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			Epigraph

			You who are on the road must have a code that you can live by.

			—Graham Nash
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			Introduction

			Courageous Parenting—Taking the Long View

			When The Price of Privilege was published in 2006, I thought I had written a substantive, if modest, book. After all, I was reporting on the unexpectedly high rates of emotional problems documented among a relatively small group of teenagers, those from families with high levels of income and education. While I assumed my audience might be small, I knew the findings were important and counterintuitive. Privileged children, long assumed to be protected by family resources and opportunities, are experiencing depression, anxiety disorders, psychosomatic disorders, and substance abuse at higher rates than children from socioeconomically disadvantaged families who have traditionally been considered most at risk. In addition, while these privileged children often perform well on tests, they are frequently wily but superficial and indifferent learners in spite of the congratulatory e-mails and fat acceptance envelopes many of them receive from prestigious colleges.

			Based on a substantial body of research, The Price of Privilege suggests that our current fashioning of success, with its singular emphasis on easily measurable achievement, is a significant contributor to the high rates of emotional problems among affluent youth. Many academically driven kids take stimulant drugs to neutralize the exhaustion of excessively long hours of homework, cheat regularly to maintain the high grades that have come to be viewed as matters of life and death, and resort to unhealthy ways of coping with overwhelming anxiety by substance abuse or self-mutilation. Just as this narrowly defined and hyperfocused system stresses many students (and their families), so does it marginalize many more who either cannot or choose not to participate in a highly standardized, pressure-cooker education. These children find the interests and talents that they do have either ignored or trivialized, and disengage from school feeling unsupported and devalued. This leaves them vulnerable to high-risk behaviors such as substance abuse and petty crime, or a hopelessness that keeps them from succeeding even on their own terms. I proposed then—as I have again in this book—that the system responsible for these poor educational and emotional outcomes needs to be reexamined and reconfigured.

			I expected to take a few months off for a book tour and related speaking engagements, and then return to the psychotherapy practice I had maintained for close to twenty-five years. That’s not what happened. Five years later I have returned to my clinical work only part-time. The Price of Privilege was reprinted seventeen times before it was released in paperback. The small group that I had anticipated would find the book relevant has morphed into an extensive and diverse collection of parents, students, business executives, clergy, educators, university administrators, and public policy experts. Apparently, many of the problems identified in The Price of Privilege—stress, exhaustion, depression, anxiety, poor coping skills, an unhealthy reliance on others for support and direction, and a weak sense of self—are problems faced by large numbers of children across the country regardless of the socioeconomic status of their families. It turns out that many of these students are reporting high levels of stress whether they are trying to pass a high school exit exam or are juggling multiple AP courses.1 While historically children have cited either family discord or peer problems as being their greatest sources of stress, school is now identified as the number one stressor in their lives.2

			Major governmental studies report that one in five American children and teens shows symptoms of a mental disorder and one in ten suffers from “mental illness severe enough to result in significant functional impairment.”3 These numbers are expected to increase by 50 percent in the next decade.4 The reasons for this are complex and varied. However, our children are increasingly deprived of many of the protective factors that have traditionally accompanied childhood—limited performance pressure, unstructured play, encouragement to explore, and time to reflect. Too many of our children are simply not thriving. We know it. Yet many parents are unsure about what to do.

			To begin with, we must embrace a healthier and radically different way of thinking about success. We need to harness our fears about our children’s futures and understand that the extraordinary focus on metrics that has come to define success today—high grades, trophies, and selective school acceptances from preschools to graduate schools—is a partial and frequently deceptive definition. At its best, it encourages academic success for a small group of students but gives short shrift to the known factors that are necessary for success later in life. It makes the false assumption that high academic success early in life is a harbinger of competence in many spheres, including interpersonal relations and sense of self. Sometimes this is the case; often it is not. Perhaps of even greater concern, because it involves far more kids, is the fact that our limited definition of success fails to acknowledge those students whose potential contributions are not easily measurable. If we insist on a narrow and metric-based definition of success then we maddeningly consign potentially valuable contributors to our society to an undervalued and even bleak future.

			The “authentic success” that is the subtitle of this book sees success and its development in a different light, one based not on anxiety, but on scientific research, clinical experience, and a sprinkling of common sense. This version of success knows that every child is a work in progress. It recognizes that children must have the time and energy to become truly engaged in learning, explore and develop their interests, beef up their coping skills, and craft a sense of self that feels real, enthusiastic, and capable. Authentic success certainly can include traditional measures of success such as grades and top-tier schools, but it broadens the concept to include those things that we intuitively know are critical components of a satisfying life. While we all hope our children will do well in school, we hope with even greater fervor that they will do well in life. Our job is to help them to know and appreciate themselves deeply; to approach the world with zest; to find work that is exciting and satisfying, friends and spouses who are loving and loyal; and to hold a deep belief that they have something meaningful to contribute to society. This is what it means to teach our children well.

