
We're Hurting Our Kids by
Robbing Them of Responsibility

for Their Actions
By James C. Enochs

Eim.;'x'iil:fJ"ill'li:
normal  problems of  l iv ing can be

Teachers can help students learn to take
responsibi l i ty for their act ions.

endured only wi th the help of  a
paid professional .  The v ic iss i tudes
of  growing up and get t ing an edu-
cation are pounced on by the
"help ing professionals" ;  are g iven
scientif ic labels; are explained with
shal low incantat ions and catch-
words ;  and  g i ven  the  app rop r i a te
c luster  of  symptoms (which can be
nreasured and identil ' ied only by
t - re specia l is ts) ,  terminate in  specia l
r  rograms.

I t  is  t ime to face the possib i l i ty
t  1at  the pract ice of  subst i tu t ing
i rstant sociology and pop psychol-
cgy for common sense has gotten
ou t  o f  hand .

"The schoolhouse,"  wr i tes Mar-
t in  L.  Gross in  h is  book The Psy-
t'hological Society, "has become
a vibrant psychological center,
staffed not only by schoolteachers
t ra ined in 'educat ional  psychol-
ogy' but by sixty thousand guid-
ance workers and seven thousand
school  psychologists  whose 'coun-

sel ing '  borders on therapy."  Wi th
so many people eager to ply their
trade, schools fi l led with young-
sters doing all manner of odd
things become ferti le f ields. Before
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we took ourselves and our off-
spr ing so ser iously ,  we d id not
exaggerate the importance of such
behavior .  We s imply deal t  wi th i t .
After all, odd behavior is one of
the hal lmarks of  youth.  I t  is  no
great mystery; young people just

don' t  know any bet ter  unt i l  some
sensib le adul t  corrects them, usu-
ally several t imes.

Symptoms and Excuses

In  recent  years,  the focus has
shifted lrom what the child has
done to why he d id i t .  Random
acts become s igni f icant  inc idents-
harbingers of  greater ,  more awful
th ings to come-and are carefu l ly
entcred in to the anecdota l  record
wi th appropr iate grav i ty  and psy-
chological  speculat ion.  Tests,  in-
ventor ies,  and case studies become
" inst ruments"  to probe lor  deeper
meaning.  We eschew the obvious
and arrest  our  nat ive good judg-
ment  whi lc  we search for  pr imal
forces h idden in the labyr inth of
chi ldhood or  adolescence.  Evcry-
th ing is  a symptom of  something
else,  and an excuse is  handy for
cveryth ing and evcrybody.

Psychiat r is t  Kar l  Menninger,  in
Whatever Became oJ' Sin?, writcs,
"Not ions of  gui l t  and s in which
l -ormer ly  scrved as some restra int
on aggression have become eroded
by the presumpt ion that  the indi -
v idual  has less to do wi th h is
act ions than we had assumed,  and
hence any sense of personal re-
spons ib i l i t y  o r  gu i l t  i s  i napp ro -
pr iate."  This news must  have come
as a re l ie f  to  the aggressor-and to
the help ing professions.  Mennin-
ger  says,  "The idea that  par t icu lar
behavior  was the resul t  o f  numer-
ous determining events and forces
led to an increasing doubt about its
easy control and modification."
Just what the psychologists have
been te l l ing us:  Noth ing is  easy;
nothing is what it seems to be.

By increasing doubt about the

control of behavior and by pro-
pounding elaborate theories about
its origins, psychologists have
managed to bamboozle parents,
ch i l d ren ,  and  teache rs  i n to  a  s ta te
of dependency that guarantees a
perpetual bull market for the head
brokers.  This is  exact ly  what  Uni-
ve rs i t y  o f  Roches te r  h i s to r i an
Chr is topher Lasch ta lks about  in
The Culture o/' Narcissisn when
he wr i tes,  "Men and women no
longer manage even to ra ise thei r
chi ldren wi thout  the hc lp of  cer t i -
f ied experts .  The atrophy o l '  o lder
t radi t ions o l '  se l f  -help has croded
everyday eompetence.  in  onc arca
af ter  another ,  and has made the
indiv idual  dependent . "  l -asch cal ls
i t  the usurpat ion of  fami ly  func-
t ions by the " therapeut ic  s tate."

