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PART ONE

Problems







Introduction: 
Parents Adrift

It takes a lot to make my jaw drop. That day, my jaw dropped.

Mary McMasteri brought in her daughter, Margo. Margo was 6 years old, and she was sick: fever of 102, flushed, irritable. Mom said Margo had a bad sore throat.


“OK, it’s time to take a look,” I said, after mom had told me the story. “Margo, would you please open your mouth wide and say Aah?” I leaned over to look in her throat. Margo shook her head No and clenched her mouth shut tight. I said, “Mom, it looks like I’m going to need your help here. Could you please ask your daughter to open her mouth and say Aah?” Mom arched her eyebrows and said, “Her body, her choice.”

Wow. “My body, my choice” is a longtime slogan of abortion-rights activists, later adopted by activists opposed to COVID-19 vaccines. Mom was invoking that slogan to defend her 6-year-old daughter’s refusal to let me, the doctor, look at her throat when she was sick with a fever.

Something’s not right here. And I’m not just talking about extreme cases, like this mom who expects me to make a diagnosis without looking at her child’s throat. The great paradox of American parenting today is that we are investing more time and more money in our kids than parents have ever invested before, but the outcomes are worse, across a wide range. American kids today are more likely to have anxiety, depression, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) than kids in the past, by a wide margin. American kids are heavier and less fit today than they have ever been. By many measures, American kids are more fragile than they were a generation ago. And these changes affect kids from every demographic, regardless of race, ethnicity, and household income. On some parameters, as we will see, more affluent kids are actually at greater risk than kids from low-income households.

I’m going to argue that two big factors are driving these changes. One factor is the change in the culture. American culture has become a culture of disrespect, a culture that undermines the authority of parents and prioritizes the relationships that kids have with other kids their own age over the relationship between the parent and the child. That’s a big problem. The other factor, which is related to the first, is that many American parents are no longer confident of their authority. They are uncomfortable enforcing rules. They think good parenting means letting kids decide in almost all circumstances, including those where parents would unequivocally have made the call not so long ago. Mary and Margo are an extreme case. More common is the parent who knows she should be setting and enforcing boundaries, but she isn’t, and she isn’t sure what to do about it.

Another child, another patient, this time a 4-year-old boy with a rash. Well, there are lots of rashes. There’s poison ivy, there’s eczema, there’s scabies, and then there’s meningococcus, which begins as a rash but can be fatal within hours. In order to make the right diagnosis, I have to see the rash.

“Where’s the rash?” I asked mom.

“It’s worst on his tummy,” mom answered. “And on his chest. And some on his back.”

“Let’s take a look,” I said.

Again, this kid did not want to cooperate. This mom—unlike the other mom—was actually trying to get the job done, to get the kid’s shirt off so that we could see the rash. Mom had turned on a SpongeBob SquarePants video on her phone, cranked up the volume, and handed the phone to her kid, who promptly threw the phone on the floor. The kid was fighting back, kicking, screaming. “You are being such a GOOD BOY!” mom was saying as she struggled with his shirt. He thrashed harder as she tried to get his shirt up. The SpongeBob video was still blaring. “You are doing such a GREAT JOB!” she said, as though saying that he was doing a great job would somehow, magically, make it so. He tried to smack her in the face, but she pulled her head back just in time and he missed. “Good job!” mom said. I wasn’t sure whether she was praising herself for evading the blow, or him. She did finally get his shirt off.

That was weird. When her son took a swing at her, it would have made more sense if mom had said “missed me!” or “please don’t hit.” It would have made even better sense for mom to say, “You are going to lose all privileges for a month if you try to hit me again.” Kids are not born knowing the meaning of words. They have to be taught. When a child fights his mom when she is trying to get his shirt off, and he is praised for doing a great job, what lesson is he learning? The boy could reasonably conclude that he is being praised for fighting his mom. How are kids supposed to learn courtesy and respect when they are praised for being irrational and stubborn?

Jim and Tammy Bardus have one child, Kimberly, 8 years old. After carefully researching the local public schools, Jim and Tammy were concerned about what they considered an overemphasis on basic skills such as reading and writing, and the elimination of what the public schools now call “enrichment” programs, art and music in particular. Those programs had been cut because of shortfalls in the district budget. So Jim and Tammy decided to enroll Kimberly in a private school, even though it wouldn’t be easy for them financially.

Tammy took Kimberly to visit four different private schools. Tammy and Jim both liked school X: the atmosphere was warm and nurturing, the teachers were enthusiastic and engaged, and the long-term outcomes of the students were well-documented. But Kimberly liked school Y. On her visit to school Y, Kimberly had clicked with the student escort, a 9-year-old named Madison. Madison and Kimberly discovered that they both liked the Beezus and Ramona books by Beverly Cleary, and they both liked American Girl dolls. But the parents were concerned about the dilapidated condition of the school, the boredom evident among both the teachers and the administrators, and the school’s refusal to disclose where graduates of the school (a K–8 school) went to high school. Tammy and Jim advised their daughter to attend school X. But Kimberly insisted on school Y. And that’s the school where she is now enrolled: school Y.

