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Introduction

How did it get to be Back-to-School Night again already? You can’t believe another school year has begun so soon. Your daughter just started middle school, and you’re excited to meet her teachers and hear what the principal has to say. But meeting the faculty is only a small part of the evening. You’re embarrassed to admit it, but first you have to figure out what to wear. You want to look put together but you don’t want to look like you’re trying too hard. Should you dress more professionally? Maybe something more casual? Maybe jeans? But what if you’re not taken seriously enough?

Three changes of clothes later, you walk into the main entrance. Where are all your friends? Everyone else is saying hello and doing the usual catching up. Well, not everyone—there are always those couples scattered around who never say anything; they all seem to be hugging the wall near the refreshment table. Why did you have to get here so early? Uh-oh, there’s that woman you had the run-in with last spring when your kids both tried out for the travel soccer team.

“Oh, no!” you tell your spouse. “She’s the one who screamed at the coach because her daughter didn’t make the cut. I asked her to cool it and she totally went off on me.” You round the corner quickly before she sees you.

Oh, look, there’s the PTA sign-up desk. All the Power Moms—the movers and shakers on the school board, the PTA president and vice president, and the rest of the tightly knit group—are staffing the table, trying to recruit new families and encourage everyone to pay their dues. They’re greeting some parents incredibly warmly; they’re distant to others. They give you polite smiles, but the message is, “We don’t know you; you’re not one of the do-bees. We’re reserving judgment.”

At the next table, another team of women is aggressively recruiting for various committees. (You look around; no fathers seem to be manning these desks.) “We could really use some help on the Authors and Artists Event,” calls out one of the moms. “May we sign you up?”

“Um, I’m not sure,” you say. “Work has just been incredibly crazy, and I don’t know—”

“Oh, that’s okay, we understand,” she replies, her demeanor cooling instantly. “I work, too. So does everyone else on the committee.” That’s code for “Hey, we all work hard. We’re just not afraid to work harder—for our kids. Clearly, we’re more dedicated parents than you.”

There’s Carly’s mom, Denise. Carly and your Katie used to be such good friends, but lately things have cooled off—Carly didn’t even call Katie back when she got home from sleep-away camp. Katie’s hurt, but you’re not really sure how to handle it; Denise is a little... intense.

“Hi!” Denise trills. “How was your summer? Carly had a blast at the Johns Hopkins lit thing. We went to Space Camp, too. How’d Katie do on that Odyssey paper? Carly had trouble with it at first, but I helped her out on the research and I think Mrs. Evans is definitely going to want her for the GATE class.”

Was there a mailing you missed? Is your daughter going to be shut out of the gifted class because you buried some assignment in the foot-tall stack of old mail on the hall table? “Odyssey paper?” you ask weakly.

Denise’s eyes widen. “Katie didn’t do the Odyssey paper yet? They went over it last week at the GATE meeting. I was wondering why you weren’t there.”

“Oh, my God, we missed it!” you say. “Do you think it’s too late? Katie should totally be in GATE.”

Denise smiles soothingly. “Don’t worry. Just talk to Rochelle.” Rochelle. So Denise is on a first-name basis with the principal. You’re not even sure how to spell her last name.

As Denise disappears into the crowd, a smiling mother holds out a flyer to you with one hand; in the other she’s holding a clipboard and stack of papers. “It’s about the new Kendall-McGee rubric. We think the principal is on completely the wrong track with the new curriculum. Did you have any questions before you sign the petition?” You have no idea what she’s talking about, but you don’t want to ask; you don’t want to look like a clueless parent. “Let me get back to you on this,” you say as the lights begin to flicker on and off. “Looks like they want us inside the auditorium.”

On the way you pass the principal. She’s already surrounded by parents who are hugging her and saying, “So, Rochelle, how was your summer? That suit looks fabulous!”

Inside the auditorium, there are more knots of parents getting reacquainted after a summer apart. It’s immediately obvious which parents are new to the school. You and your spouse take one of the few remaining spaces up front. “I’m sorry,” says a mother, smiling past your shoulder, “we’re saving those.” You apologize, blushing; you didn’t know.

You’ve been at school ten minutes and already you’ve flunked.

Why are you worrying about what you’re going to wear to Back-to-School Night like a fourteen-year-old before a school dance? And when and why did Back-to-School Night become a barometer for your own parenting and popularity?

Let’s face it: Being a parent brings out our most nurturing, mature side, but it also taps our deepest insecurities, makes us question our every ability, and causes us to measure ourselves against everyone around us. In other words, it makes us feel like seventh graders all over again.



When I wrote my first book, Queen Bees & Wannabes, I wanted to help parents help their daughters survive and thrive in what I call Girl World, the social hierarchy where Queen Bees, Messengers, and Bankers (and their male counterparts) play pivotal—and often corrupting—parts in children’s lives. My intention was to help parents decode Girl (and Boy) World so they would understand what their children are going through and could get advice on how to help their kids help themselves.

As I traveled all over the country and spoke to hundreds of parents, I learned that parents are also looking for another type of help. They want to know how to deal with the unspoken rules of Perfect Parent World, that mythical kingdom where all the other, presumably perfect parents live and rule, a world with a social hierarchy uncannily similar to that of Girl and Boy World. It’s a world in which a few parents set the rules for all parental involvement, the standards are virtually impossible to achieve, and most parents feel frustrated or disempowered—including the parents who established the rules in the first place. It’s a world that convinces parents to make decisions based on their fear of other people’s judgments and leaves them struggling over whether and how much to get involved in their children’s schools and social lives. In this world, many parents compete ruthlessly through their children, while other parents fear to speak out against them. And it has all of us reliving the traumas and dilemmas of our own youth, even as we’re surprised to learn that those decades-old obsessions have returned or are still alive—if indeed they ever disappeared entirely.

