

[image: ]



Praise for

THE
PRESSURED
CHILD


“Michael Thompson’s depiction of the inner life of today’s stressed kids is remarkable—poignant but also very sobering. Parents who read this book are going to look at themselves and their kids in a whole new way. This is a book that can make a real difference in the lives of today’s kids.”

—ANTHONY E. WOLF, Ph.D.,
 author of “Mom, Jason’s Breathing on Me!”




“A direct, compassionate, and tremendously honest book about the issues that really shape children’s lives. Through his own wise and helpful insights, Michael Thompson makes us remember, visualize, and understand the emotional, social, and educational complexities of the school universe in which our children live and grow and, often, struggle. This is a book for parents who truly want to understand and truly want to help—compelling, reassuring, and valuable.”

—PERRI KLASS, M.D., co-author of Quirky Kids




“Michael Thompson has written a very special book. For all parents who feel helpless because they no longer understand their children’s daily struggle, The Pressured Child is a true gift, helping us to see life through young people’s eyes. With the trenchant insights that only Michael Thompson can offer, he takes us along for a ride that few adults have ever known.”

—RACHEL SIMMONS,
author of Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls
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Introduction

One Friday afternoon I picked up my son, Will, from his new school. It was late September and he had just started seventh grade. For the first three weeks of school he had been pretty content. He liked his new friends, he had some welcoming teachers; he was a happy guy. All that changed at the end of his fourth week. When he climbed into the car that day he looked whipped and discouraged. He threw his books across the seat and said, “I hate my life.”

“School pretty tough?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered.

In an attempt to be clever, and perhaps to elicit a smile from him, I followed up with the observation, “So the honeymoon is over?”

“What did you expect, Dad?” he shot back. “It’s school.”

This book is titled The Pressured Child, but it is written for the struggling parent, which is every loving parent, no matter what kind of student your child is. All children struggle to manage the pressures inherent in learning, growing, and developing. There are no exceptions. They struggle in life and in school. Learning-disabled children struggle every day with lessons and teaching methods for which their brains are not well suited. School is too much for them on a daily basis. Brilliant children suffer from boredom and loneliness, from feeling misunderstood, from being labeled as “nerds.” School is not enough for them. The “average” child, for whom, presumably, the school experience should be just right, still struggles with mastering new material, with sitting quietly through a long day of classes, with good teachers and bad, with being more popular or less popular with her peers. As the great comedienne Gilda Radner used to say on Saturday Night Live, “It’s always something!”

As parents, all of us struggle at times with feelings of helplessness, frustration, and anger over our children’s school lives. All loving parents want to see their children succeed in school. We want them to learn well, study hard, make good grades, have good friends, and make their way from kindergarten through high school with as much success and as little pain as possible. They want that, too. When their efforts or their results fall short of expectations, or even threaten to fall short of expectations, parents and kids alike struggle.

Most of all, we cannot bear to see our children suffer. If we had it in our power to protect them from the disappointments, the unhappiness, or the true misery we experienced as children or saw around us, we would do so.

Many parents try. Some complain about even modest imperfections in their children’s schools or teachers, routinely attempt to get their unhappy children shifted to new classes, buffer their kids at every turn, and help them excessively with their homework. They try to make childhood easier and to spare their children the struggles that they themselves endured, or whatever new version of struggle their children may confront. Some of us accept that this is all part of life, certainly part of growing up, but, just like the others, we can’t accept the helplessness that comes with watching our children learn the hard way and suffer the emotional and academic bumps and bruises that come with it.

We all want to feel competent as parents, and that means when things aren’t going right, our impulse is to jump in and fix them. We spend a lot of time and attention as quality-control managers, watching for snags or flaws we can fix in hopes of making our children happier, smarter, stronger, more competitive.

Despite our best efforts, and even with improvements, our children still struggle and sometimes suffer under the pressures of school and life. It makes many parents feel totally miserable and helpless. Our own discontent can fill our conversation and drive our behavior in respect to our children’s way of “doing school.”

It is my hope with this book to introduce a new kind of conversation about kids and school. I have written The Pressured Child to remind parents and teachers how life for children plays out in school. In my experience as a school consultant and psychologist, I see that often parents and teachers have forgotten what school actually feels like for a child, and why children struggle with both their own development and the environment of school. I want parents to remember how children live their lives in school, how they attempt to manage the endless pressures of the school environment, the infinite imposition of school, how they endure and how much resilience and wisdom they have and are willing to share with us—if we will listen.