When I asked Tammy why she and her husband allowed their 8-year-old daughter to have the final say, Tammy answered, “I think good parenting means letting kids decide. That’s how kids learn, right? If I make all the decisions for her, how will she ever learn to decide on her own? And if I force her to go to a school that wasn’t her first choice, what can I say if she complains about the school?”

Forty years ago, most parents who sent their kids to private schools didn’t ask the child which school the child preferred. Forty years ago, the parents made that decision, often overruling their children’s preference. Forty years ago, when I was in medical school, it would have been unusual for parents to let their 8-year-old have the final say in the choice of school. Today it is common.

I’m not suggesting that 40 years ago were the good old days, or that we should prefer the 1980s or the 1990s to our own era. Every era has its shortcomings. But I don’t think we are facing up to ours.

My friend Janet Phillips and her late husband, Bill Phillips, (their true names) have four sons. When the boys were in high school, Janet and Bill became concerned about stories they heard about kids drinking. Then they saw it for themselves: high school kids who had been drinking and who appeared to be drunk, but who were nevertheless getting behind the wheel of a car. What to do?

Bill bought a Breathalyzer. The next time there was a party at their house, Bill saw a boy who appeared to be drunk. Bill told the boy, “Come with me.” He handed the boy the Breathalyzer and told him to blow into the device. Sure enough, the boy was drunk. Janet called the boy’s parents and asked them to take their intoxicated son home. To the surprise of both Bill and Janet, the boy’s parents were offended by the phone call. The boy’s mother did take her son home, without a word of thanks to either Janet or Bill.

Janet and Bill’s Breathalyzer strategy was not received enthusiastically by other parents as well. One parent, Ms. Stoltz, gave Janet a piece of her mind. “Kids these days are going to drink, whether you like it or not,” Ms. Stoltz said. “I think our job is to teach them to drink responsibly.”

“At 15 years of age?” Janet asked.

“At whatever age. I’d rather have them drink in my own home than hide their drinking from me.”

Several days later, Janet happened to be standing just a few feet away when Ms. Stoltz picked up her youngest son, about 12 years old, from school. The boy climbed into the back seat of the car. Ms. Stoltz turned around and asked him, “How was school today?”

Her son said to her, “Turn around. Shut up. Drive.”

Ms. Stoltz glanced at Janet and drove away, without saying a word.

As near as Janet can recall, she and her husband only actually used the Breathalyzer twice. But they always kept it in full view, where every kid could see it, whenever any of their teenage sons had a party. Their home became known as the home where “those crazy parents will use a Breathalyzer on you.” And that had consequences.

Some of the consequences were predictable, and some were not. The four boys were popular, so their house was a favorite hangout—early in the evening. Then around 9:30 p.m., a certain contingent would leave to go to other parties where alcohol would be freely available. But other kids would stay.

And sometimes, still other kids would arrive. That’s what was unexpected. Not all teenage kids like to get drunk. Some don’t. But in contemporary American culture, it’s hard for a teen to “just say no” without looking uncool. An excuse is helpful. A girl or boy could say, when offered a drink, “Hey, I’d love to, but I’m on my way to the Phillips’ house and you know their crazy dad—he’s the one with the Breathalyzer.” And that provides a respectable excuse not to drink.

As I mentioned: We parents are spending more and more time and money on parenting, but when you look at the results, things are getting worse, not better. American kids are now much more likely to be diagnosed with ADHD and/or bipolar disorder and/or other psychiatric disorders than they were 30 years ago (I will present the evidence in Chapter 3), and they are heavier and less fit than they were 30 years ago (Chapter 4). Long-term outcome studies suggest that American kids are now less resilient and more fragile than they used to be. In Chapter 7 I will explain what I mean by “more fragile,” and I will present the evidence supporting that claim.

What’s going on?

The first half of this book poses the problems. The second half provides the solutions. I think I understand where we have gone wrong, and I think I know how to make it better. My prescription is based primarily on what I have seen in my medical office over the past 30+ years, but it also draws on what I have learned from my conversations with parents, teachers, researchers, and kids both across the United States and around the world.

You may be wondering, Who is this Leonard Sax guy, and what makes him the expert? It’s a fair question. I am a family physician, board-certified in family medicine, currently in practice in the suburbs of Philadelphia. I also have a PhD in psychology. I grew up in the suburbs of Cleveland, Ohio, where I attended public schools K through 12. I earned my undergraduate degree in biology from MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I earned both my PhD in psychology and my MD at the University of Pennsylvania. After doing a three-year residency in family medicine, I practiced for 19 years in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, DC. I then relocated to Pennsylvania, where I continue to see patients on a part-time basis. My primary sources for this book are the more than 120,000 office visits I have conducted in my role as a family physician between 1989 and today. I have seen children, teenagers, and their parents, from a wide variety of backgrounds and circumstances. I have seen, from the intimate yet objective perspective of the family physician, the profound changes in American life since 1989. I have witnessed firsthand the collapse of American parenting.