In Queen Bees & Wannabes, I argued that the seemingly innocuous rites of passage that are dismissed with phrases like “girls will be girls” (gossip, cliques, competition for social status) teach girls how power and privilege work in our culture. I discussed how the “boys will be boys” mentality likewise teaches boys that might makes right. Both boys and girls too often learn to be silent in the face of injustice. It doesn’t matter if that lesson is learned by a ten-year-old boy who is relentlessly teased by being called gay, or by a junior girl who thinks it’s so important to be popular that she’s willing to be physically tortured by other girls in a hazing ritual, or by a parent who doesn’t think she can confront another parent about her child’s cruel behavior. These experiences teach everyone involved that whoever has power and privilege in our society is permitted to do what they want to people who don’t. If we don’t confront this power system or if we buy into it ourselves, we can come across as unethical or cowardly and undermine our ability to teach our children a true moral foundation and feeling of responsibility to their community.

As the co-founder of the Empower Program, an organization dedicated to educating teens about the culture of violence, I work with more than ten thousand boys and girls and their parents, teachers, school administrators, coaches, and counselors every year. Here’s what I’ve learned: Every Queen Bee girl or Dominator boy is hatched from a hive. The first lessons our children learn in creating their own social hierarchies are the ones they glean from us and the culture at large. The first step toward helping our kids cope with bullying in any form is recognizing the degree to which we’re still immersed in those same battles for power.

I’ve written this book to give you, as parents, a different kind of power with your own children, other parents and their children, teachers, and administrators—power that is respectful of children’s needs and desires and that changes their world for the good. Power that gives you the ability to look at your own behavior—without beating yourself up—and to understand how you can more effectively work with the other adults in your child’s life.

Parents all over the country come up to me after my lectures to tell me stories—not just stories of how their daughters and sons have been victims or victimizers in their cliques and groups, but tales of their own experiences with parents, teachers, coaches, and other adults in their children’s world.



“I hate the PTA moms. They’re on a first-name basis with the principal, and I know they pull strings to get their kids the best teachers. I feel completely boxed out.”



“My child was having a serious problem in school, but none of the teachers would listen to me. For way too long I played nice because I didn’t want to come across as one of those crazy mothers, but nothing was happening to get my kid the help he needed. I can’t tell you how painful it was to go through the process, because my child was suffering and I felt like no one was watching out for him.”



“My daughter had a birthday party and didn’t invite a girl in the neighborhood who’s been incredibly mean to her. Now all the other parents won’t talk to me because they think we were horrible for not inviting this kid. I know this because a parent ‘emissary’ talked to me on behalf of the other parents. Now I’m avoiding almost everyone on the block.”



The more stories like these I heard, the more I realized that I had underestimated how powerfully parents’ social hierarchies influence how they guide their children’s lives. We don’t leave cliques and peer pressure behind when we grow up or when we become parents; we just graduate to a new level with adults playing the roles.

The Myth of Parental Involvement

There are some accepted yet strange “truths” in our culture about today’s parents. Parents are simultaneously portrayed as insanely involved in every minute detail of their child’s life and AWOL—caught up in their own personal drama and/or professional ambitions. Is this true? How could it be true?

In my work, I see plenty of both. What I don’t see is enough sane involvement. Instead, I see parents’ actions dictated by anxiety, insecurity, fear—which is largely brought on by parents pressuring each other to be perfect or assuming that someone is accusing them of being a bad parent. To be sure, there are parents whose overstuffed lives lead them to overlook what’s going on with their children, but equally troublesome are overinvolved parents who believe no one has the right to challenge their behavior. Over and over, I’ve seen parents use their children’s lives as an arena to enhance their own popularity, prestige, sense of self-esteem, and entitlement—to their children’s detriment.

Another popular misconception is that parents means mothers—as if they’re the only parents who engage in this kind of socially competitive behavior. As I’ll make clear, fathers are certainly no strangers to social pecking orders and competing for social power through their children.

Why are we so competitive? It’s easy to see your child as an extension and reflection of yourself—if your kid is terrific, then you’re terrific. Kids are the ultimate status symbol, and they always have been. It’s unthinkable, unbearable, to have an ordinary, run-of-the-mill kid—so parents will jump in and “help” the situation in order that their son or daughter can have every opportunity to shine, even if it means spattering someone else with mud. I’ve been astonished at the number of parents who confessed to me the steps they’d taken to cement their own status by meddling with their child’s. Some people may read this and say, “So what? Parents have always jockeyed for social power through their children.” I don’t disagree, but that’s not the issue. We need to recognize that this kind of competition lays the foundation for adults mistreating one another—and our children—and we need to learn how to stop it.

I hope this book will help parents ask themselves some very difficult questions about their own need for social status. You may be reading this book because you’ve had experiences with other parents that made you doubt their sanity. While I’ll certainly give you strategies for dealing with these parents, I’ll also ask you to hold up a mirror and take an honest look at yourself. You may discover that you’re more socially competitive than you realize. Or that it’s harder than you imagined to admit when your child has made a mistake. Perhaps you haven’t been as assertive as you needed to be with other parents and teachers or you’ve been too aggressive defending your child. Perhaps you’ll realize that you’ve been overprotective of a child who needs to be more independent.

Drawing on my conversations and interviews with hundreds of parents, Queen Bee Moms & Kingpin Dads will spotlight how to recognize this kind of behavior in yourself and rein it in so that your son or daughter can thrive. Of course, I’ll tell you how to approach the overbearing parent who screams from the sidelines, “For Christ’s sake, what the hell are you doing out there? You’re playing like a bunch of little girls” to the boys on the soccer field. And how to wrest the meeting away from the attention-hogging parent determined to use it as another private parent-teacher conference. But I’ll also tell you how to figure out when your involvement in your son or daughter’s life is actually teaching your child that he or she can’t be independent and self-sufficient, or accountable for his or her actions.

