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Broeklyn Cellege sociolo-
gist Gertrad Lenzer believes
the academic study of children
and their Iives has been un-
wisely limited Four years ago,
she created a novel program
that is being copied across the
country: a children’s studies
undergraduate minor Jor stu-
dents in law, political science,
history, economics, arts and
literature. In o lelephone in-

the Jives of children?

terview, Dr. Lenzer falked wich Dallas Morning News
staff writer fra J. Hadnot abou! public policy and acade-
micy involving loday's children. Here are gxcerpis:

| : What does the spate of school shoolings tell us aboul
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violen| reaclions?

A This is a very troubling situation, What we are seeing
in the media are individuals. But we néed a much wider
perspeclive on the issue, The quesiion is, whal is with
this whole generation of children thal produces rthese

1o finding the answer, we should not simply put
more of them in jail. That is pot a scluiion, long-term.
Their lives are complicated by feelings that they believe
they have no control over — events thai affect them
more deeply than they directly reveal. And society is not
paving attention. Children ave wying to tel} us things all
-the time Scime act ourwardly. Some turn inward

These shootings are very disiurbing. They tell me
that we do nol know enough aboul children and how
they see their lives, 3p much more education 15 needed
than whal we are currenily relying or. Cluldren do not
wbink or reason ltke adults. They don't react hke adults

lerms.

They sze their circumstances 1 much more fatalistic

Somehow we adults have lost the abality lo instll in
them the belief thal no malter what happened today, to-

morrow will be a better day. It is a major (ailing when

we cannol transmil hope 10 our children.

Q: Speaking of educarion, what are you hoping to accom-

plish through e children's studies program?

A:lna nutshell, tbe purpose is to bring together knowl-

edge about children aud youth from across many disci-

plines. We were the first academic institution to develop

such a program. elthough the idea has suddenly become

quite popular.

There was a child study movement in the late 18305

#that moved into 1he 20th century. But that was heawily

oriented wward psychology. By children’s studies we
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are trying 1o stress that we would like tolopk
at children in their totallty. Many disciplines
do study children and childhood, but they
are fragmenled. The history of childhood is a
growing field of study, but that doesn’t mean
there is interaction with child psychology or
children’s liternture, These things need o be
breught together for the (uller view of
children as a class, asa group. ...

We want 10 encourage students o
combine children’s studies with their major
field of interest. For instance, one of the law
students took children’s studies courses and
then decided to practice family law. That is
the kind of thing we hope wiil happen more,

‘Woatlden't want to bappen is for this
course of study to become a new form of
identity politics. That may bave worked for
black studies and women's studies. But we
shoutd see the study of children as integrel,
nol as something separate from society.

{Q: Why does it seem that chitdren lead
such stressful lives today?

Al Thatisatou gh question to answer. We
all believe that this is what is happening.
When you look back at children who were
living stressful lives during different
historical perlods, you realize thisisnota
new condition. But there 15 a difference that
15 poteworthy, The 1991 final report of the
Natlonal Commission on Children, which
was really a bipartisan effort, did address
this point: There are many more demands on
1he lives of children today.

The traditional routines of family life
have been challeniged by both parents
working outside the home and
extracurricular activities for children that
leave little meaningful ime for Tamily life.
Many parents are also emotionally absent
from their children's lives because they are
distracted by their gwn stresses.
Q: Does childhoad différ today from 20
years ago?
A We can definltely argue that the lives of
children have changed with the two-income
family. Whar reaily started to happen (rom
the 19405 onwaid is that women with
under-schoolage children entered the work
force, That {n and of itseif produces
tremendous challenges and stresses, 5o, the
answer is yes.

But different does not mean bad. Another

«way toask the question is, why does

childhood in the United States differ from
the experience Lo other industrialized

“When you warch what children can do, we learn a lot from them.

If one really participates in the growing up of a child and watches

the process alone, human development is a miracle. We can lean
how the emotional, intellectual and other faculties develop.”

= Gertrud Lenzer, coeator of & children's sudics progra at Brookfyn College

should have basic rights, such as the right o
an education; emotional, cultural and social
development; health care; etc. If it were to be
implemented in the United States, it would
requireat dous national i 1
regarding tae weil-being of children, [don't
believe it will be ratified by our Senate in the
foreseeable future. [ don't belleve it
interferes with parent's rights, but the

in that direction have been

countries? . .. Insome Enropean couniries,
there ie extended paid family leave up to two
years. In many countries, there is also a
national commitment to improving the lives
of children and that commitment is reflected
i their social policies.

