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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 2 — The Education Factory

1.  Progressive Thought vs. Real Progress
A two-panel comparison of ideology versus results
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Progress vs. Progressive:
      A Detour That Needs Rethinking

Let’s clear up a misunderstanding that’s key to this tale. The words progress 
and progressive sound similar but they’re not twins, more like cousins who 
don’t always get along. Progress is straightforward. It’s moving ahead, get-
ting stuff done, like inventing the wheel or building a railroad. Action, results, 
boom! No judgment on whether it’s “good” or “bad”. It just is. Think of it as 
the “let’s make life easier” push.

Progressive, though? That’s a whole different mood. It’s about moving soci-
ety in a specific direction, usually with ideas like equity or reform. Progress 
is about results as in what’s been built, solved, or achieved. Being progressive 
is about mindset. It’s how we approach change and prioritize process over 
results. It is what some people 
think should happen and THEY 
insist you should agree. Here’s the 
kicker—progress can occur with-
out being progressive, but being 
progressive doesn’t always mean 
progress. Confused yet? Hang with 
us, we’ll see how this plays out.

Progress built America with 
things like bridges, buildings, and 
bandwidth. Progressive ideology 
aims to influence society whether 
it wants it or not, often by dis-
mantling what came before. It’s a 
way to introduce an ideology and 
manipulate culture.

Let’s examine the differences.

The Progressive Trap

Now that we’ve seen the differ-
ence between real progress and 

PROGRESSIVE 
THOUGHT

Ideologically driven frameworks 
emphasizing equity, identity, and 
systemic critique

Often reactive, centered on dismant-
ling traditions, power structures, and 
cultural norms

Prioritizes perceived fairness in 
outcomes, even at the cost of 
standards or competence

Relies on language shifts, symbolic 
gestures, or institutional overhauls

Abstract theorizing and policy 
models with limited empirical 
validation
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REAL
PROGRESS

Pragmatic action focused on results, 
measurable outcomes, and the 
common good

Proactive, building new systems, 
strengthening institutions, and 
enhancing human potential

Elevates capability, grit, and achieve-
ment across all demographics

Relies on leadership, accountability, 
and tangible contributions to society

Real-world improvement, raising 
literacy rates, increasing civic 
engagement, and boosting economic 
opportunity

progressive theory, let’s look at how these ideas sneak into our culture 
through clever ad campaigns. You might remember some that appeared 
great, until the truth caught up. Here’s the rub. “Progressive” sounds 
good, like we’re making progress. It’s like slick marketing designed to 
get you to believe all is good while pushing agendas over practical skills. 
Well-intentioned messaging doesn’t always lead to real progress.

Consider the following two ad campaigns that promoted bad as good, only 
to sell cigarettes and margarine. Sixty or so years ago, doctors were in ads tell-
ing us that smoking was relaxing, even healthy. One campaign even claimed, 
“More doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette.”9 Really, a Camel 
cigarette with no filter? Doesn’t pass the smell test. Of course, you would smell 
after you smoked it. There were athletes lighting up, glamorous women with a 
puff in hand, and slogans promising smoother throats and slimmer waistlines. 

Cigarettes were marketed like a 
wellness product.

Spoiler alert…they weren’t.
Turns out, even as early as the 

1950s, tobacco companies knew 
smoking caused lung cancer, heart 
disease, and early death.10 They 
just didn’t mention that part. For 
decades, people lit up thinking 
they were doing something cool, 
calm, and collected. Actually, they 
were torching their lungs.

Now let’s meet margarine, 
the product that branded butter 
as the villain. Margarine was the 
new hero. Advertised as plant-
based, heart-friendly, and full of 
“polyunsaturated hope.” Doctors 
and scientists gave it a thumbs up. 
Families happily swapped out 
their butter, thinking they were 
choosing health.