In 2001, I began visiting schools and communities—first just across the United States, and then in Australia, Canada, England, Germany, Italy, Mexico, New Zealand, Scotland, Spain, and Switzerland—meeting with teachers and parents, talking with students, learning from professors and other researchers. From July 2008 through June 2013, I took an extended leave from medical practice in order to devote myself full-time to these visits, and I have continued visiting schools in the years since. I have now visited more than 500 schools across North America and around the world, meeting with students, teachers, and/or parents face-to-face.1

In this book, I will share with you what I have learned. Like any competent physician, I will first review the evidence. Then I will make a diagnosis and I will prescribe a treatment. The treatment will be strategies that you can put in place today, in your home, without spending any money, that will improve the odds of a good outcome for your child.

And I will share success stories. We will hear more about Janet and Bill Phillips and their four sons, and other families like theirs: families who have resisted the tide and have achieved good outcomes, despite the odds. These stories, supplemented by recent scholarly research, will provide the basis for what you must do if you’re going to raise a healthy child in the modern world. It’s still possible to raise a healthy child. It is not easy, but it can be done.

Some aspects of the collapse of parenting are just as problematic in Scotland and New Zealand as they are here. In every country I have visited, I have found parents who are unsure about their role. They ask, “Should I be my child’s best friend? But if I am my son’s best friend, how can I tell him that he is not allowed to stay up past midnight playing video games?” When Dr. Timothy Wright was headmaster of Shore, a private school in Sydney, Australia, he told me how a parent called him one day. Mom asked, “Dr. Wright, would you please give my son some advice about which video games are OK to play, and which aren’t OK? And would you tell him how much time spent playing video games is too much time?”

“Umm… No. Actually, I will not do that,” Dr. Wright answered. He explained that it is not his job, as head of school, to provide answers to those questions. The job of guiding and governing a boy’s use of video games is the job of the parent, not the job of a school administrator.

So some aspects of this problem are found worldwide. But other aspects of the collapse of parenting are peculiar to North America and especially to the United States. Chief among those is the culture of disrespect.

1

Footnote


i All names have been changed, except where noted.







1

The Culture of Disrespect

A long time ago—September 2009, to be precise—in a culture now far, far away, President Barack Obama gave a prime-time speech to a joint session of Congress, outlining his healthcare proposal. Joe Wilson, a congressman from South Carolina, heckled the president from the floor of the Congress, shouting, “You lie!” The next day, Mr. Wilson issued a formal apology to the president in writing and by phone call. President Obama promptly accepted Wilson’s apology, saying, “We all make mistakes. He apologized quickly and without equivocation and I’m appreciative of that.” Wilson’s outburst was condemned by fellow Republicans. Joe Barton, a Republican congressman from Texas, said, “We ought to be able to get our message across to the president without resorting to playground tactics.” Bob Inglis, a Republican congressman from South Carolina, said, “The president deserves respect, especially when speaking to a joint session of the Congress. Our opposing views should be presented decently and in order, not as interruptions.”1 Five days later, the House of Representatives passed a bipartisan measure of rebuke, stating that Wilson’s outburst was “a breach of decorum and degraded the proceedings of the joint session, to the discredit of the House.”2

Fast-forward to February 2023. President Joe Biden was giving his State of the Union address when Marjorie Taylor Greene, Republican of Georgia, repeatedly shouted out “Liar!” Other Republicans also heckled the president during the same address, one calling out “Bullsh*t!”3 This time there were no apologies. Greene went on Fox News the next day to reiterate that “Joe Biden is a liar” and that she was proud to have interrupted him.4 Republican leaders, including then Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy, defended Greene’s interruptions.5

A few months later, Speaker McCarthy was rushing to get members of the House to vote on a spending bill to keep the government open. Democrats were stalling for time. Jamaal Bowman, Democrat of New York, pulled a fire alarm, prompting a mandatory evacuation of the Cannon House Office Building and postponing the vote for almost two hours. Bowman, who was previously the principal of a middle school, surely knew that pulling a fire alarm when there’s no fire is against the law. (Some newspapers ran a cartoon showing Bowman standing at a school blackboard writing Don’t Pull Fire Alarm Falsely in chalk, over and over.)6 Bowman subsequently pled guilty to one charge of making a false alarm and paid a $1,000 fine.7 Two months later, the House of Representatives passed a resolution to censure Bowman by a vote of 214 to 191, largely along party lines.8

This is not a book about American politics, thank goodness. But I do think that the change in how a member of Congress heckling a president is viewed by colleagues—over a span of less than 15 years—is a symptom of a transformation in American culture. Likewise: 20 years ago, it would have been inconceivable for a member of Congress to pull a fire alarm when there’s no fire. Now it seems unsurprising, even amusing. American culture has become a culture of disrespect, by which I mean a culture in which it is now considered not only permissible, but also entertaining and fun, to be disrespectful, to use bad language, to break the rules.