This is tender territory. It’s hard not to want to shield our kids from every one of life’s blows. We don’t want to see them get into trouble, and it can be extraordinarily tempting to minimize the consequences of their bad actions, or point the finger elsewhere, or work the system if we think they’re being punished too severely. But when we do, we lose sight of our most important role as parents: to raise responsible, ethical kids who are well equipped to deal with failures and disappointments.

Not surprisingly, teens can be the keenest observers of parental behavior. I first began to appreciate how teens view their parents a few years ago when I found myself in front of seven hundred high school students in a cavernous auditorium in the Midwest. They were typical restless teens as I began my speech, but they quieted when I said: “I don’t know your particular school, so I won’t assume I know what’s going on in your lives. Instead, I’m going to share with you what I see all around the country. That social pecking orders create cultures in schools—even the ‘best’ schools—where no one is safe. Where some students are above the law. I’m not blaming people for the power and privilege that they may have in their school community, but if they’re being cruel or bullying other people, they must be held to the same rules of accountability as everyone else. And the same should go for their parents—they shouldn’t try to get their kids off the hook when they break the rules.”

The room erupted in spontaneous applause. I was amazed. I realized these kids were sending me a powerful message: They understood how the pecking order of the school was impacting them and their parents, and they wanted to change it. They wanted the school to hold the parents accountable—especially when those parents threatened and bullied the school for trying to hold their kids accountable for breaking the rules.

The Bad, the Ugly, and the Ridiculous: Parents Behaving Badly

I spend a lot of time working with teens, teachers, parents, and school administrators to curb everything from fifth-grade e-mail fights to high school hazing. As appalling as some teenagers’ behavior can be, I think you’ll be astonished to read how they’re outdone by their parents. Or perhaps you won’t be surprised in the least.

School Administrators Speak Out

School administrators are on the front lines of the nexus between students and parents. Here are a few stories they’ve shared with me.



• Setting: a northern all-girls Catholic school. A bunch of junior girls walk into the classroom and pass around photos of themselves drinking at a party. Their teacher confiscates the pictures and gives them to the head of the school. The head of the school meets with the offending girls’ parents individually. One mother responds by demanding to know what proof the school has of her daughter’s misbehavior. The head of the school shows the mother the incriminating photos of her daughter. The mother takes the photos and puts them down her pants and refuses to return them. The police are called, and eventually the girl convinces her mother to give the photos back.

• Setting: a southern coed middle school. Two girls are competing for power in sixth grade. An e-mail war escalates, and one girl alerts her mother. That mother decides that she could do a better job than her daughter of responding to the other girl and begins sending nasty IMs back to her.

• Setting: a small southern coed private school. A junior boy is the very popular, athletic son of the most respected minister in town. After repeated attempts to get his father’s attention by driving drunk and breaking every school rule he can think of, he is resigned: “No matter what I do, I can’t get kicked out of this school. He preaches all this junk and he is so hypocritical. And if someone’s kid was in the same kind of trouble and asked him to intervene with the school, he would say, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that. My hands are tied.’”

• Setting: an East Coast middle school. Parents are brought into the school to discuss with the head of the school and a counselor their daughter’s e-mail battles with another girl. In response to the accusation, Dad demands to see the evidence and the identity of the purported victim (Mom is present but silent). The counselor shows him a stack of e-mails that detail the vicious attacks by his daughter; the victim’s name is crossed out. Instead of addressing his daughter’s behavior, the father says, “I would never look at my daughter’s e-mail because we have a privacy policy in this family.” The counselor then shows the parents their twelve-year-old daughter’s AOL profile. The girl describes herself as sexually promiscuous in the profile, something that anyone on the Internet could see—except her parents, because that would be a violation of their privacy policy.

• Setting: an urban school. Two girls write a “black book” that ruthlessly mocks the students and teachers in their school. They then post their “book” around the school—taped to the hallway walls, the bathroom stalls, and the walls of the cafeteria. When the administration investigates, one of the girls immediately admits her guilt, but the other steadfastly lies—and her dad is the head of the PTA. Both girls are expelled, but the parents of the girl who lied wage a write-in campaign among their friends to convince the principal to reverse the decision. Their friends don’t want to write these letters because they think the girl got what she deserved (some of their children were listed in the book), but they all do it because they’re too afraid to confront these powerful parents.

• Setting: a suburban northeastern public school. A group of senior boys are drinking and smoking marijuana when they’re caught by local police, who take photos of the party scene. The police notify the boys’ principal, who then calls in the boys’ parents. After viewing the incriminating photos, one of the parents asks how the police and principal can be sure that it’s beer in those cups and not urine. Another parent tries to negotiate the punishment: Could they fix it so that the son would skip graduation but be allowed to go to the prom?



It’s easy to doubt the sanity of these parents. But while their behavior can’t always be justified, each acted out of a powerful, even loving motivation. And if we look hard enough, we may even be able to see something of ourselves in them. If we want to help our children navigate the challenges of adolescence and become independent, moral adults, we must have the courage to look at our actions—especially in the moments when we think we are being our children’s champions and advocates.