Once upon a time, we were all kids in school and we understood completely the pressures on us from school, classmates, and parents. We forget because as we grew older those experiences receded into the past. We forget because we hope we can save our children from painful experiences, and it is difficult to admit to ourselves how much they have to struggle in order to grow. And we forget because when children challenge or frustrate us—as parents or as educators—we want to forget the complexity of their struggle so we can focus on simplifying our own.

To write this book, I had to go back to school. I shadowed children through many different grades in a variety of schools. I learned from them how they solve the problems of school—the problems they may never mention to a busy parent or even an inquiring one—and how they assess their own development. As I watched them encounter trouble and find ways to solve it, I watched them reach down and find their own resilience time and again.

My hope is that The Pressured Child will draw you into your own memories of school and deliver fresh insights, give you a more intimate understanding of your child’s psychological and developmental experience of school, and lead you to discover your own capacity, your own competence, to respond in loving and effective ways.


1

If You Believe What Children Say
––


I know that school is meant for learning and expanding your personality but adults either don’t think you’re trying hard enough or they don’t care.
—Sixth-grade girl

Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh.
—The Hebrew Bible, Ecclesiastes 12:12



The question “How was school today?” may be the most-asked and least-answered question in America. It is the question that all parents are compelled to voice every day sometime between three P.M. and bedtime.

“How was school today?” No matter how gently you ask it, no matter how cleverly you phrase it, 99 percent of children don’t give you the information you crave. “Fine,” they reply, or “Okay.” Younger ones may give you some details; a child who is a real talker, a born journalist, may give you an extended news report. But such kids are rare. Most children don’t share the kind of information about school that parents want to hear. Besides, they know that if they made the effort, you’d just ask again the next day. You’d never be satisfied. That’s the way it is with all of us parents, and as our children get older they may protest being asked the “How was …” question. “Mom,” they declare through clenched teeth, “it was fine.” What they mean is: “Don’t bug me!”

Still, we cannot help ourselves. We were so connected to our children when they were little. We watched everything they did; we charted their developmental progress daily. We phoned our closest friends when our eleven-month-old seemed ready to walk. “She’s cruising around the living room holding on to chairs and the coffee table.” Nothing escaped our vigilant attention and eager celebration.

Then off they go to school and suddenly we’re starved for information. We can’t see what they’re doing or what’s happening around them or to them. We’re cut off from much of our children’s lives. We want scraps, quiz grades, gossip about the teacher’s personality—anything. I once asked an audience of parents what they would ask for if they had “the teacher of their dreams.”

A mother said, “I’d like my son’s teacher to call me every day and tell me about his day.”

“In what grade is your son?” I asked.

“Tenth grade,” replied the mother without embarrassment, as the entire audience laughed.

But what do we really hope to learn from that question we keep asking? I imagine a parent asking a child, “How was school today?,” and the child answering with something like this: “Mom, I’d like to tell you, I really would, but it is all too complicated to put into words. I don’t know where to begin. The truth is that you’re not asking me about school really, you’re asking me how my life is going, and I don’t have any perspective on that. I’m trying to develop into a person here and sometimes the school seems to be something of a help and at other times it feels like it is totally in the way of my becoming a person. Besides, why do I have to tell you what school is all about? Didn’t you go to school? Don’t you know what school is like? Why keep asking me?”

Of course you did go to school, but what does that have to do with your child’s education? The aim of this book is to take you into the minds of children as well as back into your own school memories in an attempt to put you back in touch with the gritty reality of being a child in school. I hope I can help you appreciate the extraordinary psychological journey that constitutes every child’s institutional education. But first, let’s start with you.

Have you recently thought about your school years, what it really felt like, down to your bones? How did it feel to sit on those hard wooden or plastic chairs for hours, to stand in line to go to music or PE? What about eating lunch in a crowded, noisy cafeteria? Do you remember struggling to master a concept? Do you remember how it felt to get bad grades? Or perhaps you never received an F or a D or even a C. Were you ever afraid of the possibility? Did you come home from fifth grade and find yourself anxious until you finished your homework? Did you ever feel sick just thinking about going to school, or at the end of a school day? I know a talented physician who was, as you might expect, an accomplished student in school. Many days, however, his take on his teacher’s demands made him so anxious that he threw up when he got home.

Did school ever bore you? Do you remember what a difference it could make in your daily life if the teacher really liked—or seemed to hate—you? Do you remember PE class? Did you love it or fear it? Do you remember the texture of it: the exciting, scary games like dodgeball (if you liked it) and the stupid games like dodgeball (if you didn’t)? Were you afraid of being picked last? Were you nervous about the way your body looked or about changing your clothes in front of other children? Do you remember the endless amounts of wasted time in school?

