


[image: Three children wearing helmets, two on bikes, one on a scooter, wheel away from the camera.; How to Set Kids Free in the Age of Anxiety]





‘Restoring Childhood is the book this moment needs. Peter Gray makes an irrefutable case for letting children be children and lays out a clear path to make it happen. This book will forever change how you see your kids and how they see themselves’

Jennifer Breheny Wallace, New York Times bestselling author of Mattering

‘Peter Gray gently but firmly asks us to look at how our love, fear and obsession with perfection may be getting in the way of what our kids desperately need. Gray sits beside us, holds up the evidence, and invites us to ask, quietly and honestly, “What have we taken from childhood, and what might it take to put it back?”’

Julie Lythcott-Haims, New York Times bestselling author of How to Raise an Adult

‘Peter Gray is a national treasure who reminds us that nature ‘wires’ children to play, explore, and seek independence - and that we thwart this inborn drive at our own peril. Fortunately, Professor Gray offers a road map for making it easier for parents to trust their kids more, worry about them less, and let them be kids. If you have kids, work with kids, or just care about kids, please read this remarkable book!’

William R. Stixrud, PhD, clinical neuropsychologist and co-author of The Self-Driven Child and What Do You Say?

‘For anyone anxious to understand the real causes of the struggles of recent generations, read this book. A scrupulously researched, profoundly compelling explanation of what happened to childhood and how to make things right’

Ned Johnson, co-author of The Self-Driven Child and What Do You Say?

‘Noted evolutionary psychologist Peter Gray dismantles many assumptions about the impact of social media and other modern threats to youth while offering a robust catalogue of strategies for letting them “off the leash”’

David F. Lancy, author of Learning Without Lessons

‘In recent years, parents and policymakers have been told that social media is driving a youth mental health crisis. Peter Gray sets the record straight. Children have long been telling us the truth: it is the erosion of their freedom to explore - and damaging school policies - that are doing the harm. With Dr. Gray’s insights, we can finally focus on what really matters for kids’ wellbeing’

Christopher J. Ferguson, Psychology Professor, and co-author of Moral Combat: Why the War on Violent Video Games is Wrong
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To my wife, HariKirin (a.k.a. Diane), who brings play and joy to every day, and our three new grandchildren— Brooklyn, Finn, and Sophia!




Introduction
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In Silent Spring, the now classic book published in 1962, Rachel Carson wrote of the bleak prospect of a world without the sounds and sights of birds. She described how a narrow, blinkered focus on one kind of “progress,” a massive use of insecticides to increase agricultural yields and reduce insect-borne diseases, was having a disastrous side effect. It was killing birds and, more generally, upsetting the ecological balance on which the natural world depends.

Today, I see a different silent spring. Birds are back thanks to Carson and the environmental movement she sparked. I look up from my suburban lawn and see hawks gliding above, and I hear titmice and sparrows twittering in the bushes. But I don’t see or hear children. Even on a glorious spring Saturday afternoon, I see and hear no children. They are not on or near the street. They are not running across neighborhood lawns. They are not in the little park near my home, which is almost always empty. Sometimes there’s an adult there walking a dog, and on two or three occasions I’ve seen an adult sitting on one of the lonely swings with a small child on her lap. But in seven years of living here I have yet to see children playing in that lovely park. Decades ago, wherever I lived or traveled, I saw and heard children, almost any time school wasn’t in session and there was daylight.

Children still exist. I see them standing outside in the morning waiting for the school bus, guarded by an adult. In the afternoon, I see them get off the bus and go straight into their homes with their guards. Sometimes, as I tour around on my bicycle, I see groups of children on a manicured sporting field following the directions of adult coaches in some sort of athletic event while their parents sit on the sidelines and cheer. But I don’t see them out on their own, making their own games. Almost nowhere in public places do I see and hear children chasing, laughing, squabbling, shouting at one another joyfully or angrily, being cute or annoying, delightful or naughty, as children are biologically designed to do and be.

If a Rip van Winkle had fallen asleep in the 1950s and awakened in the twenty-first century, he would be startled by the change. What have we done with the children? The aim of this book is to answer that question and show why we should and how we can return childhood to children and bring them back into our public social world.

My Awakening

I had my own Rip van Winkle moment in 2003. Permit me a bit of autobiography. I was a kid throughout the 1950s, with three younger brothers for whose care I was partly responsible. We moved often, and some of my childhood was in small villages, some in large cities. Wherever we lived, I spent more time outdoors playing with other kids than I spent in school, and that was true of many, if not most, kids.

In the early 1960s, from age seventeen through twenty, I worked as waterfront director at summer camps. Also in the 1960s, while in college in New York City, I worked part time as recreation supervisor for kids at a Salvation Army gym and then at a dilapidated after-school center operated by the YMCA in an economically depressed area, for kids who couldn’t afford the real Y. The summer camps, the gym, and the after-school center were primarily places for free play, so I was immersed in play, among kids ranging in age from five to barely younger than I.