			You will often come across the words well-being in this book as one of the hoped-for outcomes for our children. There is a reason why I’ve chosen well-being instead of happiness. Of course we’d all like our children to be happy, but we also know (albeit reluctantly) that life will throw curveballs at our children regardless of how hard we may try to protect them. The growth (emotional, psychological, cognitive, and spiritual) needed to make one’s way through life comes out of challenge, and challenge can bring disappointment, anger, and frustration. It would be foolish to want only “happiness” for our children. This would leave them stunted and poorly prepared for life’s inevitable difficulties. What we really want to cultivate is well-being, which includes as generous a portion of optimism as our child’s nature allows and the coping skills, and therefore the resilience, that make adaptive recovery from challenge possible. As an added bonus, researchers tell us that the very characteristics that are most likely to encourage our children’s emotional well-being are the same ones that will make them successful in the classroom.5 Not surprisingly, optimistic, resilient, engaged kids report high levels of happiness.6

			The precursor to authentic success is the growth of a sense of self that feels robust and genuine. Your child’s “self” is not lost or in hiding, waiting for you to flush it out. Rather, it is in development. Your child develops a sense of self not simply because you’ve paid attention to and cultivated every interest and talent your child has. If our notions of child development stopped there, we’d continue to see the entitled, narcissistic kids with poor self-control who worry us now. The bigger and more accurate picture is this: A strong sense of self develops through a process that includes a combination of genetics; the influence of family, peers, and mentors; the opportunities presented; and the culture we live in. It certainly is informed by the way you support the particular strengths and interests of your child, but it also includes the ways in which your child interacts with the outside world, and, particularly, the values that are communicated in your household and in your community. Authentic success is being “the best me I can be” not simply in isolation, but as part of a community, and it always includes a component of meaningful contribution and connection with others. We would do well to start thinking about success not in terms of today, the next grading period, or the next year, but in terms of what we hope for our children ten or twenty years down the line, when they leave our homes and walk into their own lives. Yes, it requires both courage and imagination to parent with this long view, but it is also the most effective way to ensure that our children have satisfying, meaningful lives.

			We’ve spent years being bombarded by the press about the competition for prized academic spots, told by corporations that we weren’t doing our jobs as parents unless we made every effort to give our kids a competitive “leg up,” and immersed in a culture that celebrates obvious and measurable performance over all else. When I first began traveling around the country, many parents found it difficult to take a clear-eyed look at the cost of too much involvement, too much “enrichment,” too much stress, and too little recognition of the real needs of children. Thankfully I no longer encounter much skepticism: the toll of a narrow version of success has become painfully obvious to most parents. What parents are clamoring for now are solutions. “What should I do?” has become the collective mantra of my audiences around the country.

			Teach Your Children Well is my answer. We must shift our focus from the excesses of hyperparenting, our preoccupation with a narrow and shortsighted vision of success that has debilitated many of our children, and an unhealthy reliance on them to provide status and meaning in our own lives, and return to the essentials of parenting in order for children to grow into their most healthy and genuine selves. I will not shy away from providing concrete answers for concerned or confused parents when research is clear that children are most likely to benefit from one course of action over another. Parents are often willing to make changes faster than the institutions around them. The pace of institutional change can be positively glacial compared with the vigor of a parent who feels his or her child is in jeopardy. No matter where I speak in the country, the worried questions tumble out in predictable sequence.

			• All the kids in kindergarten are reading. My son isn’t. What should I do?

			• My eight-year-old son has been called a “gifted” chess player, but he’s refusing to go to a chess camp this summer. Instead he just wants to hang out with his friends at the local “adventure” camp. What should I do?

			• My twelve-year-old daughter has three hours of homework a night and is exhausted. What should I do?

			• My son seems content to get B’s, even C’s in high school. He works hard on his schoolwork but spends a lot of time puttering around in the garage. His counselor says he’ll never get into a good school. What should I do?

			All of these questions are driven by the same concern: if we don’t get it right, our children may pay an intolerable price because of our uninformed, inaccurate, or poor decisions. Never before have parents been so (mistakenly) convinced that their every move has a ripple effect into their child’s future success. Depending on where you are in your own child-rearing cycle, some of these questions may seem foolish, others quite pressing and important. But even though there are always exceptions, it is easy to answer questions like these based on what we know from the scientific research. In other words:

			• Many children can’t read in kindergarten. Don’t worry about it. Three years later there is no difference in reading skills between those who learned in kindergarten and those who learned a year or even two later.7 Finland, generally considered the world’s exemplar when it comes to education, doesn’t begin school for children until they are seven years old. Your child will feel bad only if you or the school turns normal development into pathology.

			• Two of the major developmental tasks of middle childhood are developing friendships and sampling a wide range of activities. Kudos to your son for knowing his own mind. Having your child called “gifted” can be a siren song to parents’ ears. But remember that both Bill Gates and the Unabomber, Ted Kaczynski, were considered gifted. These two men had very different relationships to their gifts. You can certainly encourage your son’s talent, but ultimately you need to follow his lead on how much time and involvement he wants to put into chess. Certainly parents can force their children to cultivate a talent and rightfully insist that they have perspective their children lack. On occasion this works out, particularly if your child has a genuine talent. It’s rare, however, and it always puts your relationship with your child at risk.