Culprit or Victim?

Perhaps a graver  rnessage l ies
behind a l l  th is :  I  i  people are
absolved of  thei r  responsib i l i t ies,
they are v'i l l ing to give up their
independence.

Students are no exccpt ion:  They
welcome a process that  is  opcn-
ended and focuses on the reasons
for the deed rather than on the
deed i tse l f .  This  proccss pain less ly
shif 'ts them from being thc culprit
to  the v ic t im.  I  am reminded of  an
eighth grade g i r l  who to ld me she
had "fl ipped off" her teacher and
then volunteered that  she had done
so because of  " low sel f -esteem,"
which made i t  impossib le for  her  to
res is t  "peer  pressure."  I  am sure
she expected her offense to be
buried and forgotten in a blizzard
of personality inventories.

Many parents, especially those
who have gone to college or watch
Phil Donahue, find such an ap-
proach compatible with "where

thei r  heads are at . "  You see,  they
are " in to"  author  R.  D.  Rosen's
wor ld of  "psychobabble,"  Al l  th is
is a trendy haven for failed par-
ents.  Laurence J.  Peter  of  Peter

Pr inc ip le fame put  i t  wry ly :
"When a mother  hasn' t  enough
willpower to discipline her chil-
dren,  she cal ls  her  weakness chi ld
psychology.  "

Platitudes and Cliches

Schools and the help ing profes-
s ions must  take some of  the b lame
for  th is ,  but  none of  i t  could go on
wi thout  the u, i l l ing col laborat ion
of  parents.  They are in  awe ol 'psy-
chology;  the very word has a grat i -
fy ingly  sc ient i f ic  r ing.  Bet l .er  s t i l l :
Parents can par t ic ipate.  Psycho-
logical  jargon is  imprecise enough
to cover  a mul t i tude of  inani t ies,
and i ts  use is  so commonplace that
anyone can p lay wi thout  fear  of
bc ing found out .  Most  of  these
mothers and I 'a thcrs havc takcn
hundreds of '  hours of  noncredi t
te lev is ion courscs taught  by Merv
Gr i f f in ,  Garry Col l ins,  Dr .  Joyce
Bro the rs ,  and  l oca l  t e l ev i s i on
"pe rsona l i t i c s . "  The  p la t i t udes
and cliches are repeated over and
over l ike catchy j ing les for  to i le t
paper and detergent .  Soon every-
body has mastered the id iom. Such
words as "paranoia,"  "neurot ic , "
" t r auma t i c , "  and  "phob ia "  a re
ladled in to supcr-s incerc sentcnccs
abou t  ' ' pa rcn t i ng , "  ' ' s i b l i ng  r i -
va l r y , "  "pube r t y , "  " l i f e  cyc les , "
and " ident i ty  cr ises."  l t  has be-
come a k ind of  C.B.  language for
the middle-c lass parents who have
kids but  no p ickups.

I  suppose .  t hen - i n  a  soc ie t y
whose grown-ups wr i te  to Ann
Landers to ask how they can get
thei r  ch i ldren to wr i te  thank-you
notes or to stop staying out all
night (and mill ions more read the
"Dear -Anx ious - i n -Mar in "  an -
swers)-it 's not surprising that
such folks are sitt ing ducks for the
psychology peddlers when some-
thing goes wrong at school.

The current generation of young
adults with school-age children
was.  as Gross notes.  " the f i rs t  to
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be raised as the childhood 'patient'

of scientif ic parenting." As '60s

teenagers and college students,
members of  th is  generat ion came
to believe that self-indulgence was
the highest form of human poten-
t ia l ,  that  any personal  ruminat ion
about their feelings should grip
adul t  a t tent ion and evoke words of
wonder and d iscoverv ( "That 's

heavv") .