I was a recreation supervisor, but I didn’t supervise. The kids didn’t need supervision; they knew how to play, and they were remarkably good at taking care of themselves and one another. I was just there for emergencies (few of which ever happened), and sometimes I got drawn into play by kids who wanted me to join. At the after-school center there were often roughly a hundred kids, and I was often the only supposed adult. They played outside on the dead-end street and in the rickety gym and in a room that had old art supplies and games that had been donated. It worked because the older kids naturally looked out for and helped the younger ones, some of whom were their siblings. It wasn’t much different from the after-school and weekend play one could see on the streets, in parks, and in schoolyards everywhere in the city at that time, and in those places there was no supervisor.

In 1967 I married, and shortly thereafter we had a son who was a child through the 1970s. So throughout the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, I was directly involved in the daily life of kids. Then, even though I had become a psychology professor with increasing interest in children’s play, I went through the 1980s and ’90s not paying much attention to kids in the communities where I lived. In 1997, my first wife died, and in 2002 I married a woman who had two children, a thirteen-year-old boy and a nine-year-old girl. Kids again became part of my daily life.

As a family bonding experience, my new wife, stepkids, and I took a trip in early 2003 to the Dominican Republic. We were at a resort where we weren’t learning anything about the Dominican Republic, so we took a day trip into Santo Domingo. That trip woke me up to a reality about how kids’ lives in the United States had changed, of which I had been vaguely aware but had given little thought. In this big city there were kids outdoors everywhere, without adults watching. They were playing games on the streets, sidewalks, and vacant lots. They were playing baseball the way I used to play it. I was Rip van Winkle backwards. I was transported in this trip from early twenty-first-century America to a world of children’s play like the 1950s America of my childhood. This trip to another nation, one that was economically poorer but much richer in kids’ play, made me acutely aware of how much the life of kids in the United States had changed over my lifetime.

Not long after that trip, at a talk I was giving in Florida, I met a young woman who was a native of Kenya. She told me that her first impression of America, when she arrived at age sixteen, was how unfree and unhappy the children were. “It’s like they’re all on leashes,” she said. Subsequently I heard from other immigrants from developing countries that kids where they came from were much poorer but much freer and happier than kids in the United States. Those experiences prompted me to add a new objective to my research, that of documenting the decline of kids’ free play and other independent activities over decades and understanding how that decline might underlie a decline in kids’ happiness and mental health.

Disastrous Side Effects

In the United States, as in many other countries today, we are no longer granting kids the freedoms and responsibility they need. We still love and care for children. That’s clear. But societal changes have led us to love and care for them too often in ways that interfere with the biologically normal course of their development. We see them as precious, in the sense of that term that means not just valuable but fragile and needing extraordinary care. As a culture, we have been focused, in a narrow and blinkered way, on a certain kind of “progress” with children, that of protecting them from what we perceive as dangers and “educating” them in socially prescribed, narrow ways. Such cosseting has arguably reduced the rate of some accidents and contributed to the documented decline in teen pregnancies over recent decades. But we have not paid enough attention to the disastrous side effects of such continuous care, teaching, guidance, and oversight.

When I say “disastrous side effects,” what do I mean? Here’s one index: In 2019 (a year I choose because it was just before the COVID pandemic), a large, demographically balanced survey of fourteen-to-eighteen-year-olds by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control revealed that, by their own reports, 36.7 percent of teens between ages fourteen and eighteen experienced persistent feelings of sadness or helplessness over the past year, 18.8 percent seriously considered suicide, 15.7 percent made a suicide plan, 8.9 percent attempted suicide one or more times, and 2.5 percent made a suicide attempt requiring medical treatment.1 As we move through this book, I will document evidence that, over the last seven decades, kids’ mental health has declined in step with decreases in their opportunities to play and explore independently and with increases in societally imposed achievement pressures. I will describe multiple lines of evidence that these changes, which interfere with what I refer to as “normal childhood,” are responsible for the decline in mental well-being.

By treating children as fragile we, as a society, have made them fragile. By devoting so much time and attention to educating them along narrow, school-determined lines, we have deprived them of opportunities to employ their natural means of educating themselves, especially their means of developing initiative, courage, agency, self-understanding, and social prowess. Such lessons can only be learned through self-motivated play and adventure, especially with other kids, away from immediate adult control. For real-world success, the lessons we are preventing kids from learning are more valuable than the academic lessons with which we have become obsessed. Even more obviously, by depriving them of free play and other self-directed adventures, we are denying them the activities that bring kids the greatest joy, that make life for them worthwhile.

How did this all creep up on us? It didn’t come all at once. It was gradual, over decades, so gradual that many of us didn’t notice. From one year to the next, things were not much different. But to return to Rip van Winkle, if he had happened to be a mid-twentieth-century expert on children’s mental health and were to check the records on that after he awoke in the twenty-first century, he would be not just startled but horrified.