			• Research is clear that junior high students derive academic benefits from about an hour of homework a night, but not from more. Find out from your daughter’s teacher if she is having difficulties that are slowing her down. If she is, then she needs a lighter load and some help. If not, then talk to the teachers and school administrators about bringing homework time into line with known benefits. Get your community involved in a discussion about healthy amounts of homework. Kids who aren’t getting enough sleep are likely to be less engaged learners, and crabbier family members. Your first job is to guard your daughter’s health.

			• In spite of grade inflation, a B is a good grade and a C is an average grade. We are all average at many things. With almost 4,000 colleges in the United States, college placement is about making a good match, not about winning a prize. Steve Jobs’s grandfather often talked about the long hours his grandson put into “puttering” in the garage. As long as your son is putting in effort, he’s probably doing the best he can. Your son will feel like a loser only if you treat him like one. Ask for another counselor.

			Although this book will provide these sorts of concrete answers, its goals are far more ambitious. Teach Your Children Well aims to help you identify and strengthen the basic strategies that are known to promote effective parenting. This will make it easier for you to stay on target as you guide your children through the different stages of development and help them strengthen the coping skills that they will need to move successfully from one level to the next. Think of child development as a scaffold. A scaffold needs a sturdy base in order to support its higher rungs. It is important that we respect this progression as our children climb rung by rung, and not push them to the top prematurely or without adequate support. Good parenting skills make this climb safer, more satisfying, and ultimately more successful for our kids.

			Additionally, by carefully examining the capacities and the challenges of children at different ages, Teach Your Children Well will give you the tools to differentiate between minor and expectable transgressions and more concerning problems. A normally diligent child who forgets a homework assignment is not the same as a child who makes a habit out of it. One needs little intervention from us, the other needs more, and we need to know if that’s a discussion, a reprimand, a consequence, or an evaluation. Teach Your Children Well will help you figure out when to hold back and when to intervene, when to compromise and when to stick to your guns so that you are a more confident parent.

			The other major goal of this book is to help you clarify and prioritize your values and your definition of success so that there is greater alignment between what you believe is important and what is emphasized in your home and communicated to your children. Nowhere is the issue of values more alive for parents today than in our conflict over how hard we push our children to be academically successful, since we also recognize that their healthy development takes more than high grades. Do we believe in the importance of playtime but schedule our youngsters with a boatload of extracurricular activities because we worry that they might “fall behind”? Do we value spirituality but find ourselves measuring success by material possessions? Would we allow our child to compromise his integrity, say by cheating on an important test, if it helped him gain admittance to a prestigious school?

			By applying the information, the relevant research, and a series of paper and pencil exercises in this book, you will be able to construct a personal definition of success that is in line with your family values, and with the skills, capacities, and interests of your particular child. Of course, no book, no matter how comprehensive, can possibly address more than a fraction of the dilemmas that are part of the everyday experience of parenting. But what Teach Your Children Well will do is help you construct and formalize a set of principles, grounded in research but unique to your particular family, that you can use as a compass to guide you through the inevitable thicket of parenting choices and challenges.

			This book will ask a lot of you—it will ask you not only to recognize problems, but also to work diligently to change their causes. I’ll also ask you to do some psychological work of your own. This is critical; children thrive when their parents thrive. You will need to dig down deep and examine your own motivations, ambitions, and distortions. This is not easy work, but if you are willing to be both reflective and honest, I promise that not only will your child benefit, but you and your family will as well.

			Here’s how Teach Your Children Well will proceed:

			• The first section starts with an overview of our current high-stakes, high-pressure culture. How does this culture affect kids and families? What are the realities and the myths embedded in this lifestyle? Who stands to benefit and who stands to lose from a narrow view of success? Should this view be modified, and if so, why has this been so difficult to do?

			• The second section deals with the particular challenges that children and teens face as they grow up and move from elementary through middle and high school. Understanding that children and teens have multiple tasks—growing up, figuring out their particular interests and talents, making friends, managing risk, and so on—can help us have a healthier perspective on academic achievement and a broader perspective on success.

			• The third section presents seven coping skills that are known to be protective of children’s well-being and integral to the development of a sense of self. The more coping skills children have at their disposal, the more likely they are to successfully meet the challenges of growing up and finding their own definition of success. While some coping skills are more inborn and others are clearly an outgrowth of interaction with parents and the world, they all can be strengthened. Specifics on how to do this effectively (and what gets in the way) are presented at the end of each coping skill section.

			• The fourth section is directed at you, the parent. It includes a series of exercises designed to help you clarify your values and carve out a specific action plan for bringing more of what you value into your life, your children’s lives, and your home. In order to optimize the chances of making real change, this section also focuses on helping you evaluate your own history and explore how unresolved issues in your past may be contributing to current parenting issues or your reluctance to make the kinds of changes you would like to implement.