Did your parents care about school? Had your mom or dad been good in school? Do you remember a teacher whom you loved? A teacher who seemed to care deeply about you? Do you still think of her from time to time? Was school a refuge from your family? Did it seem a calm and organized place in comparison to the chaos of home?

There are a million questions I could ask, hoping to make you remember things you haven’t thought about in years. Why would I want to dredge up those memories? As a psychologist, I am fascinated by the lives people lived in school. I am also committed to reminding parents about the day-to-day experience of school so that they can really comprehend what their children are experiencing daily. Every child’s school experience is an intricate, exciting, sometimes painful, often boring psychological journey. We should all be aware of that, but that’s not what parents describe when they talk to me about their children’s school experiences.

PARENTS HAVE LOST THEIR MEMORIES OF WHAT SCHOOL IS REALLY LIKE

As a psychologist who works in schools, I spend much of my day with the unhappiest, least successful, and sometimes most bitter children in the building. When I finally sit down with a child, there is the hope and assumption that I will get him back on track in some way, that I will find the key to motivate him, that I will learn some secret about his family life—teachers always speculate that there are problems at home—that will remove the obstacles from his path and help turn him around.

Sometimes I am able to do exactly that. I find the key and I share that information with the child’s educators. Most of the time it is not that easy. Generally I succeed in doing something less magical but more substantial. I learn how a child perceives school, in what ways school might not be a good fit for her, and, most important, I come to understand what she has to do every day to survive school.

My understanding of a student’s school journey, of his strategy for negotiating school, is perhaps the most important thing I can learn from a therapeutic encounter with a child. This goes beyond any simple diagnosis, and beyond testing for a learning disability, though either of these may be an important part of the journey. Just the act of a child communicating to me how he feels he fits or doesn’t fit into the school environment may change his experience of school entirely: simply being heard and understood can be healing or encouraging. If I can find a way to convey a portion of what I have learned from the child to my colleagues, and they respond helpfully, and to a child’s parents, that too may change the nature of the child’s experience in school.

After twenty years of working this way with parents and children, I am convinced that one of the greatest barriers to helping children in schools is the fact that parents don’t have an accurate view of school. It’s paradoxical: Since parents spent time in schools when they were kids, they should, theoretically, have such information available. However, it has been my experience that adults have lost touch with the texture and meaning of their own educational experiences. As a result, children feel that their parents are “out of it,” that they don’t understand. Parents tend to focus on grades and how it is all going to turn out and miss seeing the realities of their child’s life as it is lived day to day.

This happens for a number of reasons: Our childhood memories are often lost or repressed. Also, perhaps starved for information about a child’s school day, parents are condemned to focus on their child’s future. Doing so, they may overlook important aspects of their child’s present.

Even the most thoughtful parents of school-age children tend to hold the simplistic view that their kids operate at just two speeds: working hard enough or not working hard enough. Parents all too often use mechanical metaphors to describe children. We say that a child may need to “get her act into gear,” or “put the pedal to the metal,” and get her grades up. Sometimes, indeed, it is the case that a child isn’t working as hard as she theoretically might. However, she cannot just be shifted into higher gear, or given a “kick in the butt” or a “jump-start,” as many parents have said to me. If we’re going to think about children as having gears, we should compare them to the most sophisticated mountain bikes. Children have at least twenty-eight gears and are constantly making minute adjustments as they go up and down the hills of the school day.

Every parent should know this because every adult lived through the demands of school life. When I was discussing the ideas for this book with a friend of mine, a woman in her fifties, she said, “Oh, school … I was scared every day.” Even if you weren’t frightened or worried every day, there were lots of times in childhood when you felt overwhelmed and little—precisely because children are small. One wit once said that the most powerful person on earth is a kindergarten teacher on the first day of school. As a child, it didn’t feel as though you were making things happen. You were under the control of other people and most of it was happening to you.

We repress much of what happened to us in our childhoods. Perhaps Freud’s most original insight was that we are all capable of locking up some childhood memories in our unconscious mind, memories upsetting or socially unacceptable to our adult psyche. Freud thought we repressed much of our childhood experiences because of sexual thoughts. However, I think we tend to repress memories of being helpless and out of control. People selectively remember their childhood experiences. If a parent loses touch with her school experience, she will be at a loss to fully support her own children in their school struggles. One of the goals of this book is to help you, the reader, remember what happened to you in school.

