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Learning to Ride a Bike over Three Generations
I was born in 1944.  When I was six years old my Uncle Lou taught me to ride a bike.  More accurately, he put me on the old one-speeder in the garage and launched me down the sidewalk.  When I fell down he put me back on and launched me again.  Eventually, I learned to ride.  

My daughter is 22.  When she was six I tied a broomstick to the back of her new bike and walked next to her holding onto the stick.  She learned to ride without ever falling down.

Recently I watched the six-year old girl next door learn to ride.  Her parents put her new 12-speed bike on the bike rack of their SUV, loaded up the helmet, knee and elbow pads, and videocamera, and drove her to a safe-rider bike class where she would be taught to ride by a professional.

Our neighbor is a Y-Generation kid and her parents are Xer’s.  

The Millennial Generation

The Y-Generation, or Millennials as they are called, were born in 1982 or later, and in 2000 their leading edge was the first class to graduate high school in the new century.  

We find the best description of this generation in Neil Howe and William Strauss’ book, Millennials Rising:  The Next Great Generation.  As the authors describe them, and as the bike riding story illustrates, Millennials are the most protected and watched-over generation in history.  They are raised in perfectionist, smaller families by single or both-working families who see their kids as precious.  According to sociologists, Millennials in the socio-economic cohort you teach:
· Spend more time with their parents

· Are under intense academic pressure 

· Are over-stressed and over-organized
· Favor tough rules (short of expulsion) against misbehavior of others in schools

· Value relationships (children of divorce, both parents working)

· Prefer structure and an emphasis on basics

· Embrace technology and demand information

.

In the satisfaction surveys I conduct for independent schools I often see these characteristics reflected in comments made by students.  For example:

· “My experience here is always enjoyable every day.  It’s always nice to come to school excited to be here.  I love the support I get and the feeling that I’m getting to know my peers and teachers.”

· “Priorities here aren’t always clear.  I wish these would get figured out because it’s unfair when a coach says the game is most important and a teacher says his class is most important and (in my case) the theatre teacher says that the play is most important.”

· “Too Stressed!  No Sleep!”

· “This is a great school.  However, I believe in a greater course selection, improved academics and a stricter disciplining policy for those in violation of school rules.”
· “A lot of unwritten rules, and things are unclear.”

When asked to rank items in terms of their importance in selecting a particular school, 46 percent of students ranked academic rigor as #1, and 19% ranked student/faculty relationships as #1.  Only 5% ranked the school’s athletic program as the top reason they enrolled, and only 3% ranked the school’s arts program as the top reason they enrolled.

Millennials are pressured and stressed, seek strong relationships and structure, and are wired and connected. 
A 2001 survey conducted for the Media Awareness Network found that 79% of Canadian youth have Internet access at home.  Forty-three percent said they use the Internet every day, and almost one-third of 9-10 year olds use chat rooms.  

According to the Internet Association Corporation, Facebook has over 8 million users, is growing at 20,000 new users a day, has 80% penetration among students in college, and gets 5.5 BILLION page views a month.  
In a 2006 survey of college parents, 10% said they communicated with their students more than once a day, 34% communicated with their student at least once a day, and 74% said they communicated with their student at least twice a week.  The most heavily used methods of communication?  Cell phones and email.  

So, these are the kids you’re teaching today—closer to their parents, overstressed and overpressured, valuing relationships and structure, comfortable with and dependent on technology.   
In the November 2001 Harvard Business Review, The Inner Life of Executive Kids, child psychiatrist Robert Coles says of this group that they “express an unmistakable sense of entitlement,” and that “they place a strong emphasis on the self—its cultivation, development, and even display.”  And, as Coles says, they are “on the lookout for moral and spiritual direction.”

“When parents pull their children out of public schools,” say Howe and Strauss “the usual reason is values.  Parents want schooling to be something that shapes kids, an intellectual and moral process that reaches them deep within, much like a spiritual faith.”

After interviewing students at Princeton, David Brooks, in his April 2001 Atlantic Monthly essay The Organization Kid, says of them, “We have…a generation of students who are extraordinarily bright, morally earnest, and incredibly industrious.  They like to study and socialize in groups.  They create and join organizations with great enthusiasm.  They are responsible, safety-conscious, and mature.  They feel no compelling need to rebel—not even a hint of one.  Not only do they defer to authority, they admire it.”