Teachers and Coaches Speak Out

We send our children to school to learn to think independently, follow a passion for a subject, reason clearly, write compellingly, and become responsible members of the community. And then we do their homework for them or we challenge teachers who discipline our children or do something else we don’t like—such as giving our kids grades that are lower than we think they deserve. We send our children onto the playing fields to strengthen their bodies, have fun, and learn teamwork. Then as we watch them play, we stand back and say nothing as other parents scream at kids and referees, undermine coaches, or bully other parents. Perhaps we’ve even been in a few shouting matches ourselves. Here’s what teachers and coaches have told me about parental interference:



“I got an amazing paper from a middling student that had clearly been edited by an adult. I asked my student about it, and he admitted he’d gotten a lot of help from his mom. When I called the parent, she flatly denied it and told me that if her child didn’t get a good grade, she’d go straight to the principal. How can I help this kid learn to think and write if his mother is going to do his work for him? How can I deal with this mother?”



“These parents keep trying to bully the principal into putting their daughter into all the accelerated classes. She has a mild learning disability and needs constant tutoring just to make average grades. I took her aside and she said she never gets to go to sleep before midnight because she’s so overwhelmed by homework—and then she gets up at five-thirty every morning to finish it. I want to take the pressure off her, but the parents refuse to let up.”



“Silent Sunday is a gift from God. For one Sunday every month, the parents aren’t allowed to shout at their kids from the sidelines. Last week I had to pull a parent off the field because he started to physically assault the ref because the guy had yellow-carded his kid. I wanted to scream, ‘It’s just a frigging soccer game. What’s the matter with you people!’”

Teenagers Get the Last Word

Sure, adolescence is a time when your child will be mortified by pretty much everything you do, no matter how you try to disappear into the woodwork or shrink down in the front seat of the car. However, kids are legitimately scandalized by how their own and other parents behave. Here are some of the stories they’ve shared with me:



• A shy girl confessed that her mother was still arranging her social schedule for her, even though she’s fifteen. “She just wants me to be with girls she thinks are good role models. Guess what? I hate those girls and they hate me. The more she interferes, the lamer they think I am. I can’t get her to stop.”

• A boy on his high school’s ice hockey team told me, “This kid high-sticked me during a game, and my dad went ballistic. He actually went up to the kid’s dad and started punching him. They ended up having to call the police.”

• A high school sophomore told me, “My mom is always ‘just popping in’ at the school ‘to see how things are going.’ She’ll say she forgot to pack some of my lunch, or something lame like that, but it’s completely obvious that she’s checking up on me. I tell her she’s embarrassing me, but I can’t get her to stop.”

• A middle school girl told me, “My mom volunteered to help out with the school carnival. She’s a professional artist, but this major mom clique won’t let her do any of the booths, even though she’s ten times more qualified. She came up with some really cool designs, but when she showed them to the women on the committee, they said, ‘We’ve got it under control. How about you bake cupcakes?’ These mothers are meaner than any kids I know.”



Even when they moan about their parents, teens look up to them and are desperate to have good models for how to behave. When parents act up or out, the short-term effect can be kids who follow suit. But the more long-lasting, devastating effect is that kids learn that their parents’ family values are superficial. That doing the right thing doesn’t matter when you’re angry or frustrated. That in the moments when your ethics and morals are challenged, you don’t have to abide by them—you just need to look like you do.

The Good, the Bad, and the Fuzzy

Very often, parents’ behavior is driven not by a Machiavellian desire for their children—and by extension themselves—to triumph but by a genuine though misguided attempt to live up to what they see as the impossibly high standards our culture sets for parenthood. Many parents see their role as helping their children navigate a world where the odds have been unfairly stacked against them, where the rules of the road are unclear or even just plain dumb. As I see it, sometimes they’re right to worry, but at other times their actions are based more on perception than on reality. In any case, what’s true is that they’re genuinely confused. Here are just a few examples I’ve encountered from parents sincerely unsure about how—or whether—to step into their kids’ lives:



• Tom has always been shy, but his friends finally convince him to go to a big party at someone’s house. There’s an illegal keg. The police bust up the party and the school is handing out suspensions to every student who was there. This is the first time Tom’s ever done anything like this, and when he was caught he wasn’t drinking. But the school’s policy is that you can’t be in the presence of alcohol without consequences. You think Tom’s punishment is too severe; he got the same punishment as the kid who had the party, not to mention the kids who were actually drinking. Should you fight the school so that his record remains clean?

• Unbeknownst to you, Tara has slipped a Tylenol into her pants pocket because it’s her period and she’s feeling very achy. She takes it during gym class and gets busted. The school has a strict no-drugs policy, and that means no drugs—not even Tylenol. Tara is facing expulsion. Honestly, you respect the school’s policy—who wants drug pushers sidling up to your son or daughter with roofies?—but this is going too far. Is the school really going to ruin your kid’s entire life over a single Tylenol? What should you do?

• You used to be very close with the parents of Alison’s best friend. The girls had a huge misunderstanding on instant messaging and things haven’t really been the same since. You hate to admit this, but since then you’ve never spoken to Alison’s parents beyond polite hellos when you run into each other. Do you accept that the girls’ friendship may have run its course, try to get them back together, or try to repair things with the adults?

• The science teacher assigns a massive project that accounts for a huge portion of the kids’ final grade. She assigns three kids to each team. The kids know exactly what this means: there will be an overachiever, an average student, and a do-nothing. Your middle schooler has always been so shy; now Charlayne’s the overachiever, grouped with a girl she’s becoming friendly with who’s an average student and another girl she likes who’s the do-nothing. She doesn’t know how to tell them that they’ve got to pull their own weight on the project—what if they stop liking her?—so she sucks it up and does everyone else’s work but becomes extremely resentful. You’re furious, too. How do you handle it? Do you talk to the teacher? The other kids’ parents?



I’ll help you understand how to draw respectful boundaries in these kinds of situations and find a happy medium between overprotective parenting and frightened passivity.