			Teach Your Children Well refuses to accept the false dichotomy that in order to be successful children have to be physically run into the ground and emotionally disengaged from themselves, their families, and their studies. We do not have to choose between our children’s well-being and their success. Both are inside jobs. They are developed when kids are guided and encouraged to build a sense of self internally. To not be overly reliant on others for definition or validation. To trust that their parents are on their side and have their back, as they go about figuring out their interests, skills, capacities, identities, and values. Certainly externals matter. Kids have to follow the rules, master content, learn appropriate behavior, and conform when necessary. However, our kids have had a huge helping of external expectations and demands that have crowded out the time and energy needed for the exquisite and necessary internal work that is the bedrock of a healthy sense of self.

			We know far too much about promoting healthy child development to continue to tolerate the myth that success is a straight and narrow path, with childhood sacrificed in the process. The truth is that most successful people have followed winding paths, have had false starts, and have enjoyed multiple careers. Academic excellence will always matter, and parents are right to maintain a high bar for their children. But there are other skills that are likely to be particularly important to success in the twenty-first century—creativity, innovative thinking, flexibility, resilience in response to failure, communication skills, and the ability to collaborate. 

			Unless success is experienced internally, in alignment with one’s interests, skills, and values, it never feels truly owned and can’t confer either the pleasure or the protection that real success provides. Many kids have become proficient at image management. They have high grades or special talents, and a quick read of them suggests that they are successful. However, a deeper examination of these children shows that their external success is superficial and even meaningless to them. “I am only as good as my last performance” is what they really believe. Success that is not authentic, that doesn’t feel real or “owned,” never feels like success at all. Not to us. Not to our children. The “imposter syndrome” that all of us feel from time to time becomes a permanent state of affairs for our children when success feels inauthentic. Ultimately, it is only our children themselves who will pass judgment on their success, or lack thereof, in their lives.

			This book is about choices and courage. Choices about how we view success, raise our children, and expend our energies and resources. It is also about the courage to make the changes we believe in even in the face of collective pressure to act otherwise. We live in a culture that has had a great deal to say about raising successful children. Much of it is dead wrong. Too often we are asking the wrong questions. Which school? How many AP courses? Which extracurricular activities? It’s not about whether kids should study more or less. It’s not about “rigor” versus play, where we score on international testing, or whether children should be indulged more or have their feet held to the fire.

			Rather, the real questions are broader and more long-term. How do we create environments in which children thrive? How do we help them find, and keep, the sparks that kindle deep interest and real engagement with learning? How do we help them to live up to their potential? Advance their abilities to contribute? Find meaning? Develop their most genuine selves? These are the questions we need to ask, to think about, to work on. Given all the time, money, concern, and love we expend on our children, let’s make sure that we’re focused on the questions that really matter. Children cannot be defined by their grades, trophies, or “fat envelopes.” Not even by the sum of these things. They are whole people, and to see them as anything less is a form of parental blindness.

			It’s time to reassert our parental prerogative. We need to decide for ourselves what we value, which activities denote real accomplishment, and which are superficial. We need to insist that the schools that serve our children be committed to developing the potential of every student and be just as vigilant about their physical and mental health as they are about their test scores. It’s time for us to reclaim our good judgment as well as our children’s well-being, and return our families to a healthier and saner version of themselves.

		

	


	
		
			PART ONE

			Authentic Success

			It’s Not About Bleeding Hearts Versus Tiger Moms

		

	


	
		
			· CHAPTER 1 ·

			The Kids Are Not Alright (and Neither Are Their Parents)

			A dad and his son sit together on the sofa opposite me. They are not in my office for any pressing psychological crisis. As a matter of fact, I have known both of them for many years. Dad and I have served on various school committees together, while his seventeen-year-old son, Daniel, played lacrosse with my youngest son. From time to time I see Daniel in my office when he is wrestling with a problem. They have come, at Dad’s request, to discuss college options. Consultations like this have become rather routine, as parents seek opinions from a wide range of experts about their child’s college potential and choices. I know that Dad is a well-meaning, hard-driving guy and that Daniel is a great kid, well liked by his teammates, athletic, academically gifted, and surprisingly laid-back. I know before we begin that he is most likely headed to a “top-tier” school and am curious about the kind of school that he envisions for himself.

			Daniel talks enthusiastically about his interest in the environment. He likes math and science and could be interested in engineering, or possibly environmental science. He hopes to find a college where teachers are interested in “mentoring.” He seems completely at ease with his lack of clarity about exactly what will ultimately interest him, but he’s adamant about one thing; he has to go to a school where the kids are “nice.” He’s tired of the constant competition and stress at his high-pressured private school and talks sincerely about looking forward to a school that values cooperation over competition. Olin College pops into my mind, a small, extraordinary engineering school in Needham, Massachusetts, where learning is almost entirely project based and collaborative.