What is acceptable within a culture, and what is not acceptable? Or to dig even deeper: What constitutes a good life? Each culture answers those questions differently. A century ago, American kids were immersed in the McGuffey Readers and other books of that ilk, which portrayed the good life as a life which was morally grounded and biblically sound.9 In that era, education pioneer John Dewey insisted that schools should teach morality “every moment of the day, five days a week”; in 1951 the National Education Association affirmed that “an unremitting concern for moral and spiritual values continues to be a top priority for education.”10 American kids today are reading much less,11 and spending more time on YouTube, TikTok, and video games. They still listen to songs, but the songs have changed. A generation ago, the most popular songs were about love. Kenny Loggins scored a huge hit in 1971 with “Danny’s Song”: Even though we ain’t got money / I’m so in love with you honey / Everything will bring a chain of love. A decade earlier, Sam Cooke had a #1 hit song in which he admitted he didn’t “know much about history,” but vowed that he would work hard to become an A student because he believed that becoming an A student, “I could win your love for me.” Now the most popular songs are about sex, often transactional sex in which the act is offered in exchange for money.12 In their #1 hit song titled “WAP”—an acronym for Wet Ass Pussy—Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion advised women to “ask for a car” while having sex with a man, adding that a man “paid my tuition” in return for sex.13 Bruno Mars earned six Grammys for his song “That’s What I Like,” in which he offers a woman jewelry and a shopping spree in Paris if she will just “turn around and drop it for a player” because “that’s what I like.”14 Drake recently had a #1 song on the Billboard Hot 100 titled “Jimmy Cooks.” A sample of the lyrics: F*** a pigeonhole / That s*** good to go / You don’t like the way I talk? / Spin the same hood where I get my d*** sucked. The New York Times reviewer praised Drake for his “lyrical vividness.”15 The lyrics of “Jimmy Cooks” are typical of Drake’s songs, which are replete with the n-word, the a-word, and the f-word.16 Incidentally, Drake is by many measures the most successful entertainer in American history. At this writing, he has had 78 songs reach the Top Ten on the Billboard Hot 100. Taylor Swift is second on the list of most songs to reach the Top Ten, with 59. The Beatles had 34. Michael Jackson had 30.17

A similar transformation has occurred on television. The most popular TV shows of the 1960s through the 1980s consistently depicted the parent as the reliable and trusted guide of the child. That was true of The Andy Griffith Show and My Three Sons in the 1960s; it was true of Family Ties and The Cosby Show in the 1980s. But it’s not true today. Looking through the list of the 100 most popular TV shows on American television right now, I found only a handful which even occasionally depict a parent as reliable and trusted.18 It’s now more typical to encounter a dad like the character of Phil Dunphy on Modern Family, the straight dad whose idiotic antics are the butt of the joke on almost every episode in which he appears. His three kids are usually wiser and more insightful than their pathetic father. There was simply no top-ten show from the 1960s or even the 1990s which portrayed a father as a pitiful, clueless loser. Today it’s common.

You will find this transformation even on television intended for children. The Disney Channel actively promotes the culture of disrespect and undermines the importance of parents. Consider some of the shows on the Disney Channel, such as Jessie, a sitcom in which the parents are almost always absent (and irrelevant), while the three kids are more competent than the bungling butler or the ditsy nanny. Or Liv and Maddie, in which the out-of-touch mom—who happens to be a school psychologist—is regularly put to shame both by her girly-girl daughter and by her tomboy daughter (who are both played by the same actress). Or Dog with a Blog, in which the father is a child psychologist—another psychologist!—who knows nothing about what kids want or what kids need, a peculiarity which leads to much well-deserved mocking of the father by his children. The father’s cluelessness is a recurrent laugh line in the show. The talking dog is always more insightful than the dumb dad. Or Bunk’d, a spin-off of Jessie in which the director of the summer camp is psychotic, jealous, and irrational, while the kids patiently work to fix the messes made by the grown-ups.

One mother of an 8-year-old said to me, “Our son has recently started to be just amazingly disrespectful, talking back, smirking at us when we ask him to do stuff. I have no idea where this is coming from. His father and I never behave like that.”

“Does he watch the Disney Channel?” I asked. “Nickelodeon? Nick Jr.?”

“Well sure,” mom said.

“Lock it down,” I suggested. “No more Disney Channel. No more Nickelodeon or Nick Jr. I’m not saying all television is bad. Home and Garden TV is fine. The History Channel is fine, mostly. But not Disney or Nickelodeon.”

Three weeks later, mom called me. “It’s amazing,” she said. “The talking back, the smirking—it’s all stopped. He’s our sweet boy again. He was learning that stuff from the Disney Channel!”

The singer known as SZA (pronounced “sizza”) scored a big hit with her song “I Hate You,” which includes the memorable lyric “I be so bored with myself, can you come and f*** me?” The reviewer for The Atlantic magazine called SZA’s album a “poisonous fog… of [expletive] talking,” and the reviewer meant that as a compliment, lauding the album as “the final great pop album of the year.”19

Lil Nas X won two Grammy awards for his hit song and video “Old Town Road.” His song reached #1 in the United States for 13 consecutive weeks, and also reached the #1 spot in Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.20 In that song, Lil Nas X—speaking to the world in general, apropos of nothing—says You can’t tell me nothin’ / can’t nobody tell me nothin’.