The Education Factory
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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 5 — The Rise of Technology

2.  Tech Teaches Speed. Life Demands Patience.
What technology offers kids vs. what life actually requires

31The Rise of  Technology

Technology showed them how to scroll, tap, and code but not how to 
live. Somewhere between learning how to use a screen and write a paper, we 
stopped teaching the basics like how to think clearly, how to work well with 
others and how to hold down a job.

The Dewey Effect: The Man Who Meant Well…Maybe

Tech isn’t the bad guy here because there is real progress in technology, but if 
you follow the trail of breadcrumbs long enough, you’ll find yourself knocking 
on John Dewey’s door—probably while he’s busy reorganizing the furniture 
in the name of progressive thinking.

Dewey hoped schools would shape thoughtful people. Instead, it became 
a system that skipped over what really helped kids succeed in daily life. He 
formulated ideas on how to make a different education system. In fact, he 
channeled the progressive vibe way back in the early 1900s.3 We can’t get into 
his head. However, there are differing opinions about his intentions.

Some of what you’re about to read might challenge your perspective. 
That’s okay. You don’t have to agree with every word. Just consider this as one 
lens on why so many kids today aren’t ready for the real world. If the car isn’t 
running right, sometimes you must lift the hood and take a hard look at the 
engine. In this case, that engine is “progressive thought” and the wiring dates 
back more than a century.

Tech Teaches Speed. Life Demands Patience.
	 Tech Offers Kids 	vs	Life Actually Requires

	 Instant answers (Google)	➔→	 Problem-solving with incomplete info

	 Rapid communication (text, DM)	➔→	 Face-to-face conflict resolution

	 Virtual collaboration (Zoom, chat tools)	➔→	 Reading body language, being on time

	 Algorithmic logic (coding, gaming)	➔→	 Critical thinking in unpredictable situations

	 Personal branding (social media)	➔	 Personal responsibility and follow-through

	 Digital multitasking	➔→	 Deep focus and task completion

	 Endless scrolling + quick results	➔→	 Delayed gratification and resilience
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CHART   ·   Chapter 6 — A Shift in the Business World

3.  Employer's Needed Skills vs. Young Adult Job
Seekers
Skills gap by category, ages 18–29 (2025)
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Bosses say they want pros who can talk clearly and act sharp, but less than 
half of grads nail those skills.11 It’s not that kids aren’t smart, it’s that they’re not 
ready because the education system focuses on digital fluency and emotional 
awareness. Meanwhile, employers are desperate for grit, reliability, and a sim-
ple “Yes, I can do that.”

There is an urgent and critical skills gap between what businesses need 
and what is currently available. The graph below illustrates this pressing issue.

The Reckoning Is Coming

This gap can’t continue. At some point, reality will catch up. Businesses can’t 
keep sucking up the costs of retraining underprepared hires. And young adults 
can’t keep stumbling out of school and into burnout because no one showed 
them how to function in the world.

What we’re seeing isn’t just a disconnect. It’s a slow-motion collision. Busi-
nesses are evolving as they see the shift, shrinking jobs and adding contract 
workers. Employers don’t want to be the teachers, either. If we don’t realign 
what we teach with what’s needed, our kids will be the ones caught in the 
wreckage, diplomas in hand, and no place to go.
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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 6 — A Shift in the Business World

4.  Where the Jobs Actually Are
Labor-market data on where most work really is

41

• Does your kid have what it takes to keep it? 
• Is it worthwhile to teach them to show up ready, talk to people clearly, 

and tackle problems with a positive attitude? 
Because those are the skills that will help them stand out for the jobs that 

are actually out there.
Some kids know what they want to do in life. They’ve uncovered their 

passion. Many others, not so much. For these kids, their first jobs are how 
they get to see what they like and what they don’t like. It helps them fig-
ure it out. Picture entering a room with a bunch of doors. Choose one to go 
through. Then more doors. Choose another. Maybe a window. Keep going.

If you get them prepared to open doors, they’ll be ready to rock the 
workplace!