Three Generations of Parents
When I was working in schools in the late 60’s and 70’s, most parents were members of the Silent Generation, born between 1925 and 1944.  They married early,  were young parents, and the families were stable during the child rearing age.  Mothers stayed at home and raised the kids, while fathers often took the corporate work path, were financially successful and risk-averse.  They were, in William Manchester’s description, “withdrawn, cautious, unimaginative, indifferent, unadventurous and silent.”  University of Toronto economist David Foot refers to them as “the blessed ones,” having amassed great personal wealth in Canada during their working years.  From the perspective of someone working in an independent school, they were great parents.  They deferred to us, left us alone, and respected what we did with their kids.

By the time I left independent schools in 1980, Silent Generation parents were being replaced by Boomer parents, born between 1945 and 1964.   In both Canada and America Boomers were work-focused, gave their kids what they wanted but didn’t have the time to really pay attention to them, deferred to schools and their rules and policies, and, like Silent Generation parents, gave us a lot of room to do our jobs without much interference.  In the late 70’s and the 80’s it was rare to see a parent in the school during the day, and rarely were our policies or actions questioned. 
While some of your kids parents are Boomers, most, especially the parents of your younger students, are GenX’ers, between the ages of 20 and 40.  They feel they were ignored by their hard working parents and have turned the tables, focusing on family first and work second.  They are close to their kids and protective of them, and they see themselves, not just their kids, as your school’s customers.

GenX  Parents

GenX parents are the ones Steven Mintz, history professor at the University of Houston, and author of Huck’s Raft:  A History of American Childhood talks about in his description of a new model of childhood that has taken place over the past 25 years, a model shaped by an explosion in media saturation coverage of child abductions and sexual abuse and by the guilt of two working parents.  According to Mintz, today’s kids are highly indulged, pressured to achieve academically, attend the right college,  and win the Darwinian struggle for economic success and social esteem.
These are the parents who structure their kids’ lives, drive them to endless events scheduled for kids by adults, supervise them as they walk across the street to a neighbor’s house.  
These are the parents for whom competitive bragging has become a new social sport, a sport fueled according to Arlie Hochschild, professor of sociology at the University of California Berkeley, by parental anxiety about living in a roller-coaster economy and by a culture of blame involving working mothers.    

This is the young, successful parent who wrote to me recently about his son,  “Jeffrey,” he said, “is a bright and multi-talented young man, who is mature and personable beyond his years.  He is extremely popular, he is a solid B/B+ student with A’s in his favorite subjects, his SAT’s are around 1250, his national testings over the years have consistently placed him in the 80-90 percentiles in the nation, and he is ranked in the top 20 in the state in Scholastic Chess.  He loves track & field and runs the 400 meter dash in 49.9 seconds and runs the 800 meter dash in 2:04.6, and he has qualified for the High School Track & Field State Finals each year for the last 3 years.” 

These are the parents who are increasingly using high-tech methods to track their children, to see where they are, how far they’ve driven, what they’re buying and eating, and whether they’re showing up for class.

These are the parents who object to papers graded and edited in red ink by teachers.  “Red writing,” they said, “is ‘stressful.’”

These are the parents to whom Time magazine devoted its February 21, 2005 cover and discussed in the article Parents Behaving Badly.  “Long gone are the days when the school was a fortress, opened a couple of times a year for parents...but generally off limits.  Now you can’t walk into schools, public or private, without tripping over parents in the halls.”

These are the helicopter parents, hovering close over the heads of their kids, quick to swoop in.  

These are the parents of the kids you’re teaching today.  
New Rules of Engagement

In conversations with faculty and staff and through satisfaction surveys I’ve been hearing about Millennial parents in independent schools for more than ten years.  It’s clear to me, and I’m sure it’s clear to you, that today’s  parents expect far more from schools than they did a generation ago.   I’ll quote parent comments from some recent surveys I conducted to illustrate my points.
· They expect better communication about their student.  
· “We do not email or call faculty frequently, but when we do we would appreciate a quick response to questions.   We experienced a slow or non-existent response from three different faculty members over a very short period of time about a month ago.  Once, several weeks went by before we received any word from a faculty member we had emailed.  It is difficult to imagine what the explanation could be for that.”

· “The teachers need to communicate with the parents in a timely manner when there are issues.  We all have email.  Use it.  Don’t wait until the next report card.”