Adults often have a selective—sometimes romanticized, sometimes caricatured—view of their own school experiences. We condense many years into a set of war stories, anecdotal chestnuts that have been polished by repeat performances. If you have attended a high school reunion or college reunion, you have almost certainly swapped stories with former classmates about the popular kids, the tragic suicide or car accident that carried away a member of your class, the most boring or outrageous or sexy or pathetic teachers. Those communal stories need to be shared. But did you tell one another the inside story about being in school, perhaps how angry or miserable you were? Have you ever told someone how incredibly competitive you felt? Have you ever told someone how much you adored a high school teacher?

Many unconscious feelings about school experiences have never really been put into words. I interviewed a very successful real estate developer. He was bitter about his school experience from the first grade onward, even though he acknowledged the importance of education. “Everybody ought to know a certain amount about everything, but God, sitting through a year of it, stuff that you just hate, and so many—probably fifty percent of the class—is basically out of it a lot of the time.… I wasn’t the only one feeling that way.”

Did this man’s parents know he was disengaged and angry when he was in school? Did they know his suffering came about because of a huge discrepancy between his native intelligence and a very real but undiagnosed reading disability? Did his parents not know what to do?


“School isn’t too much different from a small country. Each school has its culture, its figureheads, its politics, its lower class, and its oddities.

What you get out of it is really not totally yours to control. You live your life and deal with the various twists as they come. By the time it’s over you are different in some respects. School changes your life, for better or for worse.” (Twelfth-grader)



It is not only children given the label of learning disabled who struggle and suffer. “Gifted” students (many of whom also have learning disabilities or problematic gaps in their skills) may feel desperate for a genuine challenge or for social companionship among peers. They may wish other skills came easier or feel burdened by others’ assumptions, hopes, or expectations. Some of the unhappiest children I have known have been highly gifted honor-roll regulars. It has been said that all great gifts come with a cost. What does it feel like for a child who lives it?

What about the average, or so-so, students? Just as there are no so-so human beings, no child is average once you get to know her. Is your best friend average or above average? Is a child who shows only mild interest or aptitude for schoolwork only mildly affected by the difficult challenge of school, by an argument with her best friend, by divorce or illness in her family, or by the way everyone compares her to her brilliant sibling?

What about children who cut themselves or use drugs and alcohol to self-medicate their unhappiness, or who end up in emergency rooms after suicide attempts? No one self-destructs over a history test, but the school day and school experience are hardly irrelevant. School is always a contributing factor to the quality of a child’s life.

The more I thought about the school experience of the students who came to my office, the more I realized that, despite my own record as a successful student at excellent schools, I had experienced most of the things I was hearing about from these unhappy young reporters, though perhaps not to the same degree. I came to the conclusion that even the very best school is a difficult place for a child. In the words of my daughter, you have to put up with a lot of crap in school.

While this may not seem like an earthshaking observation, I found it helpful. Working with teachers and administrators, we operate every day on the implicit assumption that we have created a safe, healthy, and supportive environment for students, and that if the students struggle, it is due to factors inside them. However, students convey to me that even if school is a supportive environment, it is all too often a barrier to their own growth, development, and sense of self. They tell me that it is difficult to trust school. They have to be on their guard much of the time and are constantly searching for ways to be successful, to make school a good fit, and to get something out of the educational environment.

If you are reading this book, you probably have been looking for an answer to your question “How was school today?” The question you are really asking is: “What is school really like for my child? Is he okay?”

CHILDREN HAVE THE ANSWERS

As a psychologist my advice is simple: If you can find a way to ask children how school is for them, they will tell you. (I hasten to add that when it comes to talking to children, it is easier being a psychologist than a parent—more on that later.) Children tell me why school is scary. They tell me when they are bored. They tell me when teachers are hypocrites. Without fail, when interviewing a student, I always learn something that no adult was able to tell me about that child’s functioning in school. I often learn something insightful about the school itself.

This past year I interviewed a boy who was in serious trouble for plagiarizing a paper in his senior year. The school was upset, his parents were distressed, and the boy was ashamed. He had been a good student, and when I asked what had happened to him he said, “This school is all about rhythm and regimen, and I’ve been out of rhythm for over a year.” Not only was his characterization a brilliant description of his academically high-pressure school, it struck me as absolutely accurate on a psychological basis. He was out of rhythm with the demands of school. Haven’t we all felt that way at some time during our school careers?

I have never heard from a student a life-at-school story with which I could not personally identify. A student describes her fury at the drama teacher who humiliated her in front of the class by saying, “Some people in this class are too shy,” right after she had done her pantomime in front of her peers. I remember something like that. A disgusted third-grade boy becomes irate because the teacher supervising the playground made them stop playing soccer after just one near-fight between two boys. Of course that would make him angry. I cannot tell you how many times, when sitting with a child, I have wanted to shout, “That’s the reason you’re doing so badly. Now I understand why you can’t concentrate!”