The first step is acknowledging our blind spots. It’s hard to appreciate them, but we all have them. While parents don’t all react the same way to a given situation, they do have a few tendencies in common that get in the way of being effective role models.

I remember a clear example from the annals of my own parenting. When my first son was a year old, we went to a playground. He was playing with a little girl in the sandbox when suddenly she kicked him and snatched away his toys. Immediately my eyes narrowed: Who was this horrible, nasty child and where was her equally horrible parent? No sooner had I begun to look around for this disgraceful parent when my son hit the little girl back and threw sand in her face. And what was my reaction? “Oh, I need to get him home for a nap; he’s really cranky.”

As I walked away, child in tow, I realized that this dynamic was at the heart of most conflicts parents have with one another. It’s natural to dislike or even hate the people who are mean to your child (even if they’re much smaller than you). It’s equally natural to excuse your own child’s behavior. When he steps out of line, your first impulse will be to excuse his behavior because he was provoked, tired, or being self-assertive. Perhaps you blame someone else—the other child, the other child’s parents, the school. (One of my favorite Roz Chast cartoons features a whirlwind of a little boy walking down the street, followed by his frazzled parents; the caption reads, “A boy and his spin doctors.”) But you can’t let these reactions guide your parenting.

So when do you step in and when do you hang back? I think a lot of parents would agree that the hardest thing we have to do is let our kids make mistakes and learn from them. We rush in for a million “good” reasons: We don’t want to see our kids hurt; we think we know what’s better for them in the long run; we want to protect them from a short-term mistake that will have long-term consequences; we want them to profit from our hard-earned wisdom. With the benefit of our maturity, we eagerly correct and help and fend off encroachers—and what our kids learn is that they’re helpless and incapable, and that someone else will have to rescue them. When we shield them from the consequences of their bad actions, we keep them from developing the strong sense of morality they’ll need throughout their lives and we send the message that we believe they aren’t competent enough to handle things anyway. Frankly, while we intellectually know that we aren’t our children and their actions do not necessarily define who we are as parents, our actions often contradict our better sense.

Fathers Are Parents Too

Mothers buy most of the parenting books—even when the books are about fathers. If you’re a dad reading this book, there’s a good chance you saw it around the house and picked it up in a spare moment. Or maybe your wife urged you to read it. No matter why you’re reading it, I want you to know that I’m not writing about fathering primarily to help mothers better understand what’s going on with the fathers of their children—that’s extra credit. I’m writing to fathers directly because I want to help you have equal involvement and an equal say in your children’s lives.

During the fifteen years I’ve worked with schools, I’ve often wondered: When fathers see those flyers that begin “Dear Parent” stuffed in their kids’ backpacks, do they translate parent as mother and assume the flyer isn’t for them? Many dads do come to school events, but let’s not kid ourselves: The vast majority of parents who attend school functions and parent-teacher conferences are mothers. Why do so many fathers think that the logistics of their children’s educations and social lives aren’t their responsibility or don’t feel that they have an equal say? Aren’t they influenced like mothers by social competition and parental peer pressure? In writing this book, I’ve drawn from conversations, e-mails, surveys, and focus groups I’ve conducted with hundreds of fathers to offer some answers to these questions.

I know that most fathers are passionately concerned about their children and their own parenting skills. Most tell me that they don’t want to parent the way their own fathers did; they say and believe that they want to be equal parenting partners. They want to have close, meaningful relationships with their children. I’m not questioning that. But achieving these goals involves hard work and, frankly, a lot of them give up way too easily.

Why is this so? In part, because while many moms say they want their children’s fathers to get more involved in their children’s lives, when it really comes down to it, they often discourage even the most interested fathers’ efforts—and then the men give up trying. We need to understand this dynamic. If women are territorial, it’s often because they feel forced to defend their ability to do everything well and by themselves—achieving that ridiculous “balance between work and home” we so often hear about. If men give up and walk away too easily (or sleep on the couch), we need to recognize that in part it’s because we let them get away with it. Fathers need to own this fact and we all need to change it. This isn’t about blame—this is about taking ownership so that everybody can have more meaningful, supportive relationships.

For many of us, the roles for mothers and fathers have changed dramatically since the time we were raised. Fathers today are expected to (and most want to) not only support their families financially but also be more emotionally present. Instead of “ruling the roost,” dads are expected to engage in give-and-take with their spouses. Giving up the traditional, authoritarian father role doesn’t have to mean losing your authority. In fact, I believe it allows for men to be more respected—especially by their children. This book offers many examples of how men are embracing fatherhood in successful ways. I hope it will encourage fathers to think twice the next time the phone rings and it’s another parent calling to discuss a problem with their children. Instead of throwing the phone to their wives like it is toxic waste, I hope fathers will hold on to that receiver and say, “Thanks for calling. How can I help?”

How to Use This Book

The first part of this book will give you a whirlwind tour of Girl World and Boy World, the places your kids live every day. We’ll discuss what it takes to be accepted as a teen by studying the “Act Like a Woman” and “Act Like a Man” boxes. Then we’ll explore how those attributes change—or don’t—for adults. Because those cultures helped forge who you are and how you parent, I’ll also encourage you to reflect on your own memories and experiences. If you want to understand your kids, you must remember what it feels like to be a teen, even if—perhaps especially if—that thought terrifies you.

If you can’t remember what being in this often-harrowing world felt like, visualize this scenario: You’re driving through a small town where you know everyone. You’re singing along to the radio, the sun is shining, you’re whipping along at a million miles an hour with the breeze in your hair. Suddenly you see a police car by the side of the road and a radar gun pointing directly at your car. You’re busted. You’re no longer in control of your day—the police officer has complete power over you. But that’s not the worst part. As you sit on the side of the road, a million cars troll by, and everyone’s craning their necks to see if they know you, and they’re so glad they’re not in your place. That’s what it feels like to walk down the hallway of middle school for many boys and girls when people are gossiping about you.