Where the Jobs Actually Are
It is important to note that the emphasis on tech jobs is not where 

most jobs are. 

From the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 2024

• 70% of U.S. jobs are categorized as service, trade, or administrative

• Tech is just a part of these

From The World Bank in 2025

• 79% of the U.S. workforce is in the service sector

• Includes healthcare, education, hospitality, retail, and other

• This sector includes direct connection with customers

For Ages 16-24 Entering the Workforce

• 82% of teens go into this sector

• 79% of young adults go into this sector

It is a good bet that they end up in the service sector, even if their 

education focused on the environment, social justice, or even DEI 

(Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion).

A Shift in the Business World
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CHART   ·   Chapter 7 — Then and Now: How Life Has Changed

5.  The Readiness Pack
The four stages from Little Explorer to Ready for Life 47

wisdom to make good choices.
Let’s look at some past experiences that shaped the journey to adulthood.

The Roots Of Resilience

When kids grew up in the 1950s and 1960s, they had a whole different way 
of being. For boys and girls, some unstructured time was the norm.2 They 
were out in the backyard, trekking through woods, riding bikes, or inventing 
games. Boredom wasn’t something to escape, it gave kids the opportunity for 
creativity…and maybe a little harmless trouble. They learned independence 
and problem-solving in a gritty, hands-on way.

Kids spent hours socializing, talking endlessly with friends. These con-
versations helped them develop interpersonal skills as they explored life and 
learned to navigate social dynamics in person, face-to-face.

LITTLE EXPLORER
Ages 0–10
Guide/Teacher
• Curiosity
• Kindness and Empathy
• Communication
 and Listening
• Daily Routines
 and Responsibilities
Every great adventure begins
with learning how to explore
safely.

Ages 10–15
Coach/Supporter
• Problem Solving
• Emotional Control
• Friendship and
 Teamwork
• Accountability
 and Goal Setting
Now they begin finding their
own path—with you cheering
them on.

Ages 15–20
Advisor/Mentor
• Resilience and Grit
• Financial Literacy
• Decision Making
 and Virtue
• Work Ethic and
 Self-Discipline
You’ve helped them pack 
what matters most. They’re 
ready for the trail ahead.

PATHFINDER TRAILBLAZER READY
FOR LIFE

The Readiness Pack

As parents, your role is to help fill these packs,

one lesson, one experience, one challenge,

one day at a time. 

Then and Now—How Life Has Changed
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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 7 — Then and Now: How Life Has Changed

6.  Then vs Now: Parenting Shifts at a Glance
How the parenting landscape has changed

51

dictable. The fears of climate change, political polarization, and global unrest 
add additional concern to the mix. Many parents feel the world is a minefield. 
Meanwhile, the digital age has shrunk childhood independence. Kids are 
more scheduled and their screen time doubles as unstructured play.

In the effort to reduce stress on the child and parent, evidence is mounting 
that an overprotective style backfires by producing dependent, anxious kids. 
Parents face the question of how to guide without suffocating, to support with-
out plowing everything flat. It’s ironic, isn’t it.

Our kids are living in a more protected, less experiential world. It’s our job 
to adjust.

The New Struggle 

With the advent of the digital age, parenting has taken on an entirely new 
dimension. Parents are now tasked with teaching digital literacy, online safety, 
and managing screen time, skills that were never considered just a few years ago.

The modern era has witnessed a tension between the desire to protect chil-
dren and the need to allow them to develop problem-solving skills through 
their own experiences. Movements like “free-range parenting” have emerged 
in response to the overprotectiveness.8 This type of plan lets children explore 
and figure things out independently. The idea is reminiscent of the 50s and 60s.

Even though allowing children the ability to grapple with real-world issues 
is important, the movement has not grabbed a foothold. Furthermore, with 
the passage of child endangerment laws, parents permitting kids that freedom 
today can get thrown in jail in some states.