Sometimes the issue has nothing to do with classes, teachers, or homework. A tenth-grade boy with chronic headaches was having a stressful breakup with his girlfriend. This was taking up all of his mental energy. His parents’ insistence that he work harder at school was falling on ears clogged with emotional pain.

That’s a problem with being a parent. When your child tells you that he’s doing badly in school because he’s breaking up with his girlfriend, the parent side of you is compelled to say, “Don’t make excuses!” or, “Well, I’m sorry that things aren’t working out, but school is your future and you must not let everything go to hell in a hand-basket over your first love relationship.” Such an exchange usually brings the discussion to an end.

A psychologist doesn’t need to reproach or remind children of what’s important. We need only to understand their inner life. This is why it is easier to get the story as a psychologist. Fearing a parent’s judgment, children shut down in anticipation.

Almost invariably, I come away with the feeling that the child understands her school situation better than her parents do—even the most concerned and compassionate parents. Time and again, I have sat in my office with parents who are surprised as I explain what school is like for their child. They say, “We didn’t realize she felt frightened every day,” or, “We had no idea he hated his teacher so much. We didn’t think things were that bad.”

In eighth grade, I hated my teacher. I thought he was a real jerk: vulgar, slothful, self-indulgent, and mean to kids. I complained to the principal, fantasizing that I could get him fired. Two years later, I conducted a campaign against my tenth-grade French teacher, one of the most boring and petty human beings it has ever been my misfortune to know, hoping I could drive him into retirement. That didn’t work either. Instead, I kept getting lectures and detentions for my efforts. Other years, I was detached, ashamed, or anxious. This, despite a level of academic success that took me to Harvard.

Throughout eighth grade, my parents repeated the adult mantra “You have to learn to work for people you don’t like.” I wanted to scream back: “It’s not just that I don’t like him. I don’t respect him as a human being and I’m forced to spend all day with him. Do you know what that feels like?” I wanted my parents to understand what it felt like to be in this man’s classroom every single day, to understand that, even though I was doing reasonably well academically and was in many ways a “good student,” I hated it. Every day, I hated it all over again.


“School can be a great place to be because you get to learn new things and you get to see your friends. But school can be a hard place when you’re confused, frustrated or just having a very hard time and it could be anything—like a test or reading in your text book.” (Sixth-grader)



A friend reported this to me after an open house at her seventh-grader’s school, where parents attended a mini-version of their student’s day—just five minutes in each class: “At one point, in the math teacher’s presentation, I realized I was not paying attention. I tried to remember what I had been thinking about in those moments before I realized I wasn’t listening and was lost in thought. Here it is: I was thinking about my driving schedule for the next day. I’m not sure I would ever have thought there is anything more boring than thinking about my driving schedule, but I guess there was: the math teacher. We were so relieved when we got out ninety minutes later—and we skipped last period!”

My daughter, Joanna, kept telling me that her tenth-grade science teacher was unbelievably boring. I was certain that she was overstating the case until I went to school with her on parents’ visiting day. After fifteen minutes of listening to her teacher drone on in his deadly fashion, I wanted to scream, pass notes, daydream, or—as the Monty Python folks used to say—“Run away!” For me, the best thing about his class was that I did not ever have to return. Sadly, my daughter had to go back four times a week for seven more months. All I could do to help her was to get over that difficult threshold of adult loyalty and acknowledge the truth: “You’re right, Joanna, he is incredibly boring.”

My friend Jim Sadler is the headmaster of a small school in the Virgin Islands. Because his school is so small, he is personally responsible for evaluating all the members of his faculty. With a faculty of 70, he visits each teacher’s classroom twice a year, for a total of 140 classroom visits. He tries to distribute the visits evenly across the academic year, but sometimes after a long recruiting trip to the mainland, he returns to the island and has to double or triple up his visits. “When I face a day in which I am scheduled to go to three classes, I just dread it,” he told me. “Isn’t it amazing that we ask kids to do something we wouldn’t do? I can hardly bear going to three classes, yet we require kids to go to seven classes per day, five days per week.” A total of thirty-five classes, week after week.

School is a rich and interesting world in which children live most of their young lives, yet we don’t give them enough credit for what is going on inside their minds. Many parents think life begins after school. That couldn’t be farther from the truth, both as a psychological matter and as a mathematical matter. If a college-bound girl is going to live to the age of eighty, her time spent in school and college represents 28 percent of her life. School occupies more waking hours of a child’s life than home does. Every child in school has an intense psychological journey that must be lived—happily or unhappily—inside the school building. Inside those brick walls is where kids may feel excited, exultant, furious, or disappointed. Children know this very well. They sit at their desks and feel the passage of time. Some teenagers have said to me, “At this school, I don’t have a life!” The phrase has haunted me.

