You could write about me,” they would respond. Then they would tell me about student loan debt in the tens of thousands of dollars. About working their way through college for six years at $9 an hour. About parents’ divorces or job loss that derailed their own dreams. About mounting credit card debt that kept them up at night. Degrees, even advanced degrees, that led nowhere. Long searches for unsatisfying jobs. Layoffs. Underemployment. Flat incomes. No health insurance, no retirement plan, no paid vacation. Unaffordable housing. Moving back in with Mom. Turning thirty with negative savings and no assets. Putting off marriage or kids because they couldn’t afford them.
After a few months, I knew that the problem was bigger than a series of articles could describe. I had to write a book to document the full situation, not to mention get answers for my friends and myself. Is student loan debt really that bad? Why has college gotten so expensive? What happened to all the good jobs? Are we really going to do worse than our parents?
Through research, I have realized just how lucky I am. Not only am I one of just a quarter of the young population with a bachelor’s degree, I am part of the one-third of four-year college graduates without loan debt. My parents, married for twenty-six years—rare in their generation—can give me help if I need it. They raised me in middle-class comfort, but with realistic expectations. Because of them, I spend no more than I earn and pay off my one credit card every month.
Still, I live my life in a Zen-like state of transience. No employer has yet offered me a full-time job with a 401(k), a paid vacation, or any other benefits beyond the next assignment. I have a savings account but no retirement fund. Settling down seems like an insurmountable achievement; I can’t afford preschool fees or a mortgage anywhere near the city where I live and work. People usually suggest graduate school as a means of finding something more permanent, but $40,000 in loans, with no guarantees on the other end, seems like a bad deal to me. In short, I’ve been taught to expect the world on a plate, but I know that I’ll be stuck with the check. If concerns like these are touching my life, they are touching everyone’s.
Wait a minute, you say. If things are really going down the tubes for young people, why hasn’t anyone noticed? Well, for one thing, money in America is more private than sex. My friends and I rarely discuss our financial anxieties, so we tend to see our situations as our own fault. “I’m just lazy,” an unemployed nineteen-year-old told me. “I don’t know why I was so restless,” said a twenty-eight-year-old who’s held six jobs in eight years.
Not only do we blame ourselves, our elders blame us, too. It makes me really angry to see the Boomers in charge of the media and other powerful institutions attributing the problems young people are going through to nothing more serious than a lack of initiative. Collectively, the mass media have stamped an image of eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds as slackers, overgrown children, and procrastinators, as though we’re intentionally dragging our heels to avoid reaching adulthood.
In December 2004, The New York Times published a roundup of the coinages and catchphrases of the year. Among them was the awkward hybrid “adultescent.”
“The adult it describes is too busy playing Halo 2 on his Xbox or watching SpongeBob at his parents’ house to think about growing up,” wrote John Tierney, a Times op-ed columnist. In January 2005, Time magazine devoted a cover story, written by Lev Grossman, to “twixters,” another ugly neologism. Again, twenty-somethings were portrayed as drifting through “a strange, transitional never-never land between adolescence and adulthood.”
Rather than probe the underlying causes of this shift, journalists too often settle for cheap shots. Most articles, books, and TV segments about people my age note economic factors only in passing. The headlines and the titles strike accusatory notes: “Don’t Let Boomerang Kids Derail Your Goals”; “It’s the Kids—Lock Up the China!” As Tierney concludes: “One common explanation for the rise in adultescence is the cost of housing and education, which has made it harder for young people (especially in places like New York) to afford homes and children. Another explanation is that young adults now enjoy some pleasures of marriage without the consequences.” Of course! It’s the premarital sex that makes us want to go without full-time jobs or benefits! “But if you ask adultescents why they haven’t grown up,” Tierney goes on, “they may give you a simple answer: Because they don’t have to.” How about, because we can’t?
This attitude is especially insufferable because it’s arguably our elders who are taking far more than their fair share. As Nicholas Kristof, another Times op-ed columnist, wrote in May 2005, history will probably call the Boomers “The Greediest Generation”: “I fear that we’ll be remembered mostly for grabbing resources for ourselves, in such a way that the big losers will be America’s children.”
Kristof is right. Instead of saving enough for their own retirement, let alone for our future, the Boomers are going into deeper debt than any generation before them. Because of their projected retirement expenses, the entire nation is essentially bankrupt, with a total accumulated funding gap in the federal budget that’s greater than our national net worth. Who’s going to be around when that bill comes due? Young people.
Add to these material debts the ominous global legacy our parents and grandparents have left for us—environmental degradation, petroleum dependence, climate change, geopolitical instability—and the smugness starts to look downright cruel.
The New York Times might see a typical young man as a baseball-cap-clad schlub on his parents’ couch. Well, his father probably just refinanced that house, which has appreciated ten times over since he bought it after graduating from a practically free state university. While the poor kid sits at home, seeking electronic distraction from the bleakness of his emasculated, dependent existence, Dad is rattling down the highway in a brand-new $40,000 SUV that gets twelve miles to the gallon and has a bumper sticker on the back that says, RETIRED—SPENDING MY CHILDREN’S INHERITANCE! Who’s immature now?
In all seriousness, I ask my over-thirty-five readers to keep an open mind as they look at the evidence marshaled here that the deck is stacked against the young. If you still can’t summon much sympathy, at least consider the country’s bottom line. The United States’ greatest resource for future prosperity and growth is its human capital, which is a fancy term for educated young people. Our young nation has a robust image of itself as bursting with opportunity and devoted to progress. Each generation is meant to outdo the last. The innovation we rely on comes from a youthful, adventuring spirit of self-reliance and fair play.
And yet the country has retreated from this forward-looking stance into a defensive crouch. It is abandoning its children to struggle, narrowing their opportunities, dampening their boldness by forcing them to put liens on their future to pay for the education they need to make a decent living. Our debt precludes us from taking the kinds of entrepreneurial risks on which American success depends.
As perverse as the current course is, as cruelly as it plays out in the lives of so many young people, I don’t think it’s America’s self-image that is wrong. It’s the gulf that has grown between ideal and reality. Mom, Dad, listen up: Things have changed. We’re not doing as well as you did. And if something doesn’t change soon, it’s unlikely that we ever will.