Then vs Now: Parenting Shifts at a Glance
	 THEN	 vs	 NOW	
	 Unsupervised play	 ➔→	 Constant supervision

	 Household chores as skill-building	 ➔→	 Scheduled activities and digital tools

	 Community-based learning	 ➔→	 Outsourced life skill learning

	 Face-to-face communication	 ➔→	 Screen-dominant communication

	 Low-structured schedules	 ➔→	 Heavy parental involvement

Then and Now—How Life Has Changed
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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 8 — The Structure of Life Skills

7.  Essential Life Skills
The twelve skills with the most impact
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CHAPTER 8 

THE STRUCTURE
OF LIFE SKILLS
If we want our kids to thrive, not just survive, they need a solid set of life skills. 
Here are some essential ones that have the most impact:

	 Essential Life Skills
	 ➔→ Independence	 ➔→ Resilience

	 ➔→ Problem Solving	 ➔→ Decision Making

	 ➔→ Time Management	 ➔→ Self-Discipline

	 ➔→ Digital Literacy	 ➔→ Online Safety

	 ➔→ Understanding Civics	 ➔→ Virtue

	 ➔→ Social & Interpersonal	 ➔→ Household & Financial Management 	

Hold on a minute. That’s a lot of stuff! Yeah, and it’s all interrelated. These 
are skills many adults have mastered at different degrees.

We’re gonna show you how these skills integrate into different outcomes. 
Sometimes we’ll overlap and consolidate them. Our main focus will be on 
independence, resilience, problem-solving, communication—and virtue. The 
most important of all is virtue.

Virtue encompasses ethics, morals, and integrity and is the foundation 
that guides young people to build resilience, trust their instincts, and navigate 
cultural challenges and the pressures of social media with clarity and strength.

The Structure of Life Skills

A B IG A IL  VA N  B UR E N
K N O W N F O R H E R N E W S PA P E R A D V I C E  C O L U M N “ D E A R A B B Y ”

IF  YOU WANT CHILDREN TO KEEP THEIR FEE T ON THE GROUND,

PUT SOME RE SPONSIBIL IT Y ON THEIR SHOULDERS.1
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CHART   ·   Chapter 10 — How Many Are Not Ready?

8.  Estimated % of US Young Adults Who Are Ready
for Adult Life, 1960–2025
The steady decline from about 80% to about 50% (a 37.5% drop)

Raising Children Capable of  Leaving Home74

Before we, Bill and Frank, did the research, we didn’t even recognize the 
cost to our society for kids being ill-equipped. So, let’s talk about how this 
impacts all of us as a community. When we say “community,” we mean all of 
us taxpayers. We’re paying a heavy price for this educational blind spot.

Oh, even more history!
Based on various sources of evidence, prior to 1970 approximately 80% of 

young people were prepared for adult life. Today, only about 50% are ready. 
Mathematically that equals a 37.5% drop.4 That’s a big change! The kids 
aren’t moving out, and employers are complaining about their lack of profes-
sionalism and communication skills. About half of the young adults require 
additional training, and it would also be great if they arrived to work on time.

It’s not just statistics. Parents often share the same concerns about their 
children being unprepared for adulthood. For example, we chatted with a 
pre-school administrator with a 22-year-old son who didn’t know how to write 
a check. Also, when he lost his phone, he had to ask, “What should I do?” She 
saw the challenge…her son was not prepared for life.

The decline in the readiness of young adults is dramatically demonstrated 
in the following chart developed with data from Pew Research.

2025

Estimated � of US Young Adults
Who Are Ready for Adult Life 1960-2025
Starting at 80% in the 1960s and Dropping Steadily to 50% in 2025
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CHART   ·   Chapter 10 — How Many Are Not Ready?