The Timeline of Suffering

Figure 0.1, depicting suicide rates for U.S. teens ages fifteen to nineteen, is one way to illustrate how teen suffering has changed over the past seventy-five years. I chose this age range because it is used by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control in their suicide data bank and because suicides are rare among younger children.2 Suicides, of course, are just the tip of the iceberg of mental suffering, but an advantage of this index is that the measurement has been consistent over the years. You can see that there are three distinct periods of change in the suicide rate. Between 1950 and 1990 the rate increased continuously, almost linearly. It more than quadrupled over those years. Between 1990 and 2002 it declined, about 40 percent of the way back toward the 1950s level, and then remained relatively constant until about 2010. Between 2010 and 2018 the rate increased again, up to the 1990 level, before declining slightly after that.
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Figure 0.1


All these changes are reflected also in other indices of mental suffering among teens. Some researchers have analyzed scores on clinical assessments of anxiety and depression administered in similar form to normative groups of teens over roughly the second half of the twentieth century. Such analyses suggest that rates among teens of what today would be classified as major depressive disorder and generalized anxiety disorder rose at least fivefold from 1950 to 1990.3 Changes in how teens responded to individual questions on such assessments can be even more eye-opening than changes in overall scores. Here, as illustration, are the percentages who “agreed” with certain specific statements in a questionnaire given to normative groups of teens, ages fourteen to sixteen, in 1948 and again in 1989.4 We are looking here at responses given near the beginning and near the end of the forty-year rise in teen suffering.









	
	
1948


	
1989





	“I wake up fresh and rested most mornings.”
	74.6%
	31.3%



	“I work under a great deal of tension.”
	16.2%
	41.6%



	“Life is a strain for me much of the time.”
	9.5%
	35.0%



	“I have certainly had more than my share of things to worry about.”
	22.6%
	55.2%



	“I am afraid of losing my mind.”
	4.1%
	23.4%





Perhaps you are as shocked as I was when I first saw these numbers. By 1989, nearly one-fourth of teens agreed with “I am afraid of losing my mind”! It is noteworthy that such an increase in suffering from 1950 to 1990 did not occur for adults. For example, the rate of suicide for adults age twenty-five to forty increased only slightly over these years, and that for adults over age forty declined significantly.5

What caused that forty-year slope of increased teen suffering? I’ve been looking into this question and writing about it for years and am convinced that I have found the answer, or at least most of it. The answer is not simple; it points to a whole set of societal changes over those forty years that led to ever greater reductions in children’s opportunities and inducements to engage in self-directed activities, including play, that are essential for healthy development. I will elaborate on all this in chapters 2 and 3.

What, then, caused the decline in teen suffering from 1990 to 2002? It has been almost completely ignored by clinicians, social scientists, journalists, and the public. Good news generally draws less attention than bad. I admit that I, like others, largely ignored this decline in my previous writings, thinking of it as a blip in an otherwise rising and then cresting curve of suffering. But it’s too big and long-lasting to be a blip. The decline occurred not just in actual suicides, but also in teens’ contemplations of suicide, which might reasonably be considered as an index of depression. Data collected every two years by the Centers for Disease Control reveal that the percentage of teens, ages fourteen to eighteen, who had “seriously contemplated suicide” in the year up to the survey dropped gradually from a high of 28 percent in 1991 to a low of 13.8 percent in 2009, before rising again gradually to a peak of 22.2 percent in 2021, the last year for which data were available at the time of this writing.6 If something occurred during the 1990s and early 2000s that made life better for kids, we should figure out what it was and use those lessons to build a better future.

After considering and seeking evidence related to possible explanations for the improved mental health over these years, I have arrived at what I believe to be a highly plausible theory. To some it will seem counterintuitive. I posit that the computer and internet revolution around this time improved kids’ lives by providing a new route to autonomy, connections with peers, and a sense of competence. Computers and the internet were the Wild West, not well understood by most adults, not taught in school, and many kids set out to explore them on their own and found growth-promoting ways to use them. I will develop this theory, citing much relevant research, in chapter 4. Stay with me.

Sadly, that decline in suffering did not last. Suffering increased again, at a rapid rate, beginning around 2010. This new increase happens to coincide with a period in which smartphones and social media became ubiquitous among teens and the public at large, so it’s tempting (and popular at the time of this writing) to think they are the cause of that increase.

I have looked broadly and deeply into the voluminous research on this question and have found no convincing evidence that social media or other uses of digital technology are responsible for much if any of the steep rise in teen suffering beginning around 2010. I’m not alone in this. Most researchers who have examined the evidence systematically and published peer-evaluated reviews of it have come to the same conclusion.7 Hundreds of research studies have been conducted to try to show such a causal link, and yet the evidence is lacking. In fact, taken as a whole, the evidence convinces me that modern technology, including social media, is not a major cause of the rise of kids’ suffering after 2010. Research indicates that this technology can have both positive and negative effects on kids’ emotions, and these can vary greatly from person to person, but neither reliably trumps the other for the population of teens as a whole. I will examine the smartphone / social media theory fully in chapter 5.

What else could have caused this rise in teen suffering? Smartphone and social media availability are not the only large-scale societal changes affecting kids’ lives beginning about 2010 in the United States. This was also a time when public schools throughout the nation adopted federally mandated changes in school curricula and how students, teachers, and whole schools are evaluated, most often through a program referred to as Common Core. These changes dramatically altered the school environment, from one where teachers could largely use their own judgment in working with kids in the classroom to one where teachers themselves are strictly controlled from above. The result has been a great reduction in the more creative and enjoyable activities that once were part of the school day and a great increase in anxiety and pressure experienced by everyone involved with schooling, including principals and teachers as well as students.