ABOUT THE RESEARCH

The stories you read here are real stories, drawn from more than a hundred interviews with young people across the country—by e-mail, by phone, and in person. I conducted in-person interviews in New York, New Orleans, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C. There are no composite characters, and no details have been changed. For the sake of privacy, I refer to all subjects by their first names only. In addition, several of those quoted asked that their first names be changed; these are indicated by quotation marks when a name first appears. In all cases, the age given is the person’s age when we first talked, in late 2004 or early 2005. Once again, I thank all my interviewees.


ONE
Why Generation Debt?
The next generation is starting their economic race 50 yards behind the starting line.
—ELIZABETH WARREN,
 HARVARD LAW SCHOOL PROFESSOR
 AND COAUTHOR OF THE TWO-INCOME TRAP, 2004


My maternal grandparents’ house is down a country road in what was once quiet, rural eastern North Carolina. The last time I drove down there for a visit, alone, at night, in the rain, I had a nasty surprise. No one had warned me that a big highway had replaced the old route through Wayne County. Once the only industry around was a slaughterhouse; now there were floodlit signs for mobile home dealerships and strip clubs. Every exit had become a confusing cloverleaf. I drove back and forth three times before I saw the tiny street sign for their turnoff.
In America, progress is not to be argued with, though it often takes the form of sprawl. The point is to get where you’re going faster, with more choices along the way. If simple paths get paved over, and unprepared people get lost, so be it.
So it is with the old route to adulthood. The primary cause for our generation’s delay in reaching the promised land of independence, scholars agree, is economic development. The U.S. economy today is faster-moving than ever before, more competitive, more global. Outcomes are far more unequal and income more volatile than they were a generation ago. All this up-and-down motion raises the stakes for individuals. The rewards for success and the penalties for failure are much higher. And the requisite for competition—the college diploma—is getting economically further out of reach every year.
 