Did you have a life in school? If so, what kind of a life was it? Or did you have a life outside school, in spite of school? If you want to understand what your child is experiencing, you need to recover authentic memories of your life in school. You have to focus on the unique psychological journey you took through school. Did your education touch your soul? Did it appeal to your authentic self? Did you discover yourself in school? What did you discover?

I asked a gifted scientist about his elementary school years. He immediately began to relate stories from fifth grade. When I questioned him about his first five years in school, grades kindergarten through four, he couldn’t remember anything. I pressed hard, and he couldn’t bring much back. He did know that he was slow in learning to read. “I didn’t learn to read until third grade. In fact, I was about to be held back,” he said. He then remembered that in fourth grade he went to the library and took out a book on Ohm’s law to try to calculate resistance for parallel circuits.

He remembered more:


When I was in sixth grade I was supposed to do a science report and, not being a very good listener and pretty active, I did it on electricity, and I thought I had to invent electricity. I thought I had to do experiments and invent both static and dynamic electricity. Needless to say, I never finished the report and got an F. One of the great traumas in my life and nobody realized that I went down to my basement workshop and tried to invent it.



And when his teacher was going over addition he had to do something to entertain his mind:


A dominant memory is watching the clock and counting in my head to see if I could predict—’cause it had a minute hand that would click at every minute—and see if I could predict when it would move because I was so dreadfully bored. And I remember in mathematics, in doing arithmetic and so on, that I gave each of the numbers a personality, so if I was adding 13 and 54, it was “1” was the elephant and “3” was Mickey Mouse and see what they would combine, so I’d make stories about adding the numbers ’cause it got to be boring.



Was anyone aware that inside this boy’s head he was trying to invent electricity and making up animal stories during boring arithmetic lessons? One of my aims in this book is to reacquaint you with the survival strategies children employ—some of which you might have used—to survive the school day.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECT OF EDUCATION IS MISSING

There is something missing from the public discussion in this country about education for children. Amid all the furor about state and federal testing, teacher accountability, teacher shortages, special education, and school funding, few people talk about the psychological dimension of school. It may surprise you to hear me say that. After all, aren’t there truckloads of books by health professionals about aspects of school functioning? Take, for example, Mel Levine’s splendid A Mind at a Time, or Edward Hallowell and John Ratey’s valuable Driven to Distraction. Each of these books takes you inside the minds of children, examining how learning differences affect school performance and self-confidence. These books are based in research on the nature of the brain and learning. While they are indeed psychological and very helpful, I want to offer you a different psychological story.

There are books by psychologists that tell you how to motivate your child to achieve better grades or boost school performance. Other books by journalists have looked at the texture of life in schools. Some follow children through a school year. There are also revolutionary-style books that attack schools for being boring and for wasting kids’ time. As interesting as these books may be, I deeply believe in the enterprise of schooling and am supportive of the teachers and administrators whose lives are dedicated to making schools work for children. I am out to accomplish something that is not revolutionary. I want to remind the reader what it is that kids do every day to keep themselves intact and psychologically alive in school.

We always talk about what we’re trying to teach children in school, and whether they are learning what they need. However, this is only the first of three different levels at which children experience school: The Lesson, The Strategy, and Self-knowledge.

The Lesson is the adult agenda for children. The Strategy is what children develop in order to cope with both the reality of The Lesson and the many other things they are interested in learning from school.

As important as The Lesson is, it is terribly incomplete. Nevertheless, as adults we cannot stop thinking about it. The mother of a seventh-grade child told me that her daughter said in late July before her eighth-grade year, “I can’t wait to get back to school …” Delighted, the mother waited expectantly for the girl to say something about her favorite classes coming up the next year. Instead, her daughter finished the sentence, “… to see how much taller the boys have gotten.” Well, of course! That would be the most interesting thing about school for an eighth-grade girl or boy in the middle of puberty.

For adults, The Lesson is paramount. It is a basic assumption. The importance of school is obvious and undeniable, as is the inevitability of school attendance. Children must go to school. Children must learn to read and write. Education is good and a college degree is almost essential in the Information Age. These truths are so obvious that we do not question them. We forget that children are not indentured servants and are not machines. For children, school is not automatic. It doesn’t come easily for any of them—even the ones who make it look easy—and it comes at great cost for some. We forget that a great deal of the learning in schools—perhaps a majority of it—is not provided by adults.


“Sometimes I feel discouraged about school. It’s not really about school but what happens to me there.”