			But we’ve just begun to talk and I ask Daniel if he has any specific colleges or universities in mind. Being a California kid, he starts with Berkeley, UCLA, and Stanford, the expected trinity of schools for high-achieving kids in suburban communities like mine. He then moves on to the usual suspects outside of California. Dad listens intently. Daniel mentions small liberal arts schools like Williams and Amherst, but also large prestigious universities like Georgetown and Tufts. As Daniel talks about the pros and cons of each of these schools, his father leans in closer, increasingly attentive to Daniel’s choices. Finally, Daniel brings up the Ivy League schools. At the mention of Harvard, Dad nearly jumps off the sofa and says, “Now there’s a school I would give my left testicle to get my son into.” Daniel’s animated face turns listless. My jaw drops.

			There is so much at play here. On the surface, it looks like Dad is a jerk and his son has somehow managed to grow up thoughtful and grounded. Daniel at seventeen has a host of typical adolescent issues to consider—who he is, what he likes, how to make good choices, and what kind of future he would like to begin crafting for himself. Preserving his father’s gonads is not one of them. But at the heart of this interchange between father and son lies something more basic than Dad’s boundary misstep. When he was younger, Daniel and his father had more or less the same perspective on what constitutes success, but their perspectives are diverging in notable ways as Daniel approaches college. This is a common and generally positive developmental milestone because it means Daniel feels secure enough in his family to examine issues of separation and identity, two of the most pressing psychological concerns of adolescence. The resultant divergence of opinions, however, can temporarily throw parents, their teenagers, and often the whole household into a tizzy. None of us wants our children to pick a college simply because they are “asserting their independence” (actually, a potentially better reason than “I hear the girls are easy” or “It’s a great party school”). And parents rightfully insist that they have a perspective about long-term consequences that their teenagers can’t possibly have. But for the moment, what would make Daniel’s dad so adamant about a school his son has little interest in and that is unlikely to meet the criteria that Daniel has clearly articulated?

			Daniel’s dad grew up in the late 1970s, a bright child whose parents divorced unexpectedly when he was twelve. He and his brother lived primarily with their mother, who found herself in limited financial circumstances after the divorce. Dad worked very hard at school, was able to attract a scholarship from a top-tier college, although not an Ivy League school, and went on to make a great deal of money in finance. When Dad married, he vowed that his family would never suffer the kind of deprivation and instability that he, his brother, and his mother suffered after the divorce. In fact, he lived his life very much “on track” with a high degree of driving ambition. It served him well. He liked his work, felt like a good provider, and was very proud that his oldest son seemed to be following in his footsteps. He was sensitive enough not to push his son overtly, and had encouraged Daniel to consider many different schools. His spontaneous outburst on the couch was really a reflection of his deeply held belief that his son, like himself, was most likely to thrive and prosper under particularly competitive circumstances, specifically attendance at arguably the most highly recognized and prestigious school in the country. Like every parent, Dad wanted his child to be successful and to have advantages that had been denied to him. His particular version of success, rooted in company loyalty, conformity, diligence, hard work, competitiveness, and academic excellence, has had a long run in this country. His own success stood as a testimony to this particular paradigm.

			Daniel, on the other hand, had grown up in a particularly loving and stable family. His father and mother had succeeded in providing the kind of environment in which Daniel’s emotional, physical, and academic growth could proceed unimpeded by either financial or emotional instability. Smart, motivated, and hardworking, he was able to take advantage of the resources provided by a family, school, and community that placed a high value on academic achievement. Like many high-achieving kids, Daniel was particularly adept at presenting himself well, even when he was struggling with normal and predictable adolescent worries. Because he was private by nature, it was sometimes difficult to spot Daniel’s conflicts or distress. From our occasional sessions together I knew that he had been struggling with issues of academic integrity for quite some time. Daniel’s singular insistence on going to a school where kids are “nice” suggested that, at this particular time, he was more concerned with social and ethical issues than with the academic issues that preoccupied his father.

			Daniel had spent most of his young life in highly competitive academic schools. During elementary and middle school, Daniel had little reason to question this view of success, since he found it easy to thrive under demanding academic circumstances.

			Things began to change for Daniel when he entered high school. He continued to do very well in school but noticed the toll that the pressured environment exacted on some of his good friends. During his sophomore year, a close friend was carted off to rehab for alcohol abuse, and a girl he had been friendly with since elementary school was hospitalized for an eating disorder. At the beginning of his junior year, many of his friends began taking Adderall, a stimulant medication generally used for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, in order to stay up nights and complete the excessive amount of homework they were given. Cheating was the norm at his school, and Daniel always felt uncomfortable when people copied his homework or even his test papers. He felt like a “mean person” and a “bad friend” if he refused to participate, but he also felt bad about himself when he colluded with his friends around cheating. He never discussed this with either his parents or his teachers, for fear of being forced to be a “snitch.”

