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Adolescence in American society has changed dramatically over the past forty years. In increasing numbers, adolescents have entered the workplace, holding part-time jobs after school that consume a substantial part of their afternoons, school nights, and weekends. The large teenage, part-time labor force that works at fast-food restaurants and waits on customers in retail stores has become a familiar scene. By graduation time, 80 percent of the teens between the ages of fourteen and eighteen will have held a job during the school year at some point during their high-school career. A large proportion of them work 20 hours per week, and most are not from economically disadvantaged families, but are middle-class.


In most industrialized countries of Europe and Asia, the worlds of school and work are still quite separate. Many high-school students from these countries work during the summer months, but relatively few work during the school year. The more modest teenage labor force participation in these parts of the world is the result of several factors: social priorities
, the educational system, and economic conditions. 


In some European and Asian countries, the government contributes to the cost of a student’s education. In these countries, education is the top social priority and students may be actually restricted or even prohibited from working. Moreover, social norms concerning the responsibilities of parents dictate that parents provide for the total needs of their children while they are in school. 


Because of these social priorities, the educational system in Europe and Asia is more demanding. Students have longer school days, more homework, and a more difficult curriculum
. The average Japanese student knows more mathematics than ninety-nine out of one hundred comparable American high school students. Not only is the educational system in these parts of the world more demanding, but also Europeans and Asians place a far greater emphasis than we do on early educational achievement
. There are fewer openings in higher levels of the educational system, and these openings go to the top students- often identified by examination scores of students as young as twelve or fourteen. Early school performance has serious consequences for later life possibilities. In such a case, even if opportunities existed for these teens to work, one imagines that youngsters and their parents would consider very carefully becoming involved in an activity that might affect their school performance.


In contrast, the educational system in the United States is less demanding, more “spacious,” and more forgiving. Opportunities for higher education are numerous in this country and are not limited to superior students. Mediocre or even poor early school performance does not close the door on the possibility of obtaining a university education. There are even open-enrollment universities that require only that students have a high-school diploma and where students are not turned down because of the quality of their earlier educational achievement. Under such conditions, youngsters who for any reason are late bloomers still may hope to become accountants, lawyers, and doctors.


In addition to social and educational factors, economic conditions may also not allow for the development of an adolescent labor force. The most essential economic condition for an adolescent workforce is the opportunity for part-time work. Such opportunities are typically more abundant in the service and retail sectors of the economy. Countries with the most developed service and retail sectors, namely the United States and Canada, now have the largest proportion of student workers. To give the issue a more concrete example, there are more McDonalds in the state of Illinois that in all of Italy.


BAD JOBS FOR ADULTS – GOOD JOBS FOR ADOLESCENTS


Although new service and retail jobs were added to the US economy in record number, most of these jobs are “bad” jobs for adults. They are characterized by less than a full-time hours of employment, nighttime and weekend work, low wages, and poor opportunities fro promotion and pay increases. However, these “bad” jobs for adults are, in some important ways, “good” jobs for school going youngsters – or if not “good,” at least acceptable, and even attractive. 


Obviously, part-time work is unacceptable to adults who must support themselves and often others as well. However, such jobs are almost the only ones that are possible for a school-going youngster. Similarly, night and weekend employment is likely to interfere with other responsibilities of adults. Yet many of the new service and retail jobs require such “off-hours.” Such jobs are mostly located in the suburbs, and people are most likely to utilize these services after they get home from work or on weekends. 


The effect of low wages on adults’ lives is equally obvious. Unlike adults, most school-going teenagers can afford to work at the minimum wage, because they are subsidized by their parents. Most youngsters do not have to pay the rent or food bills They do not work to support themselves or others but to earn spending money (and spend they do). In fact, research strongly shows that the relatively low wages most teenagers earn are not a major source of discontent. Finally, adults who seek employment typically consider the likelihood of promotion and pay increases. Since most teenagers do not expect to continue in these part-time jobs after they graduate from high school, these future-oriented aspects of a job tend to be far less important. In short, the same jobs which labor economists criticize
 because they do not offer high-quality employment to adults meet many of the needs of teenagers.