(Fifth-grader)



The Strategy is what children bring to the school experience: their attempts to deal with the demands of school, the kind of learning style they have, the expectations of their parents, and the complex social requirements of their peers. Every child, no matter how disinterested or out of it he seems about the demands of school, is constantly refining a strategy for holding these intense and conflicting forces in place.

Self-knowledge is what children actually achieve in school. Most are the better for their school experiences. Kids in the mainstream emerge with confidence and a passionate interest in something. However, sometimes the self-knowledge is painful, not at all what the educators intended. For example, sometimes talented African-American kids who have been given scholarships to traditionally white elite private schools find themselves among a painfully few children of color. They emerge with a first-class education, as well as the profound feeling that they do not fit in anywhere. What kind of education is that exactly? The question I ask of children throughout this book, and in my work with them, comes down to “What did you really learn about yourself in school?”

I’ll go first. From second grade through twelfth grade I wore a blazer, a button-down shirt, and a tie to school. I was blessed with a pretty good school brain and was an excellent test taker—a recipe for reasonable academic success. But inside, I knew that I was just a very good game player. I worked reasonably hard for teachers whom I loved and I played the game of school for the rest, jumping through the required hoops with dramatized effort.

For me, school was a game: Could I do what I wanted to do while still satisfying the demands of the authorities? At my high school—a small boys’ boarding school in Dutchess County, New York—I was the king of extracurricular activities. School provided me with a place to practice public leadership and to pursue my passions. I maintained an aquarium of twenty-five fish tanks and edited the school paper. My junior year I was director of the dining hall, which meant that I supervised the student waiters and dishwashers. I also enjoyed watching TV with the professional cooks back in their lounge (TV was severely restricted in a boarding school; I got around those rules by using my leadership position). Writing papers for class and studying for French tests were far down on my list of things to do. While I generally got them done satisfactorily, I never pushed myself academically until I arrived at the University of Chicago to get my Ph.D. at the age of twenty-seven. That’s when I started to really work in school.

My children have introduced me to an entirely different experience of school from the one I lived. Their schooling has been a profound challenge for both my wife and myself, both of us having been academically able and sufficiently compliant to stick with education long enough to earn our doctorates. My kids, Joanna, age seventeen, and Will, age eleven, have radically different strengths than I had—my daughter is an athlete and my son an artist—and more academic difficulties than I ever faced. Both of them have significant learning disabilities. Joanna is dyslexic and despises reading. Will has a grab bag of processing and sequencing problems, along with dysgraphia (terrible handwriting), which make school an ordeal at times. It would be an understatement to say that my own school experience of completing academics in an offhand, last-minute fashion prepared me badly to parent these two wonderful children through school.

When it comes to my own children, I can never get out of my own way. I always trip over my own anxiety, ambition, love, and confusion about how much they are like me or not in their needs and wants. I can never remove my set of parental blinders when it comes to my own children because my vision is always affected by history and hope, and by love, too.

Every parent shepherding and coaching his child through school has to take a hard look at his own history. What was the reality of your school experience? What kind of genetic package of skills did you bring to the front door of that brick building where you spent so much time? Does your personal history have to do with the strategies that your child is developing right now to survive in school? Finally and most important, what did you learn about yourself in school? Did you come away with the sense of yourself as a confident, successful person, or did you come away from high school feeling a bit like a failure? Did you drag yourself across the finish line, relieved just to get out of there?

Do you want your children to walk out of school drawing the same profound lessons about themselves that you did, or do you want something different for them? Is it even your choice?

WHOSE LIFE IS IT?

Jake’s mother stares at me as if I am crazy. Here is her son, wanting to leave an excellent private boys’ school to attend his local public school, and she expects me to intervene to stop him. I can tell from their faces that both she and Jake’s father were clearly hoping that I would say something wise or psychologically astute to make him reconsider. Not only am I not saying the things they hoped to hear, I am encouraging Jake to tell his parents why he wants to leave the school.

“I miss my friends,” he tells them.

“But you get to see them on weekends,” his father replies.

“I know, but I’m not going to school with them; I’m not playing soccer with them.”

“You could have friends here. There are great kids here and you haven’t made an effort to get to know them, not in three years,” his father insists.

Jake shrugs. “They’re not my kind of kids.”

“You’re doing much more demanding work here than you would be doing in the high school. You’ll have a shot at better colleges,” says his mother.

“I’d be in AP courses in the high school. Kids tell me you’ve got a better shot at the top colleges if you come from public school,” Jake responds evenly.