That is the culture of disrespect in a nutshell. You can’t tell me nothin’. If you can’t tell me nothin’, then why bother with school? Who cares about Shakespeare or the War of 1812 or the Pythagorean Theorem? Why listen to parents? Why go to church? You can’t tell me nothin’.

Comedian Bill Maher recently noted “the most fundamental trade-off in life: you’re beautiful when you’re young, wise when you’re old.”21 It follows that any successful culture will teach kids to learn from their elders and to respect their parents, because with age comes wisdom, or so one hopes. Older people are more likely to have learned valuable life lessons which they can share with the kids. The culture of disrespect breaks those bonds across generations. You can’t tell me nothin’.

The culture of disrespect isn’t limited to the United States Congress or to hit songs and videos and TV shows. It is everywhere. It’s on T-shirts. Here are some of the slogans which I have seen kids wearing on T-shirts:

“DO I LOOK LIKE I CARE?”

“IS THAT ALL YOU GOT?”

“BUY ME ANOTHER DRINK, ’CAUSE YOU’RE STILL UGLY.”

“I DON’T NEED YOU, I HAVE WIFI.”

“YOU LOOKED BETTER ON INSTAGRAM.”

“DUCT TAPE: IT CAN’T FIX STUPID, BUT IT CAN MUFFLE THE SOUND.”

“BOOBS: PROOF THAT MEN CAN FOCUS ON TWO THINGS AT ONCE.”

“I’M NOT ALWAYS RUDE AND SARCASTIC. SOMETIMES I’M ASLEEP.”

“I’M NOT SHY. I JUST DON’T LIKE YOU.”

“I DIDN’T MEAN TO PUSH YOUR BUTTONS. I WAS JUST LOOKING FOR MUTE.”

These T-shirts are not intended primarily to display to adults. These are meant to be seen by other kids. The slogans on these T-shirts communicate young people’s disrespect for one another.

What is childhood for? When I put that question to parents, they think I’m being silly. Childhood is for growing up, for biological maturation, right? Isn’t that obvious? Actually, no, that’s not right, and the answer isn’t obvious. A horse is a mature adult at four years of age. The Kentucky Derby is raced with three-year-olds. But a four-year-old child has barely begun. So childhood and adolescence can’t just be about biological development, because a horse is a bigger animal than a human, and a horse is fully mature at 4 years of age. Humans are children or adolescents for more years than most animals live. How come? What’s the point? Why are we humans so different from other animals?

The answer is culture. It takes many years for parents and other grown-ups to teach the culture to the child. There’s no shortcut.

The variation from one human culture to the next has no analogue in any other species.22 Imagine a child raised in Kyoto, Japan, and contrast that child with one raised in Appenzell, Switzerland. The two children speak different languages. They observe different rules of behavior, both with other kids their own age and with their parents. They eat different foods, and they eat them differently (chopsticks versus fork/knife/spoon). The Swiss child may learn a great deal about the making of the local Appenzeller cheese, and by 12 years of age may be able to perform some of the tasks of the cheesemaker. The Japanese child raised in Kyoto knows nothing of cheesemaking but may know something about the protocol of a tea ceremony.

These differences are not genetically programmed. They are specific to the culture. Suppose the Japanese child and the Swiss child are switched at birth: the Swiss child is raised in Kyoto, and the Japanese child is raised in Appenzell. The experience of adoptive parents teaches us that the Japanese child will speak Swiss German as well as any other child raised in Appenzell and will master that culture with the same ease as a native-born child; and the Swiss child raised in Kyoto likewise will speak Japanese as well, and will be as culturally proficient, as any child born and raised in Kyoto.

Scholars generally agree that the purpose of the extraordinarily long childhood and adolescence in our species is enculturation:23 acquiring all the skills and all the knowledge, all the customs and behaviors which you must know in order to be competent in the culture in which you live. It takes years to master the details of Japanese language and culture and behavior, and the same is true of Swiss language and culture and behavior. If you or I were to move to Kyoto or to Appenzell as adults, we might struggle for the rest of our lives to master the intricacies of the language, the local arts, the local culture. It’s likely we would always feel as though we were still outsiders, even if we did manage to master at least the language after 20 years or so.

But we are adults. The adult brain is harder to change in any fundamental way, compared with the brain of the child or the adolescent. There has been much buzz in recent years about “neuroplasticity,” the ability of the adult human brain to change.24 It’s true that the adult human brain is not fixed in concrete. But it’s also true that the adult human brain is much harder to change than the brain of the child or the adolescent. Once the process of puberty is complete, it becomes harder to fully master a new language, a new culture, a new life.25

What does it mean to learn a culture? It’s more than learning a particular trade or profession, or a language, or a cuisine. It means learning how people get along with one another in that culture, what that culture considers right and wrong.

Four decades ago, a pastor named Robert Fulghum wrote a short essay titled All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. His essay, published in book format, sold more than 15 million copies. Here’s an excerpt:

Share everything.

