What’s on their minds?
TIME takes an inside
look at an age of
mystery and challenge

By Nancy Gibbs

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE 13, BACKSTAGE ADULTS,
watching on tiptoe, waiting to go onstage?

Some things about this age of change are
unchanging. If childhood is about magic, 13
introduces mystery: Joan of Arc began hearing
celestial voices when she was 13. Into the age of
innocence, 13 brings sexuality: early versions of the
Little Red Riding Hood story were tales of seduction
in which her cape was a symbol of menstruation.
Shakespeare’s Juliet was 13, unready for love perhaps
but, by the standards of her age, more than ready for
marriage. Tom Sawyer is thought to have been 13
when he got “engaged” to Becky Thatcher. It is an
age of prodigy: Anne Frank received her diary as a
present on her 13th birthday; Bobby Fischer was 13
when he became the youngest player ever to win
the U.S. Junior Chess Championship—within two
years he was an international grand master. It is
the age of childhood leaning forward and
adulthood holding back, when the world gets
suddenly closer, the colors more vivid, the rules
subject to never ending argument.

Ask 13-year-olds what they want for their birth-
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day, and the answers range
from a puppy to a laptop to
getting their belly button
pierced to “my girlfriend’s
virginity.” New ballet slippers.
My own room. Cash. Thirteen-
year-olds have more power
than discipline, more weapons
than shields. They demand
more respect from their parents
and show them less. The
Motion Picture Association of
America understood the nature
of the age when it invented the
PG rating—parental guidance
suggested—as though it knew
that from here on, parents
can guide, they can suggest,
but kids are making more
decisions, taking fewer
orders. They have absorbed
the family’s values because
the years of Total Parental
Control are coming to an end.
TIME set out to study what
life at13 islike in 2005, what has
changed and whathasi’t, what
helps 13-year-olds and what
haunts them—and where they
see themselves headed.Ina
TiME poll of this age group, in
which 501 were surveyed online,
two-thirds said being a
teenager is harder for them than
it was for their parents. It’s fair
to ask whether any teenage
generation has ever thought
otherwise, but every age hasnew
anxieties. In a shift from just
five years ago, when the new-
millennial teens were generally
optimisticabout the future, years
of war and terrorism have left
their mark. Almost half, or
46%, believe that by the time
they are their parents’ age,
the U.S. willbe a worse
place tolive in than it
isnow. In their
responses, the fearsand
pressures and appetites
seep through, as does the gap
between how their parents see
them and how they perceive
themselves. That may be the
one aspect of 13-year-old life
that never changes.

IT’S TRICKY EVEN TO TALK ABOUT
teenagers before 1941, when the

13 POLL

WHAT THEY
REALLY THINK

TiME conducted a
national online poll of 501
13-year-olds to get a
glimpse of the attitudes,
ambitions, tastes,

fears and
fantasies of
this age
group
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13-year-olds were typically 13

teenagebirthsin U.S. history
around 1978, their grand-

was 1957—not because of

some epidemic of premarital
sexbutbecause the median
age for marriage was 20, and
many brides were teenagers. A
13-year-old leafing through the
pages of Seventeen magazine in
the mid-1950s would have been
paging through ads for furni-
ture because she reasonably
expected to be married and
starting a family within a few
years. So while today’s 13-year-
olds are exposed to “adult”
images earlier, they often delay
actual adult experiences and
responsibilities until much

parents that age around 1953.
That year the median house-
hold income was $3,733 (about
$27,000 in today’s dollars), the
average family home wasa
modest 1,100 sq. ft., and just
22% of married women worked
outside the home. The new toys
of choice were Slinkys and Silly
Putty. By 1978, average income
was $15,064 (about $45,000
today), the average family
home was 1,755 sq. ft., and 62%
of mothers with children ages 6
to 17 were in the work force.
The hot toys: Star Wars action
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figures and the Atari 2600. Today,
while real household income
hasn’t expanded (it’s $43,318),
houses have—to an average
2,340 sq. ft.—and 70% of mothers
living with children ages 6 to 17
are in the workplace. It speaks
to both the technical advantages
and the discretionary spending
of 13-year-olds that today
required gear ranges from iPods
to PlayStations to Xboxes ...and
adeck of cards, as poker takes
over middle school.

Parents are worried about
kids growing up faster, and that
is physiologically true: 13-year-
olds are more mature physically
than they were a generation
ago. From 1963 to the early
1990s, the age at which a girl got
her first period dropped by
about one month every decade,
to12.1 years for black girlsand
12.6 years for whites. While that
maynotsound likealot, says
Marcia Herman-Giddens of the
University of North Carolinaat
Chapel Hill, who hasbeen
studying the onset of puberty in
American children for more than
adecade, “there’s no evidence
that the age of menses has
stopped falling. When will it
stop? When girlsare 97
There is no consensus about the
cause: some scientists blame
exposure to certain plastics and
insecticides, which degrade into
substances with estrogen-related
physiological effects. Diets
high in meat and protein are
associated with earlier puberty.
Asfor boys, Herman-Giddens
notes that they are reaching
their adult heights at younger
ages, which suggests that they
too are maturing earlier.