			This was just the beginning of a series of conflicts around academics that culminated during Daniel’s junior year. Daniel himself began copying his friends’ homework, “in order to keep up.” After years of discretion, Daniel was stunned when he was anonymously reported to the school “hotline” for cheating. Expecting to be excoriated for his dishonesty, Daniel was shocked when his only consequence was a brief discussion with his counselor and a halfhearted warning not to do it again. Daniel kept a journal and brought in the following entry for me about their meeting.

			      I realized today that everyone, including the school, understands that students are engaged in a battle. A battle for grades, SAT scores, and big-time college acceptances. The rules I had been brought up to believe in no longer seem to apply. Kids I have known for years have become thoughtless and cruel to each other. I feel myself retreating from all this. I love learning, so my grades stay high, but I have lost interest in being part of a community that values a grade over integrity or friendship. I now know that the college I go to will have to be a very different kind of place, probably not the high-prestige, dog-eat-dog school everyone else has in mind for me. I’m afraid that I’ll hurt my parents who have worked so hard to give me so many advantages. But if they really understood what was happening, I don’t think they’d disagree. I just don’t know how to explain it without making it sound like I’m slacking off or being ungrateful. Sometimes I just feel like throwing in the towel around this whole college thing.

			Daniel was appropriately crafting his own version of success. Fortunate enough to grow up in a family of plenty, Daniel was less focused on scarcity and avoiding deprivation and more focused on collaboration and personal growth than his father. Certainly Daniel had internalized many of his family’s good values—perseverance, effort, and loyalty—but he was also intent on adding teamwork, curiosity, moderation, and honesty to the things he valued. This was a kid who truly believed that a well-earned B was superior to an ill-gotten A. Daniel reminded me that it wasn’t that long ago that teenagers in my office spoke frequently and passionately about moral issues. Whatever happened to that?

			Daniel was right that his father was having a hard time understanding why Daniel would even think about attending a less prestigious school when he had all the credentials for a highly selective school. Dad, like many high-achieving men, had been greatly relieved that his son seemed headed for a life of financial success. For Dad, this meant he had done a good job preparing his son for the eventual responsibility of raising a family of his own. To think that Daniel might be drawn more to the “soft” value of “niceness” rather than the “hard” (or as Dad would say, “practical”) value of being an “alpha dog” made Dad question whether he had done his job well enough.

			In this respect, Daniel’s dad and mom both needed to understand that they had done a good job in raising a son who was not particularly vulnerable to the opinion of others and whose motives were internally driven. Since internal motivation is highly correlated with all kinds of positive outcomes—notably higher academic success and lower levels of emotional distress—Daniel was well positioned to be successful regardless of the college he ultimately would choose. After just a couple of sessions, Dad came to see that Daniel’s admirable view on what constitutes success, effort, persistence, and good values was highly aligned with his own. There is an interesting body of research that shows that involved, engaged fathers have a significant effect on their child’s social and moral behavior.1 Knowing this made Dad proud and more tractable about understanding that, while he and his son were both ethical, ambitious, and hardworking, Daniel was more realistic about the kind of environment in which he would thrive. Dad was given credit for his involvement and he appreciated being recognized for his contribution to Daniel’s healthy development.

			Daniel’s story illustrates the cost that even the most competent and well-adjusted kids face whether they opt in or opt out of our current success-at-all-costs paradigm. Daniel felt compromised both emotionally and ethically when he was in the system, and faced disapproval from both his parents and his school when he considered opting out. He ultimately chose a well-regarded smaller college with the kind of teacher-student support that he valued and a student body known for being particularly collaborative; he turned down several more prestigious schools, including one in the Ivy League. Daniel continues to do well academically, but just as important, he feels at home at his college. He studies and socializes (not necessarily in that order) with students who also place a high premium on creative, collaborative work. Daniel chose well. Unfortunately, too many students today lack the combination of internal resources and external support needed to make good, healthy choices about where to go to school and even what to study.

			To be clear, this book is not about downplaying academic success, high grades, or prestigious colleges. On the contrary, it is a book about how to optimize conditions so that a far greater number of children can actually be successful without the accompanying high levels of distress that have become so prevalent. There is currently a spirited debate in this country about how parents and schools can best encourage success. Because the media like simple and controversial coverage (particularly when the topic is complex and nuanced), we are frequently presented with what seems to be diametrically opposed views on how to cultivate success in our children. On the one hand, “tiger moms” (of all stripes) insist on “rigor.” They exert constant pressure on their children to perform at the highest levels, from the earliest ages, and are seemingly oblivious to the social and psychological needs of their children. In spite of this, their children turn out to be well-adjusted, high achieving kids who perform at Carnegie Hall and make the rest of our kids look like slackers. This plays to the fear of more lenient parents that their children will be working at McJobs while the “tiger cubs” will be sought after for the best and most lucrative positions. Alternatively, there is perceived to be a posse of softhearted academics and child development experts who seem inordinately focused on “well-being.” They are so concerned with the emotional development of children that they will coddle them right out of any viable economic future. Their kids may be well-adjusted, self-reliant, and kind, but they’ll be living in the basement or sleeping on the living room couch after college. This plays to the public’s general mistrust of academics as living in “ivory towers” and being removed from the real-life struggles of parenting.