Play fair.

Don’t hit people.

Put things back where you found them.

Clean up your own mess.

Don’t take things that aren’t yours.

Say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody.

Wash your hands before you eat.

Flush.

Live a balanced life—learn some and think some and draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some.

When you go out into the world, watch out for traffic, hold hands, and stick together.26

You might think that these rules are universal and/or innate, but they are neither. The son of a samurai, raised in Japan circa 1700, would not have been taught “Don’t hit anyone,” nor would he have been taught to “say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody.” Let’s contrast Fulghum’s book with some lines from Hagakure: The Book of the Samurai, written by Yamamoto Tsunetomo in the early 1700s:

The arts bring ruin to the body. In all cases, the person who practices an art is an artist, not a samurai, and one should have the intention of being called a samurai.

Common sense will not accomplish great things.

All of man’s work is a bloody business.

The way of avoiding shame… is simply in death.

When there is a choice of either dying or not dying, it is better to die.… The Way of the Samurai is found in death.

A real man does not think of victory or defeat. He plunges recklessly towards an irrational death.

If you are slain in battle, you should be resolved to have your corpse facing the enemy.

[The best way] of bringing up the child of a samurai: from the time of infancy one should encourage bravery.27

Each culture constructs its rules of right behavior differently. I’m not saying our way is right and that of the Japanese samurai was wrong. I am saying that no child is born knowing what the rules are. Every child must be taught.

You don’t have to go to Japan three centuries back to confront rules fundamentally at odds with Fulghum’s kindergarten. In the Western tradition, Nietzsche’s preference for “master morality” over “slave morality,” Ayn Rand’s “virtue of selfishness,” and the racist eugenics promoted by Margaret Sanger, founder of Planned Parenthood, all illustrate values which are fundamentally at odds with the unselfishness of Fulghum’s Rules.

You can’t take values for granted. We used to take more seriously the job of teaching kids to be kind, to think of others first. Forty years ago, kindergarten and first grade in American schools were all about teaching “socialization,” as it was then called: teaching Fulghum’s Rules, and more. In 1951, as noted above, the National Education Association affirmed that “an unremitting concern for moral and spiritual values continues to be a top priority for education.” But beginning in the 1990s, many American schools and school districts decided that the focus of early elementary education should not be on socialization or enculturation but should instead be on literacy and numeracy. There was great concern at that time because Japanese students had pulled ahead of American students on some measures of academic achievement.28 The unspoken assumption seems to have been that kids would learn the basic rules of good behavior—the most important part of enculturation—in some other way: either at home, or from the larger culture.29 At the time, and throughout the 1990s—and in many districts, continuing today—school administrators prided themselves on introducing “rigor” into early elementary education. I was living in Montgomery County, Maryland, when our county superintendent garnered national attention for making kindergarten “academically rigorous,” cutting down on “fluff” such as duck-duck-goose and field trips and singing in rounds, requiring that kindergarten teachers spend more time teaching phonics instead.30 And in my school visits nationwide, I have observed the same shift—a shift away from teaching socialization and how to get along with other people, to an emphasis on academic skills that can be assessed on standardized tests. As New York Times columnist David Brooks recently observed, “We [now] inhabit a society in which people are no longer trained in how to treat others with kindness and consideration. Our society has become one in which people feel licensed to give their selfishness free rein.”31

The shift in the early elementary curriculum and the consequent neglect of teaching socialization place a greater burden than ever before on the American parent. But just when kids need parents more than ever to teach them the whole package of what it means to be a good person in this particular culture, the authority of parents to do that job has been undermined. We now live in a culture where kids value the opinion of other kids their own age more than they value the opinion of their parents, and where the authority of parents has declined, not only in the eyes of children but in the eyes of parents themselves.

Many parents today suffer from role confusion. “Role confusion” is a plausible translation of Statusunsicherheit, a term used by German sociologist Norbert Elias to describe this change.32 Elias observed that in the second half of the 20th century, Western Europeans became less comfortable with any sort of power differential in social relations. Before World War I, Elias notes, there were sharply defined power differentials in multiple domains: between aristocrats and the lower classes; between men and women; between managers and employees; between parents and children. Throughout the 20th century, and especially in the decades after 1945, people in Western Europe—and in North America too, I might add—became uneasy with all such power differentials. With regard to the power differential between men and women: as a matter of social justice, women acquired equal rights, though at a varied tempo across the developed world (women in Appenzell, Switzerland, did not gain the right to vote on local issues until 1990). Regarding the power differential between managers and employees: in recent decades, many companies have abandoned the old-fashioned hierarchical management system in favor of “giving employees a voice.” With regard to the former deference of the lower classes to the upper classes: the aristocracy has nearly vanished, and the children of the wealthy now pay extra money for jeans that have been deliberately torn at the factory, to simulate the look of a lower-income kid. And with regard to parents and children: the authority of parents, and even more significantly the importance of parents in the lives of their children, has declined substantially.33

What do I mean when I say that the importance of parents in the lives of children has declined? More than 60 years ago, Johns Hopkins University sociologist James Coleman asked American teenagers this question: If all your friends belonged to a particular club, and all your friends wanted you to join that club, but one of your parents did not approve, would you still join the club? In that era, the majority of American teenagers responded No. They would not join the club if one of their parents did not approve.34 In that era, the opinion of one parent mattered more than the combined opinion of all the teenage peers.