I am convinced that this change in schooling is a major cause of the increased rate of suffering among school-aged kids beginning around 2010. The evidence for this is much stronger than any evidence that smartphones and social media are the major culprits. In chapter 6, I will present multiple lines of evidence that schooling became far less enjoyable and far more stressful, for kids at all grade levels, with the onset of Common Core. I will also show that kids’ rates of anxiety, depression, and suicide are much greater when school is in session than when it is not, that kids in so-called high-achievement schools suffer psychologically more than those in other schools, and that kids themselves point to school pressure as by far the leading cause of their distress. Schooling has a halo around it in our society, so it is hard for people to view it as a major cause of children’s suffering. To have an impact here, I’ll have to be very clear about the evidence.

Good Intentions Gone Too Far

The harmful changes we, as a society, have brought to kids’ lives are largely the result of good intentions. We want to protect our kids from harm, so beginning in the mid-twentieth century, we increasingly restricted their freedom to engage in activities we perceived as dangerous. As a result, we gradually reduced the very activities that bring kids the greatest immediate joy and pride and that allow them to learn how to deal effectively with life’s challenges. We want our kids to be well-educated so they can get good jobs, so we accepted big changes in schooling that we believed would improve their education and future. The result was that we turned schools into factories for the manufacture of anxiety, competition, and achievement pressure driven by extrinsic rather than intrinsic motives.

My goal with this book, my purpose in writing it, is to improve the lives of children (by which term I include teens as well as younger children). Chapters 1 through 7 are aimed largely at understanding how societal changes have increased mental suffering among kids, because to remedy the problem we need to understand its causes. Chapter 8, the longest by far, presents possible remedies, describing practical ways that schools, government agencies, local communities, parents, and others can work to bring normal childhood back to children.

Finally, I want to be clear at the outset that this is not a book aimed at blaming parents. The changes I describe are whole-society changes that have swept parents—and everyone else—along.
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Defining Childhood

What do I mean by the title Restoring Childhood? What is it that I want to restore? And what am I signifying when I say we are not allowing children to be children? To all those questions, I mean: There are certain normal ways for children to behave, which are part of the natural process of growing up, and as a society we are restricting children from behaving in those ways. To restore childhood we need to restore an environment that enables the natural process of growing up.

I’m an evolutionary biologist by background and predilection, so I think about childhood from a biological, evolutionary perspective. All mammals go through a juvenile phase before becoming adults. All mammals, including humans, are born completely dependent on adult care. The purpose of the juvenile period—childhood for us—is to become increasingly independent of such care. This is a gradual process, in which the juvenile exerts increasing independence with each month or year (or day or week for quick-growing mammals like rodents).

All mammals are designed by Mother Nature—the anthropomorphic term I use for natural selection—to behave in certain species-typical ways that allow them to develop the skills essential to their eventual survival as adults, independent of parental protection and care. Much of this involves play. Mother Nature endowed mammals with strong drives to play when young, in ways that develop their physical body, courage, and specific skills required of their species for adult success. For example, predatory animals play at predation, and prey animals play at dodging and darting and getting away from predators.

Anthropologists have found that children everywhere, when they have ample time and freedom, play at the whole range of skills essential to human survival and well-being. They play in vigorous physical ways, and that is how they develop strong and agile bodies. They play in ways that are somewhat dangerous and evoke a degree of fear, and that is how they develop courage. They play at language, imagination, hypothetical thinking, and building things, and that is how they develop those essential human skills. They play games with rules, and that is how they learn to create and follow rules. Most of all, they play socially, with other children, and that is how they learn to negotiate, compromise, make friends, and keep friends, which are perhaps the most crucial of all human skills. They also look around and see what older people are doing and play especially at those things when they can.1

In addition to being playful, children are also curious. From infancy on, they are motivated to explore and understand the world around them. As they grow, they strive to explore ever larger realms of that world. While play is Mother Nature’s way of motivating children to gain skills, curiosity is her way of motivating them to acquire information and understanding. These are strong drives, but we can quash them if we don’t allow them to be exercised sufficiently.

Beyond play and exploration, children are also motivated to contribute to their family and community in ways that promote their sense of competence and responsibility and their sense that they are an asset, not a burden. They want to do what they can, especially things that are challenging. They don’t want everything done for them. They don’t want to be always on the receiving end of help; they want to help. But this drive too can be quashed if we don’t allow it to manifest while they are young. Research shows that essentially all toddlers want to help, before they really can, and if parents allow them to “help,” they continue to help as they get older and the help becomes real.2

Of course, children are not always helpful and well-mannered. Part of growing up is pushing limits, which can sometimes be adventurous in a benevolent way and sometimes downright annoying or even intolerable. One of the drives Mother Nature planted in our children is willfulness. While children sense their need for others, they also sense a need to be their own person. Embracing childhood requires acceptance not just of children’s playfulness, curiosity, and desire to help, but also their willfulness. Even naughtiness, up to a degree, is not necessarily a bad thing. The saying used to be, “Boys will be boys,” but now it is more correct (in both senses of the term) to say, “Kids will be kids.” That doesn’t mean we should let kids do whatever they please, certainly not if they are seriously harming themselves or others, but it does mean we can’t expect them to always do just what we want them to do.