The simplest definition of a “generation” is those people who pass through a specific stage of life at the same time. We tend to think of human life stages as natural demarcations of growth, like the rings on a tree. Yet social and economic structures also determine the divisions between infancy and old age. Since 1960, when historian Philippe Aries published the book Centuries of Childhood, scholars have been writing about how childhood was “discovered” for sentimental and moralistic reasons in eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Europe. Before this historical turning point, infants were often farmed out to indifferent wet nurses, and seven-year-olds herded sheep.
Likewise, for most of human history, sexual maturity occurred just a year or two before marriage, and adolescence, as we know it, didn’t exist. As Thomas Hine chronicles in The Rise and Fall of the American Teenager, when the United States was industrializing in the nineteenth century, people thirteen and up were the backbone of the semiskilled workforce. Teenagers came to America alone as immigrants. They ran weaving machines, dug mines, herded cattle, picked cotton, and fought wars. If they weren’t slaves or indentured servants, they contributed their earnings to their families of origin until they got married and started families of their own.
American psychologist G. Stanley Hall popularized the term “adolescent” in 1904, as the rise of compulsory schooling and the move away from an agricultural economy began to lengthen the expected period of youthful preparation. It wasn’t until the Great Depression, though, that teenagers’ economic life assumed the limits it has today. Hine points out that Roosevelt’s New Deal was explicitly designed to take jobs away from young people and give them to heads of households. Teenagers were thus compelled to enroll in high school in much larger numbers than ever before. Young people’s secondary economic role has persisted ever since. The affluence and restiveness of postwar America gave new cultural prominence in the 1950s to the modern version of teenhood, a distinct stage of life, a subculture, and a commercial market, funded ultimately by parents. The accepted age of independence for the middle class and above was pushed forward to twenty-one.
Now the postmillennial years are bringing in an entirely new life stage: “emerging adulthood,” a term coined by developmental psychologist Jeffrey Jensen Arnett in a 2000 article. The Research Network on Transitions to Adulthood at the University of Pennsylvania is a group of a dozen or so experts in various fields: sociologists, policy experts, developmental psychologists, and economists. Their 2005 book On the Frontier of Adulthood, a 591-page scholarly work, explores emerging adulthood in depth.
“More youth are extending education, living at home longer, and moving haltingly, or stopping altogether, along the stepping stones of adulthood,” Frank F. Furstenberg, chair of the network, has written. “A new period of life is emerging in which young people are no longer adolescents but not yet adults…. It is simply not possible for most young people to achieve economic and psychological autonomy as early as it was a half century ago.” The underlying reason, once again, is an economic shift, this time to a labor market that rewards only the highly educated with livable and growing wages.
 
In 2002, there were 68 million people in the United States aged eighteen to thirty-four. The social and economic upheaval of the past three decades, not to mention that of the past five years, affects us in complex ways. We have all come of age as part of Generation Debt.
The Penn researchers use five milestones of maturity: leaving home, finishing school, becoming financially independent, getting married, and having a child. By this definition, only 46 percent of women and 31 percent of men were grown up by age thirty in 2000, compared with 77 percent of women and 65 percent of men of the same age in 1960.
“I went from being a child to being a mother,” says “Doris,” now in her fifties. “I was married at twenty. By thirty I had four children and was divorced.” Doris completed college and a master’s degree while keeping house and raising her children, then supported her family as a medical physicist.
Doris’s youngest daughter, “Miriam,” graduated from Southern Connecticut State University in 2000, after six years of work and school, with $20,000 in student loans and $5,000 in credit card debt. Now, at twenty-nine, she is living in Madison, Wisconsin, and training to be a commodities broker, a job she could have pursued with only a high school diploma. Her mother, who bought her first house with her husband in her early twenties, helped Miriam pay off her credit cards and gave her the down payment on the condo she lives in. Miriam earns $28,000 a year and just manages the minimum payments on her loans. She is single. She hasn’t passed the five milestones of adulthood; she is barely out of the driveway.
 
Young people are falling behind first of all because of money. College tuition has grown faster than inflation for three decades, and faster than family income for the past fifteen years. Federal aid has lagged behind. An unprecedented explosion of borrowing has made up the difference between what colleges charge and what families can afford. Between 1995 and 2005, the annual volume of federal student loans tripled, to $85 billion in new loans in 2005. Two-thirds of four-year students are graduating with loan debt, an average of up to $23,000 in 2004 and growing every year. Three out of four college students have credit cards, too, carrying an average unpaid balance of $2,169 in 2005. Nearly a quarter of all students, according to a 2005 survey, are actually putting their tuition directly on plastic.
Even as the price has risen, more young people than ever aspire to college. Over 90 percent of high school graduates of all backgrounds say in national surveys that they hope to go on to college. Yet the inadequacy of aid shoots down their hopes.
As a direct consequence of the decline in public investment in education at every level, young people today are actually less educated than their parents. The nationwide high school graduation rate peaked in 1970 at 77 percent. It was around 67 percent in 2004. According to a recent study cited in the 2004 book Double the Numbers, by Richard Kazis, Joel Vargas, and Nancy Hoffman, of every 100 young people who begin their freshman year of high school, just 38 eventually enroll in college, and only 18 graduate within 150 percent of the allotted time—six years for a bachelor’s degree or three years for an associate’s degree. Only 24.4 percent of the adult population has a B.A., according to the 2000 Census, and those twenty-five to thirty-four years old are a little less likely to have one than forty-five-to-fifty-four-year-olds. Sociologists call non-college youth “the forgotten majority.”
 