Not today. I have posed an updated version of Professor Coleman’s question to hundreds of children and teenagers at dozens of venues across the United States in the past 15 years, before and after the pandemic. I have asked them, “If all your friends were on a particular social media app, and they all wanted you to join, would you consult your parents first?” The most common response to the question isn’t Yes, it isn’t No, it’s laughter. The notion that kids would bother to consult their parents about joining a social media site is so implausible that it’s funny. My parents don’t even know what ASKfm is. They would probably think it was some kind of radio station! So why would I ask them? If all my friends are joining that site, then of course I am going to join. These kids sometimes say that they love their parents, and maybe they do. But they care what their peers think more than they care what their parents think.

In American culture today, same-age peers matter more than parents. Parents matter less. I’m not saying parents should matter less. I’m saying that in contemporary American culture, parents do matter less, by which I mean that parents no longer have the authority or the standing that they had a generation ago. And parents are reluctant to change the rules, to insist that time spent with parents and family is more important than time spent with same-age peers, because parents are suffering from the “role confusion” described by Elias. They are unsure of what authority they have and how to exercise it. As a result, it’s much harder for American parents to teach Fulghum’s Rules, or any rules, to their kids. And the older the child, the more true that is. In one study, the most common attitude of American teenagers toward their parents was described as “ingratitude seasoned with contempt.”35

Why did this change occur? I think Norbert Elias, mentioned above, understood why. Elias noted that throughout the 20th century, the idea of power and authority became suspect throughout Western Europe and North America. Politically, the story of the past seventy years might be summarized as the empowerment of the previously disenfranchised. People of color were empowered. Women were empowered. Employees were empowered (at least in theory and in lip service). And children were empowered. As writer Alana Newhouse noted in her viral essay “Everything Is Broken,” our contemporary culture is now characterized by “an allergy to hierarchy, so much so that the weighting or preferring of some voices or products over others is seen as illegitimate.”36 I would add that nobody stopped to say, “Yes, it is right that adults should have equal rights in their relations with one another. It is right that women, people of color, etc. should have equal rights relative to White males. But what is true for adults in their relations with other adults may not be true for parents in their relations with children.” Abolish every hierarchy! Empower everybody! Including kids! Why not?

My answer: Because the first job of the parent is to teach their culture to their children. And authoritative teaching requires hierarchy within the family, requires respect for the authority of parents. But in our current moment, the concept of respecting authority has come to seem absurd. The financial crisis of 2008/2009, the bungling of American interventions overseas, the sex abuse scandal in the Catholic Church, Elon Musk, and innumerable other recent examples of people in positions of authority screwing up big time have undermined the whole concept of respecting authority.37 The notion of trusting people in positions of power to do the right thing now seems quaintly ridiculous. In 1964, 77 percent of Americans said that you can trust the government to do the right thing all the time or just about all the time. In 2023, only 16 percent of Americans said that you can trust the government to do the right thing all the time (1 percent) or just about all the time (15 percent).38

I am not asking you to trust the government the way people in 1964 trusted the government. I am just asking you to recognize how harmful it might be when our contemporary disdain for authority seeps into family life. The parent who is understandably and reasonably skeptical regarding the competence of government officials or of corporate CEOs is uncomfortable saying to her child, “Because I’m your mother, that’s why.” But a major claim I will make in this book is that children need to respect their parents and their parents’ authority—in the best interest of the child.

American youth today are immersed in a culture of disrespect. Young people overestimate the importance of their own culture and disrespect the culture of their elders. How is a child, or a teenager, or an adult supposed to decide what is art and what is trash? I have discussed this question with middle school and high school students on many of my school visits over the past 23 years. Most students reject my suggestion that I, or anybody, can distinguish authoritatively between art and trash. They insist that there is no objective standard of value by which to judge, no fundamental criteria that would allow anyone to say that one work of art is any better than another.
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Praise for Leonard Sax’s 
The Collapse of Parenting

“One of the premier experts on parenting, Dr. Leonard Sax brilliantly articulates the problems parents experience with their children, then gives solutions. The Collapse of Parenting is academic but practical, simple but deep. If you have time to read only one book this year, read this one.”

—Meg Meeker, MD, bestselling author of Strong Fathers, Strong Daughters and Strong Mothers, Strong Sons

“The family unit is in unprecedented decline and under assault from a wide variety of cultural forces. With years of experience and research working directly with parents and children, Dr. Leonard Sax provides an important glimpse into parenting in modern times, where it’s gone wrong, and how to fix it. Being a parent has never been more important and Dr. Sax explains how to avoid parenting pitfalls and raise your children well.”

