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	This article well illustrates how highly salient or dramatic events can bias our perception of social problems. The widely reported shootings at Columbine High School and several other schools have much more effect on our estimates of school violence - and, as a consequence, school and social policy making - than has the more valid, but less dramatic, scientific data regarding youth violence. 



ACCEPTING THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT YOUTH 
Geneva Overholser 
Washington Post Writers Group 
August 25, 1999 

In: Chicago Tribune, 8/25/99, Section 1 p. 19

WASHINGTON -- Summer's end is here, and kids across the land are heading back to their bunkers -- er, schoolhouses, which are being fortified like never before. This security craze, I'd argue, is one dramatic manifestation of the current national insistence on dwelling on a few unhappy facts in a sea of good news.

Studies keep telling us that youth violence is declining. No matter. Mindful of the horrific and hugely publicized school tragedies, lockers are being taken out of schools, canvas bags forbidden, surveillance cameras added, security beefed up everywhere. Fire drills have given way to mock armed intrusions using SWAT teams and fake pipe bombs. Metal detectors, once a city phenomenon, have followed families into suburbia and sprouted in small towns as well.

As the head of an educational lobbying group told The New York Times, "Everyone feels the need to do something, even though no one agrees on what that should be."

Amid all these preparations, who had time to notice recent government reports indicating that our worries should be receding? The Department of Education reported that the number of kids expelled for bringing guns to school in 1997-98 was almost a third lower than the previous year. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that violent activity among teenagers decreased sharply between 1991 and 1997. Both weapon-carrying and fighting were down significantly, as were overall crime rates in schools.

But if anyone asks, we'd all say teenagers are getting more and more dangerous. Legislators and prosecutors "know" it: They're cracking down on juvenile crime. More kids are being tried as adults.

The kids-gone-bad notion clings to life despite a mountain of evidence to the contrary. Time magazine last month featured an article called "The Kids Are Alright," with polls showing that kids feel safe in school, value their friendships, admire their parents, believe in God and even harbor that sweet old-fashioned grievance of children--that the worst thing about being a kid is how everybody bosses you around.

A Washington Post article earlier this month quoted another government study saying that the nation's children are doing better by all kinds of measures of health and well-being, including this striking fact: Teenage smoking, increasing since 1991, suddenly headed downward in 1998.

The Alan Guttmacher Institute, meanwhile, pointed out that the teen pregnancy rate is the lowest in 23 years. High school dropout rates are down overall and especially among black students, whose dropout rates declined from 21 percent in 1970 to 14 percent in 1997, according to the Heritage Foundation.

Parents are doing better by their kids, too. The Urban Institute says decades of federal and state enforcement efforts are paying off in sharp increases in child support payments. "Never-married mothers experienced a fourfold increase in their child support receipt rate between 1976 and 1997," said the report.

Traffic deaths tied to alcohol last year hit a record low, the government reported in May. And a University of Michigan study showed that the percentage of teens drinking and driving fell about 40 percent between 1984 and 1997.

The violent crime rate in the United States in 1998 was the lowest since the Justice Department first collected those statistics 26 years ago. The murder rate in 1997 hit a 30-year low.

Ah, you say, but how about godlessness? Surely, godlessness is abroad in the land?

Gallup polls show that since 1947, the percentage of Americans who believe in God has remained exactly the same. So has the percentage of those who believe in an afterlife, those who pray regularly, those who attend church.

We don't even give ourselves credit for the revolution in racial attitudes. Demographer Harold Hodgkinson says that in 1981, 69 percent of blacks said they had a good friend who was white; 54 percent of whites said they had a good friend who was black. By 1990, 80 percent of blacks and 66 percent of whites said they had a good friend of the other race. Asked in 1990 if blacks and whites should have "the same chance to get any job," the answer was a unanimous yes, he said. In 1944, fewer than half said so.

Yet all these happy indicators of national health are no match for our national bent toward yearning for the better old days and deploring modern waywardness.

Still, the good news keeps piling up. One day it will be too much for us, and we'll have to accept the difficult truth, contrarian as it may seem:

An awful lot of things are just swell.
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