Cultures of Childhood

Part of Mother Nature’s program for children’s development is a strong drive, planted through DNA into children’s brains, to spend lots of time with other children, away from adults. Children everywhere are drawn to other children. They pay attention to other children, try to fit in with them, and strive to do what the others do and know what they know. Throughout most of human history, that drive has played a huge role in children’s education. In settings where adults don’t segregate children by age, children are attracted to other children over a broad range of ages. In age-mixed groups, younger children acquire skills and advanced ways of thinking through interactions with older ones, and older children practice leadership and nurturing skills through interactions with younger ones.3

I first delved into the developmental value of children’s natural age-mixed interactions when a graduate student of mine and I conducted an observational study at a democratic school where students, from age four through late teenage years, are free to interact with one another throughout each school day regardless of age. We saw and documented many benefits of such interactions.4 Subsequently, I conducted a survey of anthropologists who had lived in and studied hunter-gatherer societies and found that children in those societies spent most of every day playing and exploring with other children, in age-mixed groups, largely away from adults, and that the adults seemed to understand that this is how children become educated.5

Anthropologists who have studied children in other types of traditional cultures have also written about children’s involvement in age-mixed groups as a primary means of their socialization and education.6 In a discussion of such research, one author (Judith Harris) noted that the popular phrase “It takes a village to raise a child” is true if interpreted differently from the usual Western sense. In her words, “The reason it takes a village is not because it requires a quorum of adults to nudge erring youngsters back onto the paths of righteousness. It takes a village because in a village there are always enough kids to form a play group.”7

My own and my friends’ childhoods, in Minnesota and Wisconsin in the 1950s, were in many ways like that of children in traditional societies. We had school (which was not the big deal it is today) and chores, and some of us had part-time jobs, but still, most of our waking time was spent with other children away from adults. My family moved frequently, and in each village or city neighborhood, I found a somewhat different childhood culture, with different games, different traditions, somewhat different values, different ways of making friends.

Whenever we moved, my first big task was to figure out the culture of my new set of peers, so I could become part of it. I was by nature shy, which in one way was an advantage because I didn’t just blunder in and make a fool of myself. I observed, studied, and practiced the skills I saw to be important to my new peers and then began cautiously to join the play and make friends. In the mid-twentieth century, researchers described and documented many of the childhood cultures that could be found in neighborhoods in Europe and the United States.8 Cultures of childhood became, for a while, a topic of research pursued by anthropologists and sociologists.

A good illustration of a culture of childhood is found in anthropologist Colin Turnbull’s description of children’s culture among Mbuti hunter-gatherers in the Congo region of Africa. He noted that wherever the band set up camp, the children would build a cluster of huts, modeled after those adults had built, far enough away from the main camp to be out of the adults’ range of sight and hearing. There they would sometimes playfully rehash and try to improve upon the debates and arguments they had heard among adults. They would make fun of arguments that seemed inept and emulate those that, to them, seemed sound.9 Children’s cultures can be understood, at least to some degree, as practice cultures, where children try out various ways of being and practice, modify, and build upon the skills and values of the adult culture. Sometimes they emulate the adult culture, sometimes they deliberately flout it, sometimes they mock it. This is all part of Mother Nature’s way of helping them grow.

Lessons Children Learn Better from Children Than from Adults

We adults sometimes have difficulty understanding why children are motivated to interact with their peers well away from us. Why is this part of what I am calling normal childhood? Mother Nature implanted this drive because some valuable life lessons are learned better from other children than from adults. I’ll describe some of them here. I am not denying the value of children’s learning from adults; I’m just describing some lessons children can usually learn better in interactions with other children, away from adult intervention.

Authentic communication

At least in modern Western cultures, adults’ communications with children are often condescending, not genuine conversations. Consider for example, the adult who asks the three-year-old, “What color is that?” while pointing to a yellow toy giraffe. This is not an honest question, as the adult knows perfectly well what color it is. Most of the questions that teachers ask during class time, through all the grades of school, are tests, not genuine questions, not real attempts to learn from the child. Or consider the adult who says, “Oh, that’s beautiful, what a wonderful artist you are,” while looking at the child’s latest scribble. Children never give such false praise to one another unless they’re being sarcastic. Even as children grow older, adults often engage them in ways aimed at trying to teach them something or control them, rather than at a genuine back-and-forth sharing of ideas.

Young children communicate with one another largely in the context of play, and the communications have real meaning. They negotiate about what and how to play, discuss the rules, and talk about what is fair or not. In fantasy play, they improvise speech appropriate to the characters they are playing. This is much better practice for future adult-adult communication than the kinds of “conversations” children typically have with adults. A research study in which preschool children’s vocalizations were recorded in various settings revealed that their speech was far more sophisticated and meaningful when they were engaged in play among themselves than when they were involved in a teacher-led activity or sitting around a table eating.10

As children grow into their teen years, their communications with one another have ever more to do with the real emotions and struggles they experience in their lives. They can be honest with their friends, because their friends are not going to overreact and try to assume control, as their parents or other adults might. They want to talk about issues important in their life, but they don’t want someone to use those issues as a reason to subordinate them. Moreover, their friends, who are their contemporaries, may understand such issues better than adults a generation removed.