Meanwhile, teens are
growing up in a culture that
sexualizes children and
immerses them in adult images.
In 1953 the song that held the top
spot on Billboard'’s chart for 10
weeks was Percy Faith and his
Orchestra’s Song from Moulin
Rouge: “Whenever we kiss/
worry and wonder/ Your lips
may be near/ But where is your
heart?” One of this year’s top
singles, by 50 Cent, is Candy
Shop, which sounds innocent

enough until you actually listen -

toit: “I take you to the candy
shop/ I'll let you lick the lollipop/
Go 'head girl, don't you stop/
Keep goin’ til you hit the spot.”
But before parents despair
about the models kids absorb
from the culture, they can
take heart from the messages 13-
year-olds seem to be taking from
their parents. In TIME’s pol],
more than half described their
relationship with their parents as
being excellent, better

me@13: duresny nemorin, miami, fla.

Poetry Is What | Love

Who am I?
| am a little-brother teacher, a big-girl group leader.
| have the wisdom of a 35-year-old and even though | don’t
show it, | know you must know.
I'm a caring daughter to my mother’s needs so I show I can
achieve most anything.
Who am I?
I’m a cookie-wild girl in love with music in
this world. | have a tendency to speak my

than with their teachers : !

orclassmates or sibljngs. m:_nd and e\te:'n thPugh it comes out sloppy or
Amajority described their with a slur, it's ,S till my words.

parents as being very Whoam[?

involved in their lives and TR TRNN S B | S
kmwmfgj““ about : g part of my poem, “Who Am I,” which
eve}'ythlng thatwenton, - basically describes me. | was born and
while fewer tban 10% ; raised in Miami, Fla., by my Haitian
described their parents as . ow—=  parents Marie and Dany Nemorin. Poetry
uninvolved and clueless. . i is a big part of who | am. The poets who
They may disagree abitabout interest me the most are Emily Dickinson, Maya Angelou,

when it’sappropriate for boys
and girls to start going out
together: the majority of 13-year-
olds say 12 to 15 is the right age,
but most parents say 16 to 17 is
more like it. But three-quarters
have not started dating yet, and
60% say people should postpone
sexuntil marriage. That suggests
thathowever grown up 13-year-
olds wish to appear, they don’t yet
want to act the way theylook.
Even as kids are exposed to more
adult messages, they seem tobe
acting on them less. Forall the
headlinesabout an epidemic of
oral sex in middle schools, the
evidence does not back up the
anecdotes. For instance, a
PeopLE/NBC News poll of teens,
conducted early this year, found
that 12% of 13- and 14-year-olds
said they’d had oral sex, but three
times that many admitted they
didn’t know what oral sex was.

“Parents can only advise
their children or point them in
the right direction,” Anne Frank
wrote in her diary in 1944,
“Ultimately people shape their
own characters.” Today’s 13-year-
olds, growing up ina world more
connected, more competitive,
more complex than the one
their parents had to navigate as
kids, so far show every sign of
rising to the challenge. —With
reporting by Amanda Bower and
Jeremy Caplan/New York

Langston Hughes and Robert Frost. |used to wonder how poetry
captivated me, but then | realized that music minus instrument =
poetry. Most of the poems | wrote at the beginning of my 7th-grade
year were about my crushes, but as the school year ended | started
to write about how | thought of this world. Do | want to be a poei? |
don't know if | want to take that road in life. But poetry is what | love.
Another thing | love is music. Music is a big part of any 13-
year-old’s life. Sometimes | can't live without it. Some adults say
it's a racket, but our music explains our situation in a way that we '
ourselves cannot express. The dominant type of music I like is
hip-hop, rap and R&B. Some of my favorites are: Ludacris, Mary
1. Blige, Missy Elliott, LL Cool J, Trina, Outkast and Janet Jackson.
Media is a big part of any 13-year-old’s life too. When |
think of media, 1 think of the red carpet and everyone that
appears there. The person who inspires me the most is the
comedienne/actress Mo'Nique. I love her style, her walk and
how she thinks, which is outside the box. Now if students in my
school could learn from her, there would be less discrimination.
See, in my school I'm not now popular, but people know me for
who | am—not for who | want to be. 1 try to keep everything equal
by standing up for the geeks. I'm not saying | never made fun of
anyone, but I try to keep everything equal just like Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. did. | even want to be a middle school teacher
because the kids are not yet stubborn like high school students,
and a teacher can still teach them what's right and what's wrong.
Other big parts of me are family, friends and religion. 1 am the
middle child in a family with three kids. My older sister Dalourny
got me into poetry, and my litte brother Danley always reminds me
that I'm still a kid, that | love to run around and watch cartoons. |
look like hoth my mom and my dad, but as the days go on ’m acting
like neither of them. I have no best friend, but | have lot of friends. If
you ask them to describe me, they would say | am passionate, out-
rageous, crazy, friendly, annoying, hypnotic, responsible and wise.
So all you just read is me. ’'m a unique and original 13
because of my values and how | think. At the moment, | don't
know if I'm ever going to change, but change is life.

This is one of five personal essays by 13-year-olds in this issue.
For more first-person essays and pictures, go to time.com.
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