Statistically, the typical college student today is a striving young adult; nearly half are twenty-four or older. She (56 percent are women) is spending several years in chronic exhaustion, splitting her days between a nearly full-time, low-wage job and part-time classes at a community college or four-year public university. She uses her credit cards to make ends meet—for books, meals, and clothes—and barely manages the minimum payments. Overloaded and falling behind, she is likely to drop out for a semester or for good. Almost one in three Americans in his or her twenties is a college dropout, compared with one in five in the late 1960s.
What happens to the three out of four young people who don’t get a four-year degree? They are much more likely to remain in the working class than previous generations. Youths eighteen to twenty-four are the most likely to hold minimum-wage jobs, giving them a poverty rate of 30 percent in 2000, according to the U.S. Census; that’s the highest of any age group. For those aged twenty-five to thirty-four, the poverty rate is 15 percent, compared with 10 percent for older working adults.
As policy analyst Heather McGhee, formerly of the think tank Demos, points out, when the Boomers were entering the workforce in 1970, the nation’s largest private employer was General Motors. They paid an average wage of $17.50 an hour in today’s dollars. The largest employer in the postindustrial economy is Wal-Mart. Their average wage? Eight dollars an hour. The service-driven economy is also a youth-driven economy, burning young people’s energy and potential over a deep-fat fryer. McDonald’s is the nation’s largest youth employer; workers under twenty-four make up nearly half of the food service, department store, and grocery store workforce nationwide. The working world has always been tough for those starting out, but today’s economy relies on a new element—a “youth class.” The entire labor market is downgrading toward what was once entry level.
 
Some of you might be thinking, That’s too bad for those kids, but what about my child? For better-off, college-educated sons and daughters, it’s the same song, different verse. An astonishing 44 percent of dependent students from families making over $100,000 a year borrowed money for school in 2002. Credit card debt is higher for the middle class than for the poor. Unable to find good jobs with a bachelor’s degree, young people are swelling graduate school classes, only to join the ranks of the unemployed or the underemployed, after all.
The middle class has been shrinking for two decades. On a family-by-family basis, this means that many people my age who grew up in comfort and security are experiencing a startling decline in their standard of living. Median annual earnings for workers twenty-five to thirty-four sank nearly 20 percent in constant dollars between 1971 and 2002. We start out in the working world with large monthly debt payments but without health insurance, pension benefits, or dependable jobs. It is impossible to predict whether we will be able to make up these deficits with higher earnings later on, but the evidence suggests that most of us will not.
In the 1960s, the phrase “midlife crisis” captured the malaise of the educated middle-class man confronting his mortality and an unfulfilling job or family life. Today “quarterlife crisis” has entered the lexicon for a generation whose unbelievably expensive educations didn’t guarantee them success, a sense of purpose, or even a livable income.
 