9.  Growth of Mental Health Issues Compared to
Other Incidents
Mental health vs. seven other societal measures, 1965–2025
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As if the cost wasn’t enough, there’s a deeper toll we’re seeing, and it’s not 
just financial. Remember, we said we’d present alarming evidence. Here it is:

• Mental health issues have grown a lot over the last 60 years, especially 
since 1995, jumping 5% every decade. Other problems, like homeless-
ness or drug issues, also tie back to this.

1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

25

20

15

10

5

0

1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

25

20

15

10

5

0
1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

25

20

15

10

5

0
1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020 1965 1985 2000 2015 20251975 1995 2005 2020

25

20

15

10

5

0

Mental Health Issues

HomelessnessMurders

ImprisonmentVehicle Accidents

Kidnapping Drug Overdoses

Growth of Mental Health Issues
Compared to Other Incidents
Percent per 100,000 in Population

Reproduced from print page 76 of Raising Children Capable of Leaving Home



CHART   ·   Chapter 10 — How Many Are Not Ready?

10.  Growing Unreadiness for Adulthood
Independence, financial literacy, soft skills & mental health, 1980–2025
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• As the emphasis of teaching life skills was reduced, mental health issues 
steadily rose. We’re not saying one causes the other, but if it quacks like a 
duck and walks like a duck, it’s not a cow.

• Mental health issues have risen sharply since 1965, even as most other 
incident categories have barely shifted. Look at the increase over the 
years. Mental health issues have gone from a whisper to a scream.

There is an alarming relationship between an increase in mental illness 
and young adults’ readiness for adulthood. We often hear warnings from the 
media and politicians about dangers like kidnapping, car accidents, homeless-
ness, suicide, drug overdoses, murder, and imprisonment. These are all very 
serious and, if they touch our family, the pain is devastating. But when we look 
closely at the charts on the previous page, we see that the rates of these prob-
lems have stayed about the same from 1965 to 2025.7

What stands out most is something different, the steady and sharp rise in 
mental health struggles. Unlike the other problems, this issue has grown every 
decade.8 Clearly, mental health needs much more attention.

So, in what areas are today’s young adults (ages 18–29) struggling to be 
prepared for adult life? Sadly, the answer is in almost every area. The chart 
below shows four main challenges; independence, financial literacy, soft skills, 
along with mental health. All four areas rise steadily from 1980 to 2025.

For example, financial illiteracy climbs the highest, showing that many 
young people haven’t learned how to manage money. The lack of indepen-

How Many Are Not Ready?
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11.  Increases in Mental Illnesses Trends
Five mental-health measures plus a composite index, 1980–2020
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dence and soft skills also move upward. Mental health unreadiness, which 
stayed lower for years, makes a sharp jump after 2010 and reaches a high 
level by 2025. Mental health challenges become a significant factor to being 
unprepared.

When all of these are combined, the composite index shows a clear, steady 
rise from 1980 as the base year to nearly 100% in 2025. This indicates the 
overall trend of unpreparedness is growing stronger with time.

Even so, it’s important to remember that today’s young people are bright 
and talented. What they’re missing are the tools and training in everyday life 
skills that past generations possessed. With more guidance in money manage-
ment, independence, communication, and mental health, these young adults 
can still succeed and thrive.

The chart “Increases In Mental Illnesses in Young People” reveals how 
mental health challenges have been rising among young adults in the U.S. It 
looks at depression, anxiety, overall mental disorders, suicidal thoughts, and 
suicide rates, in young people. There’s also a combined mental illness index 
and a dotted line that demonstrates the trend.

The chart “Readiness vs Distress” is a gut punch. Let’s not sugarcoat it. 
It shows what today’s young adults are walking into, and it’s not just a messy 
room or a forgotten chore list. It’s a steady, decades-long climb in two trends 
we wish weren’t rising together—unreadiness and distress.