Independence and courage

The ultimate goal of childhood is to break away from dependence on parents and establish oneself as one’s own person. Already by the age of two—the “terrible twos,” when the favorite word is “no”—children are on this path. By age four or a little later, most children want to get away from parents and other adults at least some of the time, so they can make their own decisions and interact with other children without unwanted help or interference.

Part of gaining independence is gaining courage—courage to face the challenges and emergencies that are part of every life. In their play groups, away from adults, children play in ways that adults might see as dangerous and try to prevent. They climb trees and dare one another to go higher, move at fast speeds on sleds or bikes, and play with “dangerous” tools. Little children, in fantasy play, imagine themselves dealing with trolls, witches, dragons, wolves, and other kinds of predators and murderers. In all such play, children are learning how to manage fear, a crucial skill for facing real-life dangers that confront everyone at some point in their lives. Children also sometimes get mad at one another in their play and, without adult interference, learn how to deal with anger in ways that do not destroy the friendship.

In play among themselves, children must create their own activities and solve their own problems rather than rely on a powerful authority figure. In such play they must, as it were, be the adults, precisely because there are no adults present. Play is the practice space for adulthood. Adults undermine this large purpose of play when they intervene and try to help or protect.

Creating rules

A fundamental difference between adults’ games and children’s is that adults generally abide by fixed, preestablished rules, whereas children generally see rules as modifiable. When adults play baseball, or Scrabble, or almost anything, they follow or try to follow the “official” rules of the game. In contrast, when children play, they frequently make up the rules or modify them as they go along.11 This is true even when they play games like baseball or Scrabble, if there is no adult present to enforce the official rules. This is one of the ways in which children’s play is usually more creative than adults’ play.

The famous developmental psychologist Jean Piaget noted long ago that children develop a more sophisticated and useful understanding of rules when they play with other children than when they play with adults.12 With adults, they get the impression that rules are fixed, that they come down from some high authority and cannot be changed. But when children play just with one another, because of the greater equality in their relationship, they feel free to challenge one another’s ideas about the rules, which often leads to negotiation and a change in rules. They learn in this way that rules are not fixed by heaven but are human contrivances to make life more fair and fun and can be altered to better serve those ends.

Building on the skills and values of the adult culture

Even while differentiating themselves from the adult culture, children import features of it into theirs. Children regularly incorporate into their play activities and values they observe among adults. This is why children in hunter-gatherer cultures play at hunting and gathering, children in farming cultures play at farming, and children in our culture play with computers. It is also why hunter-gatherer children do not play competitive games (the adults in their culture eschew competition), while children in our society do (though not to the degree that they do when adults are involved).

Children don’t just mimic, in play, what they observe among adults. Rather, they interpret what they observe, try out variations of it, and thereby strive to make sense of it. Children’s play is always creative. In play, they experiment with new, creative variations of themes derived from adults. This is how each new generation builds upon, rather than simply replicates, the culture of their parents’ generation.

Children are naturally drawn to the newest innovations in the world where they are growing. Adults are often suspicious of such innovations, but children embrace them. We see that today in children’s eagerness to use the latest technology. They are often ahead of their parents on this. Children’s culture focuses, quite naturally and adaptively, on the skills important to the world they are growing into, not the world as it was when their parents were growing up. Adults in every generation seem to bemoan the fact that their children don’t play the way they played when they were kids. That’s one more reason why children strive to get away from adults when they play.

Getting along with others as equals

The main difference between adults and children that influences their interactions is power. Adults, because of their greater size, strength, status, experience in the world, and control of resources, have power over children. So children’s interactions with adults are generally unbalanced, across a large power gap. If children are going to grow up to be effective adults, they must learn to get along with others as equals. For the most part, they can only practice that with other children, not with adults.

A major function of a culture of childhood is to teach children how to get along with peers without intervention by a powerful outside authority. Children practice that constantly in social play. To play with another person, you must pay attention to that person’s needs, not just your own, or the person will quit. You must overcome narcissism. You must learn to share. You must learn to negotiate in ways that respect the other’s ideas, not just yours. You must learn how to assert your needs and desires while at the same time understanding and trying to meet the needs and desires of your playmate. This last one may be the most important of all skills human beings must learn for a successful life. Without this ability, it is not possible to have a happy marriage, true friends, or cooperative work partners.

The need to learn how to deal with others on an equal footing is the primary value of growing up in a culture of childhood. It underlies all the rest of what children learn best with peers. The reason why children’s communications with other children are more authentic than those with adults, why they can practice independence and courage with other children better than with adults, why they can learn about the modifiability of rules with other children better than with adults, and why they can more freely practice adult skills with other children than with adults is that their relationships with other children are relationships of equality in authority and power.