When we talk about economics, we are also talking about ambition, responsibility, trust, and family. The new economic realities are distorting the life paths and relationships of the young. We are spending more time moving in and out of school, finding and losing jobs. Some of us move back home, and we put off marriage, children, and home buying. The older generation’s response to these changes has been a chorus of disapproval and dismay.
While potential readers my age have been overwhelmingly responsive to the ideas set forth here, those in another demographic—from my editor to my parents—have advised me that the most formidable obstacle this book will have to overcome is the incredulity of educated, affluent readers in their fifties and sixties. “I gave my child absolutely everything,” they will say. “Now you’re telling me I didn’t do enough?”
This book is not about blaming parents. The main problems confronting young adults are economic and social, much bigger than individual family dynamics. My desire is precisely for people my age to be able to become adults, to leave the orbit of their families, to make a living and make a life in a supportive society. After all, independence is the one gift you can’t give your own offspring, no matter how hard you try.
I feel that older writers, and some younger ones, too, have unduly personalized the public conversation about emerging adulthood. Most of the popular works published on the topic are actually parenting books, directed to the bewildered caretakers of that oxymoron the “adult child.” My favorite tome on the shortcomings of my generation is When Our Grown Kids Disappoint Us: Letting Go of Their Problems, Loving Them Anyway, and Getting On with Our Lives. Jane Adams, a Seattle-based psychologist, compiled the complaints of hundreds of parents for this 2003 book. Many of the “adultolescents” she writes about are merely having routine problems with finding a job or a life partner. She addresses the book to “parents of kids who’ve let them down.”
“That sounds like a self-centered way to describe those parents and the choices their kids have made, doesn’t it?” Dr. Adams asks in the first chapter, hitting it right on the nose. “After all, whose life is it, and who are we to judge how they should live it?…Only their parents, for whom coming to terms with our adult children’s limitations also means facing our own.” No doubt Adams is describing a psychologically necessary process, but what does it have to do with the price of college, the youth poverty rate, the bear market in opportunity?
Linda Perlman Gordon and Susan Morris Shaffer, coauthors of the 2004 book Mom, Can I Move Back In with You?—billed as a “survival guide” for parents—hit similar notes. Shaffer characterized those aged eighteen to thirty-four to The Washington Post as “kids with a sense of entitlement, a lack of long-range goals, a lack of persistence…. And they tend to see us as their personal concierges.”
A sense of entitlement? Maybe, except that we’re missing entitlements like health care, and can look forward to missing the Social Security and pensions enjoyed by our parents and grandparents. A lack of long-range goals? Unless you call making thirty years’ worth of debt payments a goal. A lack of persistence? College enrollment (if not completion) has grown steadily in the past three decades, even as the hours students work outside of class have doubled and tripled. Seeing parents as their servants? Kids growing up these days are just as likely to see a divorced dad on the weekends or not at all, and Mom as she goes from the day shift to the night shift.
When I talked to Shaffer, she backpedaled, saying that her Washington Post quote sounded “very blaming” and didn’t capture her real view of twenty-somethings. She wrote the book about her own feeling that she had overindulged her children and failed to set boundaries. “We were much more heavily involved in the everyday lives of our children, so all of a sudden to cut that off would not make sense,” she told me. “What the book does is I think it allows parents”—not twenty-somethings—“to not feel shamed by what’s going on or feel like failures. You always feel better to know you’re not alone.” With this kind of public blaming, young adults are guaranteed to feel more alone.
These writers assuage very real feelings of parental guilt, confusion, and disappointment. It’s unfortunate that they do this by tarring my whole age group with the same brush. It’s doubly unfortunate that they speak overwhelmingly to a thin slice of affluent parents with college-educated offspring, and that their disparagements obscure the real issues.
It doesn’t help that nearly all the writers I have seen published on this topic, like Shaffer and Adams, have left their twenties far behind and are judging a generation to which they don’t belong. Our parents, who have been used to hogging the cultural spotlight since they themselves were young adults, continue to dominate the conversation, naming and categorizing young people as they choose.
 