Suicide Rate
Depression Prevalence
Overall Mental Disorders
Suicidal Indication
Anxiety Prevalence
Composite Mental Illness Index
Composite Trend
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12.  Readiness vs. Distress Overlay
Unreadiness and mental-illness indexes rising together, with the Great Recession marked
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One index tracks how prepared young people feel to take on adult life, 
the “Unreadiness Index.” The other index follows rising stress, anxiety, and 
emotional strain, the “Mental Health Index.” From 1980 to 2025, both lines 
climb like twin escalators headed in the wrong direction. And they’re not just 
drifting. They’re locked in step. We are suggesting there is a correlation.

Then come the big hits; the Great Recession of December 2007 to June 
2009 followed by COVID-19 a decade later.12 Those events didn’t just shake 
the economy. After each occurrence, the chart spiked demonstrating a rat-
tling in the confidence and coping skills of young people. It’s not a blip. It’s a 
warning light. It tells us something loud and clear…

When kids aren’t taught

how to handle life,

life handles them.

To change the trajectory let’s stop hoping they’ll “figure it out” and start 
giving them the tools they need. This improved readiness will ease some of 
the mental health hurdles.

To be clear, we’re not psychologists, doctors, or mental health profession-
als. We’re not addressing serious mental illnesses that need a doctor’s help. 

How Many Are Not Ready?
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CALLOUT BOX   ·   Chapter 11 — Mental Resilience and Virtue

13.  Virtue's Effect on Stress
Four research findings linking virtue to lower stress

87Mental Resilience and Virtue

• A teen who turns down a cheat sheet on a test, not because they’re scared,
   but because it’s not who they are.

• A young adult who walks away from a shady job offer, even if the money
   looks good.

• A 22-year-old who knows how to say no, how to stand firm, and how to
  face stress without folding.

Virtue is what points them in the right direction, even when life gets con-
fusing, loud, or unfair. It’s the voice in their head that says, “This isn’t right” 
even when the world is shouting, “Go for it.”

Why is this important? Fewer regrets. Less guilt. More peace of mind…
because acting right means sleeping tight.

Virtue’s Effect on Stress

Research indicates that adopting virtue-oriented lifestyles
can help reduce stress in young people.

• 
Adolescents who experience 30% lower stress

have better mental health outcomes. 
—Journal of Positive Psychology 2022

• 
They have 20% lower stress levels in later adolescence, 

as measured by reduced anxiety and depression scores. 
Teens with strong virtues handle stressors 

(e.g., social media pressure) better. 
—2024 Journal of Research on Adolescence Study

• 
Gratitude and hope (within our general description of virtue)

correlate with 30% lower stress and anxiety in college students. 
Virtue provides a framework for coping with academic

and social stressors. 
—2022 Frontiers in Psychology Study

• 
Virtue-based programs (e.g., fostering honesty, resilience) 

reduce stress by 22% in adolescents. 

—2023 JMIR Mental Health Study
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CHART   ·   Chapter 16 — Reading as the Key to the World

14.  NAEP Reading Levels Declining Across Grades
Reading proficiency by band for Grades 4, 8 and 12 (2024)
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The Skill That Anchors Everything

There’s a reading crisis in our country. One-third of students are proficient, 
another third is at the most basic level, and the remaining are below a basic 
reading ability.3 This isn’t just a problem—it is a crisis.

There is strong evidence that reading capabilities have decreased since 
schools moved away from a phonics approach to a whole language approach.4 
Check out this chart on the change in student’s ability to effectively read. It’s 
alarming. Reading proficiency remains low at every critical educational stage, 
and over time, outcomes are declining.

Reading Proficiency Does Not Automatically
Improve With Age

Only about one-third of U.S. students read proficiently at 4th, 8th, and 12th 
grade underscoring why parents cannot assume schools will close the gap.

It’s important to note the fourth-grade testing scores because this is when 
kids go from learning to read to reading to learn.5 Children who fall behind 
at this point will either need to catch up or they’ll lag behind. This deficit will 
follow them into adulthood.

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress 2024 (approx.)

NAEP Reading Levels Declining Across Grades
In 2024 most students fail to reach proficiency.
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