Tracking the Argument

I chose the title of this book, Restoring Childhood, in the hope that, with just two words, it would raise in readers’ minds four questions the book addresses: (1) What does the author mean by “childhood”? (2) How has childhood been lost? (3) Why should we restore childhood? (4) How can we restore childhood? In the introduction and in this chapter, I have suggested answers to these questions, about which I will elaborate in the chapters to come.

Concerning question 1, I’ve defined childhood as a developmental period in which the task is to become increasingly independent of parents or other direct adult caregivers. Mother Nature (natural selection) has endowed children with certain inborn drives aimed at helping them in this task. These include strong drives to play and explore in ways by which they exercise essential human skills and learn about the physical and social world in which they are growing. Children need adult care and protection, and they gain from adult instruction. But at the same time, they are motivated to spend much time with peers, away from adults, as some skills required for independence are learned best that way. In our culture today, parents, teachers, and others hear much, maybe too much, about the importance of adult interactions with children, but not enough about the importance of children’s interactions with other children. That’s why I focused so much on that in this chapter.

Concerning question 2, I believe that childhood has been lost (or partly so) because social conditions have changed gradually in ways that prevent children from playing and exploring independently of adult control. Much of the book will be devoted to describing these changes. They include changes that have led to the overprotection and overcontrol of children, the reduction of time available for free play and exploration, and the imposition of toxic levels of achievement pressure related to schooling and other adult-directed competitive activities.

Concerning question 3, I posit that the loss of childhood has prevented children from practicing the skills and acquiring the confidence needed to take charge of their own lives, which in turn, along with adult-imposed achievement pressures, has resulted in high levels of anxiety, depression, and even suicide.

The answer to question 4, of course, is implied by the answer to question 2. We must reduce or undo conditions that have deprived children of childhood and augment conditions that can restore it. This is easier said than done; but I will suggest (especially in chapter 8) many big and small steps that, as individuals and collectively, we can take to restore childhood and help our kids grow into resilient and healthy adults.
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Tightening the Leash

I remember well my first outdoor independent adventure. I was four years old. We were living in an apartment on a busy street in a working-class area of Minneapolis. My grandmother was the stay-at-home adult in the family, as my mom was single then and worked away from home. That day she told me I was now old enough to run errands for her. She had already, on previous days, walked with me, my younger brother, and her cane (she had difficulty walking) to the drugstore and little grocery store two blocks away and explained to me how to cross the two busy streets. On this first solo trip, I would not get something for her but would buy a popsicle for myself. She gave me a nickel and, I imagine, reminded me about waiting for the green light and looking both ways before crossing each street. She sat on the stoop in front of our apartment and watched me go and return.

I did it! I made it back alive. I was suddenly a foot taller than I had been earlier that day. After that, my grandmother often sent me on errands, most commonly to get cigarettes (this was 1948). She also trusted me to keep her smoking a secret from her daughter, my mother. I felt very grown up. Around that same time, I also began playing, in the weedy vacant lot next to where we lived, with my next-door friend Ira, who was about two years older than me, with no adult present. Ira was my hero and guide. He taught me how to catch grasshoppers in that weedy field. We’d put them in jars with lids into which Ira had punched holes.

Books on the history of childhood in America have documented extensively the decline, over decades since the 1950s, of children’s freedom to play and in other ways act independently of adult monitoring and control. Howard Chudacoff, in his book Children at Play: An American History, published in 2007, describes the first half of the twentieth century as “the golden age of unstructured play” and shows how children’s free play, especially outdoors, declined from about 1960 on.1 Steven Mintz, in his book Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood, likewise describes the second half of the twentieth century as a period in which adults gradually took over children’s lives, depriving them of much of the independence they had previously enjoyed, thereby “colonizing” (to use his term) what had been cultures of childhood. He wrote that “contemporary children are more regimented and constrained than ever before” and have “fewer socially valued ways to contribute to their family’s well-being or to participate in community life.”2

If we are going to restore childhood, we must start by understanding how we, as a society, took it away. My main goal in this chapter is to describe the societal changes that have dramatically altered children’s lives over the past seven decades. But first, let’s look at some of the evidence that children did indeed become much less free to play, explore, and in other ways behave independently over the second half of the twentieth century.

A Change in How Children Are Viewed

To me, the most compelling and vivid understanding of how children’s lives changed over the period we are considering, aside from my own lived experiences, comes from analyses of articles in popular magazines for parents. The articles include parents’ observations and expectations concerning their children’s behavior and advice from authorities about children’s needs. Here are three examples from Parents magazine, which illustrate views about appropriate parenting in the 1950s and early ’60s:3


	An article titled “David’s Journey,” in the July 1959 issue, began with these words:

	“I CAN go to the store by myself,” David announced with certainty. David is three and a half. The store is across a road and down a path and around a turn.… “I can go to the store myself, and if you needed something I could buy it,” David said.… We thought David was right. So, we let him go, with money in his pocket to buy cookies for the family.… [Sometime later] [w]e saw a blond head, and then the whole of David, coming sturdily and matter-of-factly along the path, clutching a bag. Full of relief and pride, we moved away from the window, not to shame him with our concern.… David walked in. “Here,” he said, holding out the bag. “The change is in the bottom.… It’s chocolate chip, because we like them.” … I gave David a hug—two hugs. We were very proud of our son, and David knew it. He settled down to eat a cookie that was different from all other cookies because he got it himself.