Willing Collaborators

But why,  one wonders,  do teach-
ers and adminis t rators become
wi l l i ng  co l l abo ra to rs  i n  a  p rocess
that  mocks common sense and is
so at  odds wi th the real  business of
educat ion? Part  of  the explanat ion
no doubt  l ies in  the fact  that  they
a re  members  o f  t he  l a rge r  soc ie t y
permeated by pop psychology and
arc subject to the same influences
as the parents. Another reason for
the col laborat ion is  the teachers '
and administrators' own profes-
s ional  t ra in ing.  I t  is  shot  through
wi th "educat ional  psychology"
and special courses on adoles-
cence,  ear ly  ch i ldhood,  personal
assessment ,  socio logical  founda-
t ions of  educat ion,  and methods
classes.  James D.  Koerner ,  author
of The Miseducqtion oJ' American
Teachers, and the late James B.
Conant, in The Education of
Americ'an Teqc'hers, both have
mustered substantial evidence to
show that the education of teach-
ers includes nearly as much-and
in some cases more-psychological
training as preparation in the sub-
ject matter to be taught.

I believe other forces also are at
work. The process does have the
triangular shape all educators
espouse; parent-child-school. The
people in charge do seem to be
speaking in some highly technical
tongue, and they are generating
lots of paper. Surely this is good
stuff. Teachers and administrators
are easily impressed by "experts"

who have a fistful of tests and a
mouthful of jargon. We are uncer-
tain; the experts are positive. We
are fearful we might hurt a child;
the experts are confident they wil l
help him. We are faced with a
moral choice; the experts have only
to  p ronounce  a  d iagnos i s .

To advance a commonsense
opinion when the other guys
appea r  t o  be  ta l k i ng  sc ience  i n -
v i tes being thought  of  as some
unwashed primitive. So the teacher
and the adminis t rator  g ive in ,  and
o f f  goes  ano lhe r  k i d  i n ro  some
special program. Special programs
are the handmaidens of heloine
professions.

Expanding Programs

A Park inson's  Law of  sor ts  is  at
work in  educat ion:  Create a specia l
program wi th categor ica l  funds,
and the need I'or such a program
wi l l  expand to consumc al l  avai l -
able openings.  "Symptoms" ( that
is ,  p lacement  cr i ter ia)  are mal le-
able abstract ions.  No specia l  pro-
gram ever has died for lack of
students.  The programs are l ike
Frankenste in 's  cast le :  Many peo-
ple are seen going in ,  but  nobody
ever comes out .  To some, th is
might be an indication that the
p rog rams  don ' t  wo rk ;  no  one  i s
f ixed or  rehabi l i ta ted.  But  others
with more at stake see the phe-
nomenon as proof  of  the need for
such programs, so they urge
expansion.

By shift ing the focus from the
whal to the why of an act, the help-
ing professionals are able to con-
vert children from individuals
responsible for their behavior to
"v ic t ims" of  thei r  behavior .  The
experts  now have the key-v ic t ims
-with which to unlock the lode of
special funds. One need only be a
victim of something-even the vic-
tim of being born mentally gifted
-and the extra bucks wil l f low in
your direction.

High-sounding
Rationalizations

Other factors at work are even
more t roublesome because they
seldom are contested wi th in the
profession.  Educators embrace the
experts because they provide high-
sounding rat ional izat ions for  the
schoo l s ' l a i l i ngs .  I f  a  ch i l d  has
something cal led a " learn ing d is-
abi l i ty , "  the schools can' t  be
blamed for  not  teaching h im to
read in 12 years.  A recent  s tudy
indicates that  approximately  two-
th i rds of  a l l  ch i ldren in  learn ing
disabi l i ty  c lasses are d isabled in
reading.  I f  a  chi ld  is  ident i f ied as
having a "behavior  d isorder"  or ,
heaven f'orbid, is " hype ractive, "

we can wash our  hands of  the l i t t le
t roublemaker and ship h im of f  to
specia l  educat ion c lass.  So much
for  that  problcm.

What these chi ldren real ly  might
be sul ' fer ing f rom is  an ia t rogenic
ai lmcnt .  Lest  you th ink I  have been
caught  up in  the gobbledygook
game I  am cr i t ic iz ing,  le t  me
expla in:  Ia t rogenic is  one of  those
medical  euphemisms meant  more
to conceal  than reveal .  I t  s imply
means an a i lment  induced by a
physic ian.  I t  is  a sani tary shi f t  o f
b lame f rom the person responsib le
to the help less pat ient .  I t  covers a
botched job by convinc ing the v ic-
tim something is wrong with him-
not  us.