Now fast-forward another decade or two or three, and welcome to Perfect Parent World. I’ll help you understand how the lessons you’ve learned about social status and obtaining and maintaining respect in your community dictate your position in the social pecking order of this world.

In the next two chapters, I’ll review the social hierarchies for mothers and fathers. Yes, they exist, and they have surprising similarities to—and crucial differences from—the carefully defined cliques of teenagers. I’ll discuss the stereotypical roles mothers and fathers occupy, from the Kingpin Dads to the Starbucks & Sympathy Moms and the Invisibles. We’ll look at how different types of parents interact with one another, and how the prevailing social hierarchies affect your relationships with other adults. Next, I’ll discuss the various attitudes and experiences that affect how we interpret and respond to others—I call these our “filters”—and help you crack the codes other parents often use when they communicate. Finally, we’ll talk about how to confront someone so you can have a productive exchange.

In Part Two of this book, I’ll discuss common rites of passage for your child, such as getting invited to parties, participating in organized sports, or getting called to the principal’s office. Of course our kids are at the center of these events, but in many ways they’re rites of passage for us as well. What should you do and say in these situations? How does the way you handle them affect your child’s behavior? When should you step in or hold back? How do you handle it when the problem is with other parents or adults? I’ll give you very specific advice, including:



Landmines. These are words or actions you’ll need to avoid because they’ll cause other adults to shut down and tune you out.

Sample scripts. Ever wish life came with a script? In this book, it does. I’ll give you specific scripts for handling particular situations—what to say and what not to say.

Four Things to Remember



1. You don’t always have to like your child and he or she doesn’t always have to like you. As I said in Queen Bees, you don’t always have to like your child. You can even have moments when you question why you had a child in the first place. (One parent I know said, “I never stopped loving my daughter. I just occasionally loathed her. And by ‘occasionally,’ I mean for about two years straight.”) And no one said that your child has to like you either. Many parents are afraid to do the hard stuff—such as holding their children accountable for obnoxious behavior—for fear that their kids won’t like them or will stop talking to them. To this I say: Feel the fear and do it anyway. Your job isn’t to be your child’s best friend. Likewise, you don’t have to be best friends with the parents and other adults in your child’s life; you just have to learn to behave decently. And by the way, you can hold the line and your kids will still talk to you. If you don’t know how, I’ll teach you.

2. A little bit of paranoia and fear is a good thing. I’m convinced that someone has gone around the country in the last fifteen years and told parents that if they just teach their kids the right values and ethics, that will be enough to spur the kids to do “the right thing.” This would be true in a perfect world—a place where no one I know lives. The truth is that teaching values such as respect and integrity are essential to good parenting—but they’re not enough. Sometimes even the best kids need a little more motivation in the form of “If I get caught, I’m dead.” Of course, I don’t advocate physically or verbally abusing your children, but your kids have to know that you’re serious about holding them accountable.

When my two boys are older, they may well be tempted to steal my car for an illicit night out—and this is not just any car. Picture the following: It’s a beautiful Friday night and my husband and I are asleep. The keys to my 1963 electric blue Ford Falcon convertible are on the mail table and the kids’ friends are waiting. After they quietly sneak into the garage and put the keys in the ignition, a thought elbows its way to the front and center of their brains: “If Mom finds out about this, we’re dead.” Which is quickly followed by “And no matter how we try to hide it, she’ll find out.” If this thought is in my sons’ heads, I will consider my parenting a job well done.

3. This book is not the truth. What I am telling you is not the one and only truth—it’s what I observe and experience in my work with adolescents, parents, teachers, coaches, counselors, and school administrators. Some of what I describe may resonate strongly with you; some might seem far afield of your own experiences. As you read this book, I’m asking that you engage with me in the process of understanding why we act as we do. If you read something and think, “Oh, I would never do anything like that,” I’m asking you to question yourself closely before you read on.

4. Adolescence is tough; you need a theme song. Please go listen to “Isn’t She Lovely” by Stevie Wonder while you read this book. (Feel free to substitute “Isn’t He Lovely” if you have a son.) I defy you to listen to this song and not feel overwhelmed by how much you love your child, no matter how obnoxious he or she can be. Remember the feeling that song gives you when you’re in a death match with another parent, because guess what? The other parent feels exactly the same way about his or her kid!



So take a deep breath and dive in. It takes a lot of courage to challenge yourself the way I’m challenging you, but there’s so much at stake: your sanity, your child’s health and safety, and the quality of the relationships that are most precious to you. When I work with adolescent boys and girls, I try to empower them to stand up for what’s right—and I understand that doing this can be a terrifying and isolating decision. At its most fundamental, my job with young people is to tell them, “You can and you should defend every person’s right to be treated with dignity.” I want to offer the same gentle encouragement to you, but in all honesty, when I see kids in so much pain because they’re being bullied or harassed while adults stand by succumbing to their own feelings of helplessness or condoning the bully’s behavior, “can” doesn’t cut it. I believe passionately that we must step up. When you see that bullying parent disrespecting that coach or teacher or kid, I hope you’ll take action. When you see a principal or teacher turn a blind eye to cruelty in his or her school, I hope you’ll do something—even if the target isn’t your child. I realize that we all must pick our battles and that parents sometimes feel that if they say something, they’ll just make matters worse for their child. But I believe that we absolutely must pick something, stand up, and let our voices be heard. This book will give you the skills you need to step up and demand more from yourself and all the people who touch the lives of the children in your community.
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The Thick Envelope and the Thin

The Long March from Gifted Preschooler to College Applicant

This party should be a good time. You like the hosts and you like their friends. But you have a child in the eleventh grade, so you’re marked. No sooner do you have your wineglass in one hand and a piece of cheese in the other than a nice, seemingly reasonable parent approaches you and you have the following conversation:



OTHER PARENT: Hi, so nice to see you! (Two seconds of small talk.) Emma must be a junior, right? Do I feel sorry for you! You must be going crazy deciding about colleges.