If we studled these nations more and
Enew a little bit more about what they are
dolog, perhaps that would apply 1o making
sure each American child has a good
formative experience, grows up without
wanting for parenial involvement or being
abused, gets a good education, receives a
nutritlous dietand has access 10 health care.

Q: Why do you helieve our social policies
have failed ehildren?

A: Weare re-inventing constanily our
concern for children. If we had a historical
perspective, we would see that [rom at least
1910, we have been having these major

es and issh hild
and yourh. They come and go in waves. We
are currently in another wave, another
children’s movement.

If we had historical perspective, we eould
see that these "new"” ideas are not that new.
But they keep resurfacing because we
haven't solved the problems that are nagging
us. When we talk about children, most public
officials see crime problems, abuse victims
and suffering. We have knowledge about the
positive experiences of childhood, the
everyday aspects of being a child.

Our policy discussions should not
disintegrate into victimology, which is quite
a popular focns of stedy these days. If we
knew the kinds of connections that existed,
we would not be reinventing things.
believe there have been these total breaks
with the past.

From the mid-50s forward, life was viewed
from an increasingly sclentilic perspective
and the social and economic thinking that
leads 1o public policy was largely excluded
from currtculnims and from society, There
has been a gradual turnabout, back 1o social
thinklog.

Here |5 something to think about: The

United States has a long policy of great
involvement with children and children's
rights dailng to the 1600s. The Children's Aid
Society was founded in 1853, the Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in
1875, and ifrom 1900 to 1938 there was a strong
compaign againstchild labor, With the
dismaniliog of the wellare state, we may
have forgotten the very practices we
believed were important te champion justa
century ago.

(Q: Where is the United States on approval
of the U.N. Rights of the Child treaty? Are
America and Somaliz still the enly two
couptries out of 191 nations that have not
ragfied it?

A: The treaty was adopted by the UN,
General Assembly in November of 1989, After
that, there has been a very fast process of
couniries rarifying it. I believe the U5, and
Somalia are the ouly two that haven't as of
yer. President Clinton approved the treaty,
but it must be ratified by the Senate,

There has been pressure to try to move it
forward, and there have been foes who don't
wan! ranfication. There are some 54 articles
in the treaty, and there are conditions and
agreements countries that ravify have to
abide by. Additionally, after two years the
country bas todo a report on the status of
their work towards the treaty’s goals. That
report must be presented o a 10-member ULN,
paoel.

Q: ‘What i4 the holdap here, and do you
believe it will be ratified?

A Therearealot of movements and
countermovemenis. There isalso a ¢
misconceplion about the convention by -
those who oppose it. Members of the
Christian Right have said that it diminishes
the rights of parents. But if you read the
convention document, lime after time it Says
that ihe primary responsibility for cbildren
is both parents, who bave common
responsibililies for the d
child. .

The treaty also establishes that children

ol the

heard.

(Q: What drew you to thls field?

A Thero have been various things Lhat
have motivated me. Ope was the 1985 report
on children in poverty by the House Ways
apd Meaps Committee, What came out was
that . ., child poverty was on the rise and
that it had increased sharply from 1978 1o
1983, This greatly concerned me,

The second {5 that [ did a sSeminar on
children and social responsibility. It was
fascinating. The students learned a great
deal, and so did [. While we were digging at
the other professions, I went 1o my own and
found that we had forgotten sbout the
children. We had stopped visualizing them as
portof humankind.

They simply were ool in the socioiogical

. literature. Of course, they were in educalion

and psychology, bt not in politieal science
or economles. That observation became the
underpinnings of the children’s studies
program. [ wanted to emphasize piural fora
reason. There have been child psychology
courses. [ wanted to look at chlldren asa

- group, having their own traits and culture. 1

alse like to combine different disciplines 1o
discover new ways of thinking. The program
isaresuitof that,

(Q: We have been discussing learning
about chlidren. What can we learn from
them?
A: When you watch what cluldren can do,
we learn a lot from them. f one reaily
participates in the growing up of a child and
watches the process aloue, humag
development is a miracle, We can learn how
the emotional, inteliectual and other
faculties develop:

Children know mauoy thiogs. They bave

. competencies. They bave their own culture

and live lives that are totally hidden from

- adulis. We can either see them as incomplete
. adults, which limits our interactions with

them, or as developing humpn beings who
bring new things at each stage of |
development.