			This kind of bifurcation is not only unfair, it’s inaccurate. While there are some clear differences in parenting practices between these two points of view, there are many more similarities. All parents want their children to be happy, to be able to love, and to be loved. To be competent at some things and expert at others. To find joy and meaning in life, be a good person, and contribute to society. There is no disagreement about the fact that all students have to master content and that effort and practice are the keys to learning. Or that children, particularly young children, need a great deal of parental involvement and guidance. Real disagreement seems to be about whose needs take center stage, but there are things to be learned from both sides. Letting go of our children prematurely is tied to a host of problems, as is the inability to tolerate a child’s moves toward independence. No parent strives to bring up an emotionally impaired child. And of course, most important, every child is different and we need to tweak our parenting style accordingly. There is no faster way to dispel a one-size-fits-all theory of child rearing than to have a child.

			Is it important to keep the bar high for our children? Absolutely. We know that parents who have high expectations that are in line with their children’s capacities have children who tend to academically outperform those whose parents do not have high expectations. Kids live up or down to the bar we set for them. But we need to make sure that we are keeping our eye on the right bar. Our bar should focus primarily on effort and improvement, not performance. Kids’ capacities differ, and they change across time and across subjects. If you keep the effort bar high then good school choices make themselves reasonably clear. For one student that might be Princeton, and for another it might be a community college. Both of these options carry the possibility of success and neither guarantees it.

			There is something crazy about a system that takes a well-adjusted kid like Daniel and flirts with turning him into a dropout while disrupting the equilibrium of his otherwise healthy family. According to Garrison Keillor, all the children in Lake Wobegon are above average. But that’s yesterday’s news. Today it appears as if, given half a chance, all of our children would be extraordinary. And while that is true in deep and profound ways, it is not true in the narrow and frequently superficial way that most schools and standardized tests measure. Reality is set aside as parents overestimate their kids’ capacities and insist that average students have disabilities, good students are actually excellent students, and excellent students are geniuses. The cost of this relentless drive to perform at unrealistically high levels is a generation of kids who resemble nothing so much as trauma victims. They become preoccupied with events that have passed—obsessing endlessly on a possible wrong answer or a missed opportunity. They are anxious and depressed and often self-medicate with drugs or alcohol. Sleep is difficult and they walk around in a fog of exhaustion. Other kids simply fold their cards and refuse to play.

			An academically talented patient of mine lies in bed for days after being rejected from one of the most competitive schools in the country. She will not get up, and when I visit her at home, all she can say through her streaming tears is, “It was all for nothing. I’m a complete failure.” And one of my street-smart patients, the kind of kid who is a C student, with terrific interpersonal skills and a hands-on style of learning, refuses to apply to college, fearful that he will experience the same rejection there that he felt “every day when I walked into school.” He has made himself scarce as his friends’ acceptances and rejections come in, calling the whole process “stupid.” I hope that with some confidence under his belt, he will reconsider next year and apply to the kind of school that knows how to teach hands-on learners and will value his talent for communication and his practical skills. For kids like this, a year off, with the opportunity to feel capable at a job, often takes the edge off their lack of confidence.

			Once measurements become the standard of achievement, for every above-average child there is a below-average child; this is a reality my audiences typically don’t like to consider. But it’s a problem only when we don’t allow ourselves to see that there are many different kinds of potential in our children and that standardized testing looks at only a narrow range of possibilities. Our job is to help encourage our children to find and nurture that potential whether it’s in math class, in art class, in music, out in nature, in relationships, or in any one of the hundreds of possibilities for deep learning and meaningful engagement that exist out in the world.

			Every child has at least one “superpower” and usually several. These are the skills, talents, and interests that come naturally to children and that give them pleasure. While we may rejoice over a kid who has a superpower in math and worry about the kid whose superpower is being on the phone for long periods of time figuring out the social problems at school, both of these aptitudes have the potential to contribute to a life of meaning and satisfaction—whether you’re an engineer, a mathematician, an organizational psychologist, or a mediator. 

			Charles Darwin was a mediocre and “lazy” student who loved fiddling with minerals, insects, coins, and stamps—hardly the kind of interests most of us assume to be precursors to changing the world. And yet he did. Name and celebrate your child’s superpowers—it will feed his sense of being known and understood, will encourage him to stay engaged with learning, and will fortify his relationship with you.

			I’ve walked into hundreds of schools in this country, and usually what I see most prominently displayed is a plaque with the names of students who have made the honor roll and a cabinet full of athletic trophies, often going back decades. The unvarying placement of these things—close to the front entrance—makes it very clear what accomplishments these schools value. But other schools take a different approach, one much closer to the reality of almost any student body. In these school entrances one can find an art exhibit; a photography exhibit; disassembled automobiles; textile and clothing designs; architectural models of buildings, bridges, and parks; as well as evidence of academic and athletic accomplishment. Schools like this make it clear that they encourage curiosity and effort, and value a wide range of talents.