YOU (who just had a fight with your daughter about doing homework instead of IM-ing while you’re out—you’re not even sure she’ll graduate, let alone have a choice of where to go): Of course, but we’re keeping all her options open because we don’t want her to obsess about it. We’re trying to keep a healthy perspective.

OTHER PARENT: That’s so admirable. I know there’re so many parents in your class who’re doing whatever they can to give their kid a leg up. It’s just so competitive today. I’m sure you’re already doing all that tutoring after school, getting Emma into all the AP classes, all the sports. It’s so insane, but we all want to give our kids the best, right? So where are you thinking about?

YOU (taking a deep breath): Well—

OTHER PARENT (interrupting): Our Carrie just loves Duke, and Michael is thriving at Yale. Just let me know if you need any advice. Oops, will you excuse me? I need to refresh my drink. So good to catch up! Bye!



As the other parent walks away, you suppress the desire to grab a bottle of wine and either chug it or clobber her over the head with it.

Despite appearances, I don’t think people are this irritating about their kids and college on purpose. I don’t believe they’re trying to make you feel like a failure and make themselves look great in the process. They were probably much less irritating people before they went through the college application process with their kids. (Of course, truth be told, there are some parents who are capable of having this conversation about preschool.)

In any case, what’s important is how you manage your own response to a conversation like this. Why? Because going through the college application process is one of the last opportunities you’ll have to demonstrate your values while your child is still under your roof. Also, if you don’t get yourself under control, then you’ll morph into one of these irritating, obnoxious parents yourself, and people will talk behind your back about how much they hate you, too. If you let the process control you, your child will learn from you that education is not about its ability to make him or her a more independent, thoughtful, analytical person but rather about the status you get from putting the right bumper sticker on your car.

First acknowledge that it’s normal to walk away from these kinds of conversations filled with anxiety. Feelings of being an inadequate parent or having an inadequate child will ricochet inside your head, jockeying for position with the rapidly growing checklist of ever more essential things to do: “When I get back home, I have to see if she went to that college counselor. I have to sign her up for that SAT prep course. She needs to stop playing violin and switch to viola because then she’ll stand out more on her application. Better see if she’s working on the first draft of her autobiographical college essay.” When you have these feelings, go get a glass of wine and imagine you’re on a beach far away from Perfect Parent World.

Let’s also acknowledge that this probably isn’t the first time you’ve experienced the combination of ramped-up anxiety and cutthroat competitiveness. Indeed, for many parents, their children’s college application process is the culminating step in a Bataan-like death march that began the day they registered them for preschool.



I’ll never forget when one of the women in my mommy group asked us the day after Labor Day if we’d picked up school applications. She told us that space at all the best schools was really limited, and we’d better get our applications in for the next year that very week. Our kids were two and a half.

Angelica, mother of a high school freshman

So even if your children aren’t old enough to apply to colleges, this chapter is for you if you are considering placing your child in a school with a selective admissions process.

Everyone Is Gifted and Talented



My daughter is bright, but she’s not going to get into the gifted and talented classes on her own merit. So I got to know people in the school and I found out a lot of parents do that [lobbying]. We want our kids to have the best grades or the best teacher to get those best grades.

Constance, middle school mom

Perhaps you were able to resist shelling out for Binomials for Blastulas or Einstein for Embryos or piping in Mozart to your growing fetus. But chances are by the time your offspring hits school age, the culture of Perfect Parent World has convinced you of one thing: If you don’t uncover your child’s special gifts and work tirelessly to develop them by getting him or her on the inside track at school, Child Protective Services will haul you away and toss you into Bad Parent Jail.

There’s one fact that many parents believe is beyond dispute: Your child is doomed if he or she isn’t classified as gifted and talented and put into the appropriate classes. Those GT teachers are the best, the kids are the best, everything is the best. So following that logic, it’s only common sense that well-meaning parents who want the best for their children would get their kids into those classes regardless of whether they had the aptitude for them. And what if kids don’t qualify by passing the right tests? Well, just get them into those classes by hook or by crook, and they’ll be so motivated and enriched by the process that they’ll become gifted and talented just by being there. And once they’re there, let’s keep them there—time to begin the endless march through every available honors and Advanced Placement (AP) course to pave the way to the widest possible menu of college options.

I’m all for challenging young people to do their best, but they have to be in an environment where that’s possible. A guiding rule of good parenting is that the school, program, or teacher has to be a good fit for the individual child. Imagine that your first job after college was interning at a newspaper. Then imagine that two weeks after you got there, your parents met with the newspaper owner and somehow convinced her to make you editor in chief. Would you do a good job? Would you appreciate the efforts made by your parents to make you editor in chief?

Your child’s brain is developing according to its own timetable and it might not be developmentally appropriate for him or her to take advanced-level courses. This fact doesn’t make you a failure as a parent and doesn’t mean that your child isn’t intelligent. You might read this and think, “Of course I know that,” but not so fast. Take a moment and ask yourself if your actions are consistent with your beliefs. Better yet, ask someone who knows you intimately in this area—your child—and be prepared to hear something you may not agree with.

Enrollment in a class that isn’t developmentally appropriate could cause huge anxiety and frustration for your child, who might worry that if she doesn’t keep up, she won’t measure up in your eyes.