The scholars of the Research Network on Transitions to Adulthood, relying on hard data, make the point that economic factors far outweigh psychological ones in explaining what has happened to young adults. “The changing timetable of adulthood has given rise to a host of questions about whether current generations of young people are more dependent on their parents, less interested in growing up, and more wary of making commitments,” they write. “We do not think any of these psychological explanations fit the facts described in the chapters of this book.” Yet the self-appointed pop culture experts do seem mostly interested in psychology. Our generation’s delay in entering adulthood is often interpreted as a reflection of the narrowed generation gap, as if we just loved our mommies too much to leave the nest.
In the 1980s, President Ronald Reagan began to dismantle the welfare state and put to rest the liberal dream of ending poverty on a large scale in America. His rhetorical ace was the Cadillac-driving, government-cheating “welfare queen.” Creating this infamous bogeywoman blamed the poor for their own problems, and made taking away their means of support into the morally right thing to do.
The lazy, irresponsible, possibly sociopathic “twixter” is this decade’s welfare queen, an insidious image obscuring public perception of a real inequity. If you look at where public resources are directed—toward the already wealthy, toward building prisons and expanding the military, away from education and jobs programs—it is easy to see a prejudice against young people as a class.
This is not to say that the phenomenon of emerging adulthood in and of itself is exclusively bad. It’s a fact of history, like the so-called discoveries of childhood and adolescence before it. This change in the way we experience the life cycle brings upsides and downsides that we may not realize for decades to come. My friends, my interviewees, and I overwhelmingly relish the time that we have, as postmillennial young adults, to try out prospective jobs, travel, volunteer, study, and form strong friendships before settling down into career and family responsibilities. Young women, especially, tend to appreciate the way their options have widened, and the chance that medical science gives us to possibly delay motherhood into our thirties and forties. The more money and education you start out with, the better this time of uncertainty starts to look. The problems arise because our society does not yet recognize this new stage of life, and is instead withdrawing resources from young people. Therefore, the majority of us face obstacles that make it harder to see the bright side of emerging adulthood.
Nor am I trying to cast my cohort as hapless victims. Although I haven’t come face-to-face with any real live slackers, some of the people I’ve met in the course of my research seem overwhelmed and unable to move forward under their own steam. I’m willing to believe that some of us are indeed dilettantish, irresponsible, apathetic, vague, afraid of commitment, or just plain spoiled, perpetually dissatisfied with the gap between reality and reality TV. I’ve felt this petulance myself at times. It’s a natural result of our circumstances.
For our critics are right about one thing: Generation Debt’s sea of troubles isn’t just economic or political. It approaches the spiritual. We are restless as well as strapped. The common thread joining all members of this generation is a sense of permanent impermanence. It’s hard to commit to a family, a community, a job, or a life path when you don’t know if you’ll be able to make a living, make a marriage last, or live free of debt. It’s hard to invest in ourselves when our nation isn’t interested in investing in us. It’s hard to be hopeful in a time of global warming and global war.
 
In the past few decades, the trend in the United States has been toward smaller families and looser kinship ties. The bonds of kinship in our national family are weakening, too. It’s not too dramatic to say that the nation is abandoning its children. In everything from national budget deficits to the rise of household debt to cuts in student aid and public funds for education, Americans are living in the present at the expense of the future.
In a short ten or fifteen years’ time, our whole generation, haves and have-nots, will take our place as the smallest group of workers staggering under the largest proportion of retirees our nation has ever seen. We will come into the prime of life in a nation as gray as Florida is today, where people born far back in the twentieth century set the public agenda.
We have little practice in speaking up for ourselves. Eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds may be one-quarter of the electorate, but after years of scandal and cynicism, we vote less often than any generation alive. And just as we have turned our back on politics, the nation has turned its back on us. Education, health care, Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, and giant budget deficits bear directly on our chances of a secure life, yet our voices have been largely left out of these debates. If we young people are to overcome our disadvantages and have a hand in shaping these decisions, we must come together now as a broad political constituency. It’s past time for us to wake up and realize that we’re drifting toward a precipice; not only our own fates but the whole country’s future is at stake.


TWO
College on Credit
Let our countrymen know that the people alone can protect us against these evils, and that the tax which will be paid for this purpose is not more than the thousandth part of what will be paid to kings, priests and nobles who will rise up among us if we leave the people in ignorance. Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance; establish and improve the law for educating the common people.
—THOMAS JEFFERSON,
 LETTER TO GEORGE WYTHE, 1786

No qualified student who wants to go to college should be barred by lack of money. That has long been a great American goal; I propose that we achieve it now.
—PRESIDENT RICHARD M. NIXON,
 SPECIAL MESSAGE TO THE CONGRESS ON HIGHER EDUCATION, 1970


Kids of all backgrounds now aspire to a college diploma. Yet the parchment’s promise to our parents, of a steady middle-class living, goes increasingly unfulfilled for us, replaced by burdens of debt. “Stella,” thirty-one, is one of millions of young people in the United States knocked down by the one-two punch of student loans and credit card debt. Here is her story, in her own words.
I was tired of living at home with Mommy. When I filled out my Free Application for Federal Student Aid [FAFSA], I found out I didn’t qualify for any grants at all, since I was working and they thought I made too much money. I qualified for $5,000 in loans each semester for two semesters. The funny thing
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