· “One thing I would like is for the dorm parents—at least once in awhile—to contact the parents and just let us know how the dorm experience is going.”

· They expect that the education will be carefully tailored to the needs of their student.
· “Our son has had an extremely positive experience with athletics, the theatre department, and the school newspaper.  The quality of the faculty and the level of the academics are superb.  Our disappointment is that we had hoped his organizational difficulties would have been addressed earlier and more forcefully.

· “Overall a generally positive experience but diminished relative to expectation.  Until motivated to advocate on his own behalf, I do not feel that he was as well known by faculty with whom he had contact.  The program caters to the self-starter but seems behind in cultivating that capacity.”
· “We sent our student there to gain some maturity and self-confidence.  I don’t see that happening yet.  I don’t see adults reaching out to him, and he is not the type of person who will reach out himself.”

· “He should not have to choose between Journalism and AP English since these interests would be expected to often go together.”

· “She could use more attention to gender differences in learning styles in the math and science departments.”

· They expect that their student will be safe and happy.
· “We are very dissatisfied with the level of dorm supervision, dorm study hall supervision, and student dorm proctors.”
· “Day students are still looked at as outsiders and not totally integrated with the rest.”

· “I am worried that he is carrying too much of a load of academics and activities and seems very tired.”

· “The school is fantastic.  It meets or exceeds our and our children’s expectations.  We are glad that the children are safe and in one spot.  We miss them terribly.  We ache for them.  They are happy and healthy and well educated.”

Schools and Parents:  A Consumer/Provider Relationship
Independent schools can be defined in economic terms as one side of a consumer/provider relationship where the consumer shops among provider choices of relatively equal cost on the basis of perceived value that is driven primarily by word-of-mouth.  In our parent satisfaction surveys we ask a standard question, “How likely is it that, if asked by a close friend or acquaintance, you would recommend (our school)?”  In one school with low attrition and a strong applicant pool, 70% of parents responded “extremely likely.”  In another school with higher attrition and a much weaker applicant pool, only 46% (fewer than half) of parents responded with “extremely likely.”  
Millennial parents are closer to their kids and much more involved in their lives, protective of them and less apt to defer to schools than they were before.  They talk to their kids and believe what they say about what’s happening in their schools—about poor teaching, about being stressed by their many in-school and out-of-school commitments, about the pressure they feel and the pressure put on them to achieve academically, on the athletic field, in the arts.  

The challenge in all of this, of course, is that most of you believe you are already extending on behalf of students, and that meeting increased parental expectations about communication, individualization, and supervision is beyond your resource capacity.  It’s already taking, As the Red Queen observes to Alice, all the running you can do just to keep in the same place.  What more, you ask, can you do?
First, I think you have to be very clear about what your school stands for—its core values and culture.  In my research for schools, in parent focus groups and surveys, I frequently find dissatisfaction with the communication parents receive from schools and tensions created by lack of clarity and consistency on issues ranging from enforcement of discipline codes to the balance between the arts and athletics to the expectations put on day and boarding students.    
Second, I think you have to check in with all of your constituents, students, parents, and faculty, about their expectations and about the degree to which you are delivering on those expectations.  As one parent commented:
· “I see the school in flux.  It appears to have strayed from its stated mission and philosophy.  There seems to be a significant inconsistency among the faculty concerning the daily implementation of the mission and philosophy.  That causes confusion among the students.”

Third, having checked the institutional pulse, I think you have to constantly align expectations with core values and culture.  You need to be clear about your purpose and consistent in the delivery of the service you offer.  
Finally, having aligned current constituent expectations with core values and culture, you have to educate prospective families about what they can expect from you and about what you expect from them. 
I’m not asking you to restructure your schools but to restructure your relationship with parents.  I am asking you to be clear about what you intend to do, to be consistent and conflict-free in the delivery of your service, and to be responsive to a generation of parents who expect to be informed about their student’s progress on a regular basis.  Parents are no longer putting their kids on the seat of the bike and shoving them down the sidewalk.  They are driving them to bike-riding lessons, padding them up so they don’t get hurt, and changing riding teachers if their kids don’t learn to ride, quickly and safely, and faster than every other kid on the block.   

David Erdmann

Dean of Admission and Enrollment, Rollins College

derdmann@rollins.edu
www.erdmannconsulting.com
www.essexinstitute.com
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