
INTRODUCTORY NOTE: William Kowinski writes for newspapers and magazines in Boston, 
New York, and Washinston, D.C. The following passage is adapted from his 198S book The 
Malling of America: An Inside Look at the Great Consumer Paradise. 
 
 

GROWING UP CONTROLLED 
 
      From his sIster at Swarthmore, l'd heard about a kid in Florida whose mother picked him up 
after school every day, drove him straight to the mall, and left him there until it closed--all at 
his insistence. l'd heard about a boy in Washington who, when his family moved from one 
suburb to another, pedaled his bicycle five miles every day to get back to his old mall, where he 
once belonged. 
 
     These stories aren't unusual. The mall is a common experience for the majority of American 
youth; they have probably been going there all their lives. Some ran within their first large open 
space, saw their first fountain, bought their first toy, and read their first book in a mall. They 
may have smoked their first cigarette or first joint or turned them down, had their first kiss or 
lost their virginity in the mall parking lot.  Teenagers in America now spend more time in the 
mall than anywhere else but home and school. Mostly it is their choice, but some of that mall 
time is put in as the result of two-paycheck and single-parent households; and the lack of other 
viable alternatives.   But are these kids being harmed by the mall? 
 
      I wondered first of all what difference it makes for adolescents to experience so many 
important moments in the mall.  They are, after all, at play in the fields of its iittle world and 
they learn its ways; they adapt to it and make it adapt to them.  It’s here that these kids get their 
street sense. only it s mall sense. They are learning the ways of a large-scale artificial 
environment. its subtleties and flexibilities. its particular pleasures and resonances, and the 
attitudes it fosters. 
 
     The presence of so many teenagers for so much time was not something developers planned 
on. In fact. it came as a big surprise. But kids became a fact of, mall life very early, and the 
International Council of Shopping Centers found it necessary to commission a study, which 
they published along with a guide to mall managers on how to handle the teenage incursion. 
 
     The guide concluded that mail management should tolerate and even encourage the teenage 
presence because, in the words of the report, "The vast majority support the same sets of values 
as does shopping center management.”  The same sets of values means simply that mall kids 
are already preprogrammed to be consumers and that the mall can put the finishing touches to 
them as hard-core, lifelong shoppers just like everybody else. That, after all, is what the mall is 
about. So it shouldn't be surprising that in spending a lot of time there, adolescents find little 
that challenges the assumption that the goal of life is to make money and buy -products, or that 
just about everthing else in life is to be used to serve those ends. 
 
     Kids spend so much time at the mall partly because their parents allow it and even 
encourage it. The mall is safe, it doesn't seem to harbor any unsavory activities, and there is 
adult supervision; it is, after all, a controlled environment. So the temptation, especially for 



working parents, is to let the mall be their babysitter. At least the kids aren't watching TV. But 
the mall's role as a surrogate mother may be more extensive and more profound. 
 
     Karen Lansky, a writer living in Los Angeles, has looked into the subject and she told me 
some of her conclusions about the effects on its teenaged denizens of the mall's controlled and 
controlling environment. “Structure is the dominant idea, since true ‘mall rats’ lack just that in 
their home lives,” she said, “and adolescents about to make the big leap into growing up crave 
more structure than our modern society cares to acknowledge.”  Lansky pointed out some of 
the elements malls supply that kids used to get from their families, like warmth (Strawberry 
Shortcake dolls and similar cute and cuddly merchandise), old-fashioned mothering (“We do it 
all for you,” the fast-food slogan), and even home cooking (the “homemade” treats at the food 
court). 
 
      The problem in all this, as Lansky sees it, is that while families nurture children by 
encouraging growth through the assumption.of responsibility and then by letting them rest in 
the bosom of the family from the rigors of growing up, thc mall as a structural mother 
encourages passivity and consumption, as long as the kid doesn't make trouble. Therefore all 
they learn about becoming adults is how to act and how to consume. 
 
     Kids are in the mall not only in the passivc role of shoppers--they also work there, especially 
as fast-food outlets infiltrate the mall's enclosure. There they learn how to hold a job and take 
responsibility, but still within the same value context. When CBS Reports went to Oak Park 
Mall in suburban Kansas City, Kansas, to tape part of their hour-long consideration of malls, 
“After The Dream Comes True,” they interviewed a teenaged girl who worked in a fastfood 
outlet there. In a sequence that didn't make the final program, she described the major goal of 
her present life, which was to perfect the curl on top of the ice-cream cones that were her store's 
specialty. If she could do that, she would be moved from the !owly soft-drink dispenser to the 
more prestigious ice-cream division, the curl on top of the status ladder at her restaurant. These 
are the achievements that are important at the mall. 
 
     Other benefits of such jobs may also be overrated, according to Laurence D. Steinberg of the 
University of California at Irvine's social ecology department, who did a study on teenage 
employment. Their jobs, he found, are generally simple, mindlessly repetitive and borinig. 
Thev don't really learn anything, and the jobs didn't head anywhere. Teenagers also work 
primarily with other teenagers; even their supervisors are often just a little older than they are. 
“Kids need to spend time with adults,”  Steinberg told me. “AIthough they get benefits from 
peer relationships, without parents and other adults it's a one-sided socialization. They hang out 
with each other,  have age segregated jobs, and watch TV. 
 
     Growing up, moving from home to school to the mall--from enclosure to enclosure, 
transported in cars--is a curiously continuous process, without much in the way of contrast or 
contact with unenclosed reality. Places must tend so blur into one another. But whatever 
differences and dangers there are in this, the skills these adolescents are learning may turn out 
to be useful in their later lives.  For we seem to be moving inexorably into an age of preplanned 
and regulated environments, and this is the world they will inherit. 
 
     Still, it might be better if they had more of a choice. 



 
TOPIC: How does Kowinski characterize the experience of teenagers in The United States 
today? What do you think about his ideas? To make your essay convincing, be sure to discuss 
specific examples drawn from your own experience, your observation of others, or any of your 
reading-including, of course, “Growing Up Controlled” itself. 
 
  
 
 
 