“But what about the faculty here? They’re great.” Jake’s father is starting to sound desperate. He knows he is reaching for straws. Both he and his wife look to me, silently pleading for assistance. I see their pain, feel their pain, and wish I could help. I cannot. I believe that Jake knows what is best for him.

Before I met Jake, who is fifteen years old, he had been described to me by various teachers as talented, academically gifted, hardworking, detached, and arrogant. A kid who “thought too much of himself,” one teacher told me; someone who did not have a “realistic view” of his own athletic ability, one coach said. He had been a student at the school for three years and had never made the kind of emotional commitment to life there that you need to make if you are going to thrive in that environment. Many boys become symptomatic when they find that their school does not fit them, either by falling apart academically or by getting into disciplinary trouble. Jake had done neither. He continued to be a well-prepared student, with B’s and A’s on his report card, and he participated in sports. But it was obvious that he was withholding his heart: He had closed himself off from both his classmates and his teachers. It is not an easy thing to do and, despite my empathy for his parents, I admired his discipline and loyalty.

His parents had sent him to see me after his teacher had raised concerns about his detachment. His parents knew the reasons all too well: Jake had never wanted to attend the school and had become increasingly upset at the prospect of staying. In my two meetings with him prior to our family session, Jake, characterized as “detached” by adults, movingly articulated his deep affection for and loyalty to his friends. After hearing him out all I could say was, “You’ve been carrying the torch for your friends for three years. I think you’ve been unwilling to make friends here because you refused to allow anyone into competition with your old group. You’re incredibly loyal.”

Boys seldom discuss their intense attachments—they often avoid the term best friend, which girls so eagerly embrace—but they certainly have such friends and they will always defend their friendships in the strongest possible terms. If you ask a boy why another boy is his friend, he will say, “He has my back.” That is, that boy would leap to his defense in case of physical danger, and he would reciprocate.

Once Jake had explained to me the power of his friendships and his loyalty to them, I was satisfied that he had a compelling reason for his behavior. I agree that kids don’t always make the right decisions, but they usually signal when they know what to do when they are in emotional conflict. If I had thought Jake was depressed or anxious or in an emotional bind that he couldn’t negotiate, I would have handled it differently. The truth was, he was in an emotional bind and he knew what he wanted to do about it. His choice was reasonable: The school and the friends he wanted to be with were perfectly respectable. There was no reason to believe the move would be any more of a mistake than to remain at a school where he felt emotionally detached and profoundly isolated.

Jake’s parents had invested a great deal of hope (and money) in the idea of a private school. They believed that he would get a better education, better college preparation, and a more powerful network of friends at the school. They had also made relationships with parents in the community. No wonder they looked to me to back them up. I was sorry to disappoint them, but I was convinced that Jake had the intelligence, self-knowledge, and determination to resolve his dilemma. The best solution, whether that would be to stay the course or make the change, would be found in a fuller understanding between him and his parents.

Jake’s parents’ anxieties about his present and his future began to pour out: their fears about an open campus, drinking and driving, the large class size, the lack of personal contact with an adviser. Most especially, they emphasized that most of his soccer-playing friends were not his intellectual equals, that they did not value school as much as Jake did, certainly not as much as Jake’s family did. Would he be able to resist the downward pressure he would experience while hanging out with them? Would he be able to remain a good student even when his friends were less committed to academic achievement? They articulated powerful arguments, but the words fell on ears that were certainly unreceptive, though Jake listened intently.

The conversation degenerated, and Jake and his parents began to fight about grades. Was he really the independent student he claimed to be, and if so, why hadn’t he gotten A’s? He tried to defend himself, but they expressed skepticism about his ability to manage the freedoms at the high school and maintain high grades. In the end, Jake’s parents created a set of conditions before they would allow him to end his relationship with the school.

“If you want us to believe that you’ll get a good education at the high school, if you want to be able to leave here with our blessing,” his father said, “you have to get all A’s at the end of the year.”

“I can do it,” said Jake.

And he did. He earned himself the right to leave the school and return to a school with the friends who had stood with him the three years he was away.


“You’ve got your friends so you don’t have to go through school alone.”

(Eleventh-grader)



At last word, Jake was taking Ap courses and getting A’s and B’s, the same grades he received routinely in his private school. He wasn’t working as hard for those grades as he had at the private school, but he was still a good student, staying out of trouble in the town and playing varsity soccer. He had not yet applied to colleges, so I cannot honestly say whether he hurt his college chances by shifting, or whether he and his parents are happy with the outcome.

Was it the right move? If the child feels it was the right move, is that right enough? If he looks back from age forty and thinks it was the wrong move, does that make it wrong? This is not a story about public versus
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