This mom told me that she and her husband paid for some expensive assemblies for her daughter’s school as a way to “encourage” the school to put Irene into the gifted and talented classes. Meanwhile, Irene’s telling me that she has to get tutored four times a week just to scrape by with low B’s. She never gets to bed before midnight or 1:00 because she’s so overwhelmed by homework, she always goes to sleep with a whanging headache, and she has to get up at 5:30 or 6:00 in the morning to start it all over again. She’s a miserable kid. And she’s twelve.

Dory, middle school mom

I’ve seen too many parents use placement into a gifted or accelerated program as an opportunity to “other” the children who don’t get in:



I was attending a mother-daughter party around Mother’s Day at a friend’s home. There were probably twenty moms (only the cool ones were invited, I must say). The kids had been in testing for a week and had just received their scores for the test for the Gifted and Talented Exam that places kids in GATE sections at magnet schools. It was all anyone could talk about. A few of the moms whose children would be considered GATE were telling everyone what their child’s score was and how excited they were. Of course the moms whose children did not test [well] felt awful. One mom in particular, who believes her child is perfect even though she is a perfect brat, chose to share the child’s score with her child. This child told everyone how smart she was and told my child she was stupid. I made the mistake of telling the mom this (as I thought we were close friends) and the mom didn’t believe me and made me feel ridiculous. Her response to my concern about kids has always been, “All kids do that.”

Fran, middle school mom

What’s going on here? This is an extreme Perfect Parent World sport in which everybody who can brags about their child’s test scores while simultaneously expending tremendous amounts of energy to look like they aren’t. This is also a typical conflict between a Wannabe or Sidekick Mom and a Queen Bee Mom. Fran assumes that “because they’re close friends,” she can tell this mother about a problem she had with her daughter. The other mother’s response left her feeling ridiculous and dismissed—which will make it really hard for her to confront this woman again. Fran then uses the other mother’s reaction as further justification to blame her rather than to look at her own behavior. Her statement that the other mom “believes her child is perfect even though she’s a perfect brat” indicates that she’s been sitting on her bad feelings toward the other woman for a while and letting them build—a classic illustration of how mothers often handle conflict poorly. She then overreacts and the other mother dismisses her. Meanwhile, these women will continue to compete against each other—one to prove her self-worth, the other to assert it—and one of the arenas will be their children’s educational experiences.

Let me be clear: I am not saying that you shouldn’t apply for a slot in a GT program if it’s a good fit for your child’s talents and interests. But I am asking you to examine your motives and move ahead with your child’s best interests in mind. You might already have had a meeting with your child’s guidance counselor or head of school to discuss the issue of gifted classes, honors programs, and the like. That educator probably advised you to be sure that your child had a real passion and aptitude for classes that will require greater effort and generate more homework. You probably listened thoughtfully. And then perhaps you said to yourself something like this:



• “A real passion for study? The only thing my kid has a real passion for is his Xbox. Does that mean I shouldn’t encourage him to do his best?”

• “My kid never thinks she wants to go the extra mile, but once she’s in a class she always rises to the challenge.”

• “My kid would be bored in regular classes.”

• “All the parents of older kids say the best teachers teach the honors classes.”

• “I’ve heard that the honors classes get the best resources and more of the school’s budget. I’m afraid my kid will get left behind if she doesn’t get into those classes.”

• “Isn’t it my job as a parent to set the bar high for my kid? I’d rather my child get a B in an honors program than an A in regular classes.”

• “It’s my job to keep my kid’s options open, and that includes colleges. I want to give him the best shot possible at going wherever he wants to go.”

• “I always regretted that my parents didn’t push me harder; I would have gone further. I want my child to have the opportunities I never had.”



Any or all of these points may be true—or they may be rationalizations. You won’t know unless you check in with yourself and your child. What evidence do you have to support your child being in these classes? Has someone in the school shared a different opinion with you? What was his or her perspective? Was there something he or she said that set you off? Why?

Sometimes kids will surprise you:



My son came home his freshman year in high school and told me that he’d gone to his guidance counselor and gotten himself transferred into honors math. I told him I thought it was too much; he had three other honors courses already. “Mom,” he said, “I figure if I’m gonna be here for four years, I want to be challenged and learn all I can.” “Wow, honey,” I told him. “That’s so mature!” “Just playing you, Mom,” he said. “There’s a really cute girl in honors math.”

Betsy, high school mom

If they’re up to the task, it doesn’t matter why they want to be there. Take motivation where you can get it. Keep monitoring your child’s progress in honors classes. If he has to stay up till the wee hours every night or get constant tutoring or other extra help to keep up with his peers, what’s the real message he’s getting: that learning must necessarily be fraught with suffering, or that he’s not good enough if he’s not an honors student? Listen to your child’s teachers and guidance counselors with an open mind. If they’re telling you that a different class would be a better fit for your child, consider it.

The Dreaded “Permanent Record”

In addition to shoehorning kids into accelerated classes for which they’re not suited, the other mistake I often see parents make is shielding kids from the consequences of their bad actions lest the incidents become a matter of public record and tarnish the kids’ transcripts. In Chapter 5, I warned you that your natural protectiveness might lead you to protect your child from failure, disappointment, or being held accountable. Protecting a child’s pristine school record is a major temptation.

Here’s what I now know from principals. While a child’s serious infractions are—and should be—part of his or her school record, they need not sound the death knell for college admission or other future plans. Listen to this principal:



I don’t think getting suspended freshmen and sophomore year is held against them. The student has makeup time to prove himself. If the student does something senior year and even spring of junior year (because there’s such a maturity difference between fall and spring of junior year), the colleges think, If this kid is doing this now, what is he going to do when he gets here?” Cheating is the worst offense. Drinking, even plagiarism, isn’t as bad because, honestly
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