			Schools have many functions in addition to teaching content and preparing students to take standardized tests. They are the incubators for the workforce, training grounds for informed participation in a democracy, and transmitters of perspective and culture. Hopefully they also function as places of nurturance in which a child can develop skills, interests, ethics, and a sense of identity. Until we are willing to enlarge the tent so that more children feel that school is a safe place open to the diverse talents of its students, school will continue to be the single greatest source of stress in kids’ lives. In the real world, success has all kinds of different faces in all kinds of different fields of endeavor. It would be nice if we could acknowledge as much to our kids.

			We’d like to think that educational systems are designed to optimize the potential of each student. But in reality, educational systems have always been designed to turn out the kinds of workers that our economy needs. Sitting still, rote memorization, and unquestioning allegiance to one’s teacher were traits well suited to turning out the kind of “organization man” that was in great demand in the 1950s. Every educational system has had its pluses and minuses, and the kind of system that encouraged conformity produced workers who remained loyal to their companies for years, but it generally neglected creativity and critical thinking.

			Such a system is completely unsuited to the needs of an expanding global knowledge economy, where problem solving, innovative thinking, adaptability, and initiative promise to be of far greater value than the ability to know the “right” answer, because that answer is not likely to be static. We may think that students with straight A’s or perfect SAT scores have the best future prospects but most business leaders are saying that content and technical skills are a distant second to skills like problem solving, communicating well, and asking good questions. Of course, good grades are important. They are evidence of analytic intelligence, hard work, and mastery of content. But focusing only on knowing the right answer leaves little time or energy for thinking about the right question. A major study conducted by IBM found that the single most sought after trait in CEOs is creativity.2 This all suggests that in addition to wreaking havoc with our children’s emotional development, our current system is leaving them woefully unprepared for the work world they will inherit.

			Misconceptions about what success is, and how to get it, abound. Let’s start with some of the myths about raising a successful child that have come to resemble gospel.

			Smart kids get high grades:

			Some do, some don’t. There are many different ways to be “smart,” not all of which lend themselves to paper and pencil evaluations. There are reasons for the bromide that the world is “run by C students.” Many of the characteristics that lead to success, particularly interpersonal skills and a robust sense of self, are never assessed in school.

			Kids need all kinds of extracurricular activities to “keep up” with their peers and to look good to prospective schools:

			Kids, for the most part, need what kids have always needed: love, support, limits, and responsibilities. In this respect, the kids that I treat now are no different from the kids I treated thirty years ago. Child development simply does not change—it’s biologically encoded—and no amount of extracurriculars makes up for a kid who feels unloved or entitled, both of which are poor predictors for success.

			Attending a prestigious school gives kids added advantages in life:

			This is really the big one. Most of us believe that if only our kids went to Yale, or a comparable top-tier school, they would have unimaginable advantages when they go out into the world. Interestingly, two researchers, Alan Krueger, an economist at Princeton University, and Stacy Dale, a senior researcher at the Andrew Mellon Foundation, have done a comparative study of students accepted at Yale who actually attended the school and those who were accepted but ended up going to less prestigious schools for family or financial reasons. Down the road, they found no difference in job advancement or pay between these two groups.3 For the right kid, going to Yale is a terrific choice. While it will offer opportunities, it is not likely to determine the trajectory of your child’s life in a significant way (except for economically disadvantaged children or children of color). Bright, hardworking kids tend to do well regardless of the school they attend.

			Yes, but won’t my child get to make connections at prestigious schools that will open doors in the future?

			Probably. A disproportionate number of kids at prestigious schools come from families with both money and social connections. There certainly can be valuable networking opportunities at these schools. The issue isn’t whether prestigious schools offer tickets to opportunity. They often do. The issue is the price you are willing to have your child pay for these tickets. There are kids who belong at the most prestigious schools in this country and who find their way in through a combination of academic talent, hard work, and a bit of good fortune. But there are other kids who give up their childhood, their integrity, their health, and their psychological stability to get into these schools. In spite of parents’ rationalization that “they’ll thank me down the line,” very few of these kids will.

			While it’s clear that the cost of our current narrow vision of success is unacceptably high for our children, our families are suffering, too. First of all, the preoccupation with our children’s activities has squeezed out what little time was traditionally left for parents to enjoy a (typically) meager bit of time each day for their own recreation or friendships. Second, having a stressed-out, anxious, or overwhelmed child can color the whole tenor of the household. Since it’s Mom who is more apt to have conversations with the kids about things like homework or emotional glitches, and since it can seem like our kids are frequently teetering on the edge of exhaustion or panic, our work starts to resemble crisis intervention more than it does mothering. Being a mom is a tough enough job without the added stress of premature concern about college, distress
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