Who's to Blame?

lndeed, we have more than one
way out: If the psychologists can't
help us, we can count on the soci-
ologists to exonerate us. lt is easier
to blame low test scores and stu-
dent failure on the socioeconomic
background of the students than
on a lack of commitment by some
teachers and administrators. But
when  you  th ink  abou l  i t ,  i t  i s  an
awful thing for a child to be in the
presence of adults who, day after
day, year after year, don't expect
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him to learn.  And i t  isn ' t  any less
awful because some smarmy adult
tells the child it 's not his fault.

I would l ike to suggest that not
every behavior problem or every
unlearned lesson is grounds for
rushing a chi ld  of f  to  be studied.
Some behavior  problems requi re
noth ing more than a l i t t le  d is-
c ip l ine.  Some chi ldren don' t  learn
their lessons because they are lazy,
because they procrast inate,  don' t
pay at tent ion,  or  lack sel f -d isc i -
p l ine-or  because they know they

really don't have to. Some adult
somewhere always is wil l ing to
take them of f  the hook.  And,  of
course,  somet imes chi ldren don' t
learn their lessons because their
Ieacher is  lazy,  procrast inates,  or
lacks self-discipline-or because
the teacher,  l ike the chi ld ,  knows
he won' t  be held accountable be-
cause someone somewhere always
wi l l  take h im of f  the hook.

In shor t ,  k ids,  parents,  teachers,
and adminis t rators don' t  a lways
do whal .  they should do.  None

of them. however. should be ab-
solved of their responsibil i t ies by
immediate recourse to psychoso-
c ia l  guesswork.  Nor should those
who advocate such a course be
allowed to parade the practice as a
humani tar ian impulse whi le  those
who question it are made to feel
uncar ing and insensi t ive.  I

Reprinted and adapted wi th permission
from 7"le American Sc'hool Rourd Journol,
Apr i l ,  1984. Copyr ight  1984, the Nat ional
School  Boards Associat ion.  Al l  r ights re-
served.

ffiffiWwK#Wffiffiffiffi ruWffiWWWi ffi$K*ffiWffiEw

ne of  the major  sa les points
for Pet Rocks some time aso

was how easy it was to care for
them. ( ln  case you missed them,
Pet Rocks were small, roundish
untamed natural objects that were
very hard and extremely durable.
They came packaged in attractive
cartons with air holes that doubled
as their permanent places of
abode. Each carton had a bed of
straw or shredded paper and came
with a rather extensive care and
feeding manual.)

Computers, l ike Pet Rocks, also
require minimal care. To the
degree that computers become
more versati le, however, their care

The author is publisher of The Journal of
AMCA (Adventist Microcomputer Con-
cepts and Applications).

Your Computer

Although th is  problem is  inevi -
table, it can be controlled. Aside
from cosmetic considerations, dust
is a natural enemy to computers
and disks for reasons you might
not have considered.

You probably know that com-
puters generate heat, though you
may have attributed this phenome-
non primarily to the picture tube in
your screen. However, a far more
important heat-related problem is
generated by integrated circuit
chips inside the computer unit
itself.

This  heat ,  o f  course,  is  qui te nat-
ural and would cause few difficul-

t ies i f  i t  could do what  i t  does
natura l ly-go away.

How does this heat build up? A
simple analogy wi l l  i l lust rate.  As a
child, did you ever roll yourself up
in a bedsheet as tightly as you

could- just  a s imple,  th in,  cool
bedsheet? What happened? You
overheated. Imagine how hot you
would have gotten if you had
rolled up in something thicker, l ike
a quilt or blanket.

As dust accumulates on your

computer's chips, it forms a
blanket, causing the chips to over-
heat. If you or I get a temperature
of 103 or higher, we get concerned
-we say,  " I 'm burning up"-a
figure of speech. However, com-
puter chips really do burn up,
requiring an expensive trip to the

Care and Feeding of

[T'S A DIRTY BUSINESS

requi rements escalate.  This col -
umn  w i l l  concen l ra le  on  an  impor -
tant  aspect  of  your  computer 's
envi ronment :  dust .
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