	A beginning-of-school article titled “Get Them Off to a Happy Start,” in the September 1956 issue, began as follows:

	“Let me go to school by myself,” pleaded five-year-old Mike. “You said I could, and I’m old enough. Five is old enough to go alone. I know the way.” It was the first day of the fall session.… As I looked at his determined little upturned face, I knew he was right. His babyhood was irrevocably over now. He was asking for the right to be a real boy and for a responsibility for which he had been prepared.… Might he go alone? “Of course, darling.” I smiled as I bent to kiss him. With a “Yippee!” he was out the door and down the front steps. At the corner he waved just before he disappeared from sight.







	An article titled “Chores That Children Like to Do,” by a child psychologist in the April 1964 issue, described the value to kids and parents alike of allowing young children to do chores at home that they enjoy. She wrote:

	A three-year-old can break up salad greens and prepare puddings from packaged mixes.… He loves to use an eggbeater.… He can cut out cookies. At four or five, a child can use cake mixes and may even be able to measure a cup of milk and crack an egg into the bowl.… My own five-year-old can now take over every step in the making of a stew but the browning of the meat, which I do because it must be done quickly at a high temperature.… She has finally reached the point where she is often a real help and not a pretend help in the kitchen.






It is one thing to cherry-pick articles to make a particular point, as I did with the preceding paragraphs. It is quite another to conduct a systematic analysis of all the articles about childrearing in a set of popular magazines to look for trends over decades. In a heroic research study, published as a book titled Adult Supervision Required, sociologist Markella Rutherford did just that. Rutherford identified and analyzed the contents of 565 articles and advice columns about childrearing that appeared in popular magazines—primarily Parents and Good Housekeeping—from the early twentieth century to the beginning of the twenty-first. Her analysis supports four main conclusions about changes that occurred especially in the second half of the twentieth century:4

1. Children’s public autonomy (their freedom in public spaces) declined.

Rutherford found that through roughly the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, children were described as moving freely, independently in public spaces. They played unsupervised in neighborhoods



2. Children’s personal autonomy at home in some ways increased.


3. The expectation that children contribute to the household economy declined.



4. Messages regarding children’s responsibility became increasingly mixed.



Evidence from Surveys of Parents





Societal Changes That Tightened the Leash


Television brought kids indoors.





Houses grew bigger and families grew smaller.




Neighborhood cohesion declined.




Adult-directed sports displaced kid-directed sports.





Public space became increasingly adult space.













Parents’ fears of outdoor dangers increased.






Child Protective Services expanded beyond reason the concept of neglect.






	A Dallas mom’s six-year-old was playing outside for about ten minutes when a woman saw him and marched him home, 150 feet away. Shortly afterward, the doorbell rang again. It was the police. They interrogated the mom and asked for ID. A week later, Child Protective Services came to the house and interviewed each of the family’s three children separately, without their parents, asking the twelve-year-old if he had ever done drugs, and the eight-year-old girl if she had seen movies with people’s private parts, something she’d never even heard of.

	For three days over summer vacation, a South Carolina mom let her nine-year-old play at the popular local sprinkler playground while she worked her shift at McDonald’s nearby. A woman at the park asked the girl where her mother was, and upon learning she was at work, called 911. She lost custody of her daughter for seventeen days. Despite public outcry after reporters got hold of the story, it took over two years before the charges were dropped.

	A Chicago mom was cited for neglect after she let three children, aged five, nine, and eleven, play in the park next to her home, where she could see them from her window. She checked on them every ten minutes, but a passerby thought the kids were unsupervised and called the Department of Children and Family Services Hotline. It took two years, but a state appellate court finally overturned the finding of neglect.





	Police repeatedly question mom of six who let her kids pick up litter outside.

	Suburban mom handcuffed, jailed for making eight-year-old son walk half a mile home.

	CPS bars mom from allowing her three kids—ages six, eight, and nine—to play outside by themselves.

	Cops harass parents who let six-year-old daughter take a walk outside, arrest dad.

	Eight- and ten-year-old siblings escorted home by firefighters after neighbors report unsupervised kids.

	Parents arrested for letting kids, ages seven and nine, walk to Dunkin’ Donuts.

	Parents investigated for letting seven-year-old get a cookie from the store.







Social/moral views of good versus bad parenting have changed.







Schooling took increasing amounts of children’s time.



Parental anxieties about their kids’ futures increased as the wealth gap increased.





[image: A line graph showing a higher rate of inequality equals a parenting style that focuses more on hard work.]





Meaningful chores and paid employment for kids declined.






Tracking the Argument



	There is such a thing as normal childhood.

	Over recent decades, we have deprived children of normal childhood.

	The loss of normal childhood has greatly increased the psychological suffering of young people.

	To restore the mental well-being of young people we must restore normal childhood.
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