WHY TEENAGERS WANT TO WORK


But American high-school students are not only working because there are plenty of part0time jobs available. Inflation has also been a major economic incentive. The cost of being an adolescent has risen steadily – even more steadily than the rate of inflation. An article in The Wall Street Journal reported that fifteen items frequently purchased by teens cost 38 percent more during a period when the overall rate of inflation rose just 26 percent. Despite this “kidflation,” allowances
 have stayed more or less the same for several years. Parents tend to give their fourteen-year-old daughter the same allowance her older sister received when she was fourteen, three years earlier. Moreover, the money earned from informal jobs typically held by youngsters, such as babysitting, have not kept up with 
inflation. Inflation, combined with the thoughts of having a “fixed income
,” clearly have developed adolescents’ interest in entering the labor force. 


In addition to “kidflation” and the desire to have a “fixed income,” young people appear to have developed an inflated interest in luxury goods. We can see designer clothing in the closets not just of adults There are fewer old cars in the school parking lot; many are up-to-date models of automobiles that look just like – or better than – our own. The list of other high-priced items advertised on TV and directed at the youth market is a long one: electronic games, twelve-speed racing bicycles, portable tape recorders, and stereophonic equipment for the home or the car are but a few of the more popular objects of teenage consumption. These new and expensive tastes are likely to have motivated youngsters to earn more spending money of their own. There is a limit to what parents will, or can be expected to, provide for their children.

THE EFFECTS OF WORKING ON ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT


Our study of teens at four high schools in Orange County, California shows that school-year employment can have an effect on schoolwork. Students who work, especially long hours, do not perform as well in class. Teachers complain that they have had to cut back on home assignments. Because students are investing less time in their education, teachers are investing less time in classroom preparation and instruction. Thus, intensive
 part-time employment during the school year may affect young people’s education, which can eventually affect their long-run occupational success and life satisfaction. 


Our study also revealed that intensive work leads to increased use of alcohol and marijuana, especially when jobs are stressful. Adolescence itself is a difficult period of social and psychological development, but for youngsters who must balance family and school with work, adolescence can be particularly stressful. Thus, kids who work long hours under stressful conditions use alcohol or drugs more frequently, just like an adult who comes home from a hard day at work and makes himself a drink.


We observed that the type of work adolescents do does little to prepare them for the adult workforce. The typical adolescent job – food service or retail – is, for the most part, totally different from the type of work youngsters will do in the future. There is little opportunity for decision-making, problem solving, or self-management. More importantly, because many of these jobs are routine and unchallenging, instead of promoting a respect for work, they may cause teens to develop a negative attitude toward work.


In addition, since these part-time service and retail jobs are “bad” jobs for adults, teens are most likely working side by side with other teens rather than with people of a different generation who could serve as teachers, models of adult roles, and helpers in times of stress. Because of this lack of intergenerational contact, teens may become overly attached to
 their own peer culture, which can slow down their transition
 to adulthood. 


Our studies also show that adolescent work does not encourage wise spending and saving; instead it encourages luxury spending. Over 80 percent of high school seniors who work, save “none” or only “a little” of their earnings. Money earned and saved during the later years of high school could be used, of course, to help finance further education and to help establish an independent household. The failure of youngsters to save, therefore, also slows down their transition to adulthood.


But probably our biggest concern about intensive employment during adolescence is that it may take valuable time away from the unpaid work of growing up. Growing up requires exploration, experimentation, and introspection
. When teens are overcommitted to 
work, this can deprive them of the time needed for such activities.


But for adolescents who work, we need to consider what makes for “better” work. We believe most youths can profit from
 good work experience in suitable amounts, but none will profit from an overdose of low-quality work experience. We must pay attention not only to the type of work teens do, but also to the amount of time they spend working. If we don’t their jobs may make them economically rich, but may also make them psychologically poor. 
� social priorities: what a society feels is most important


� curriculum: program of study


� educational achievement: success in school


� criticize: speak negatively about


� allowance: money parents give regularly to their children, like a wage


� kept up with: increased at the same speed


� fixed income: steady income from a job


� intensive: many hours


� attached to: closely connected to


� transition: movement of one stage of development to another


� introspection: examination of one’s own thoughts and feelings


� overcommitted to: spending too much time and effort


� profit from: benefit from