—Dr. Bill Bennett, former United States Secretary of Education

“If you’re going to read one book on parenting this year, make it The Collapse of Parenting by Leonard Sax. What makes a good nonfiction instructional book is an author who has extensive real world experience in the subject matter and who has the ability to write clearly. Leonard Sax has both.… This is quite simply a good book that is easily read and will provide sound advice for giving our children the best chance to succeed in life.”

—New York Journal of Books

“Based on years of extensive clinical practice and interviews with students and parents internationally, Sax presents a sobering and alarming picture of the collapse of parenting in this country. But he does not leave the reader without hope; he offers simple, if not easy solutions, giving parents an accessible guide to help them regain their rightful roles.”

—Dr. Nancy Kehoe, assistant clinical professor of psychology at Harvard Medical School, and author of Wrestling with Our Inner Angels: Faith, Mental Illness, and the Journey to Wholeness

“It is time for us to get real as a society. Dr. Leonard Sax has issued both a warning and an encouragement for parents to take up their proper roles in leading their children to a truly mature adulthood. His book is a highly readable and well-informed challenge for us.”

—Dr. Timothy Wright, headmaster, Shore School, Sydney, Australia

“There are many ‘holy’ trinities, but in educational terms, one of them is definitely the relationship between parents, children, and schools. I certainly will be recommending this book to the parents of my school. It does not preach; it cajoles, encourages, guides, and helps. It allows one to stand back and step back on one of the most important aspects of life—looking after our youngsters.”

—Andrew Hunter, headmaster, Merchiston Castle School, Scotland

“A comprehensive breakdown of where parents have gone awry and how they can get back on track to teach virtue and character to their children.… Sax provides a series of easy-to-follow solutions that help bring parents and children back to the same page, working toward a healthier, more respectful, and conscientious attitude.… With the author’s solid advice, parents have a good shot at achieving these goals.”

—Kirkus

“The Collapse of Parenting is one of the best books I’ve ever read on the subject of raising children. It’s not written from a religious perspective, but it’s chock-full of information every parent should have.”

—National Catholic Register

“[Sax’s] guidelines are clear and well-supported.”

—Booklist

“The Collapse of Parenting may sound like a lone voice in the world of American parenting these days, but it’s a desperately needed one.… If you’re going to read a single parenting book this year, please make it this one.”

—Treehugger.com

“Dear Dr. Sax, thank you so much for your brilliant book. Two days ago I was on the phone with a friend. She was distraught because that morning she and her husband asked their ten-year-old son to shovel [the snow off] the walk. From the couch not ten feet away, he texted to her, ‘I think it is rude that you ask me to shovel the walk when all you do is slouch around.’ I asked her where her son could have learned to say such a thing. She was at a loss. Later that day I heard an interview with you on NPR and I immediately downloaded an audio version of your book. Listening to it was like having all my parenting instincts affirmed. I kept saying, ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ I know your book is a tough sell in this town that is rife with permissive parenting, but I am recommending it to everyone I know. I will use your book as a shield when people ask me why we don’t have a PS4 or a Gameboy, why our kids (nine and ten) don’t have a Facebook account, etcetera. I hope your book marks a sea change in parenting. It’s high time.”

—Vivienne Palmer, Boulder, Colorado

“Dear Dr. Sax, I want to thank you so much for validating with experience and research what has always seemed like common-sense parenting to me and my husband. I know we are not perfect parents, but we are those parents about whom people whisper one minute and then tell us the next, ‘You don’t understand how lucky you are that you have such good kids.’ They never connect the dots between our authoritative parenting, of which they disapprove, and the resultant respectfulness of our children, of which they are envious. Incidentally, we have six children, three biological and three adopted, so their respectfulness can’t be pinned on biology. We aren’t perfect parents. Our kids aren’t perfect kids. But they are good kids, and we have been parenting, to the best of our abilities in the manner you prescribe for eighteen years now. Thank you for helping me to feel a little less alone as I navigate parenthood in this culture of disrespect. May The Collapse of Parenting reach a vast audience and help effect true cultural change.”

—Elaine Bourret, suburban Detroit, Michigan

“I just wanted you to know that this is one of the best books about teaching that I have ever read. I loved it! Perhaps it is confirmation bias on my part, but you expressed everything I have learned about good teaching over the past twenty-six years. I have recommended your book to all of my colleagues and during my recent parent interviews I had your book sitting at the table and recommended it to all the parents with whom I met. I am not a parent, but you can bet that your book has made me a better teacher.”

—Andrea van Slyke, Toronto, Ontario

“Dear Dr. Sax, It is unusual for me to read a book in one sitting, especially a book on parenting, but I could not put down The Collapse of Parenting. Please know this book will be talked about, studied, recommended (maybe as a requirement of attendance!), and referenced in newsletters for many years to come. Brilliant! Thank you for writing it.”

—Lleanna McReynolds, head of school, Raintree Montessori School, Lawrence, Kansas

“In The Collapse of Parenting, Leonard Sax identifies and addresses children’s social, educational, and behavioral issues and connects these factors back to the home. The emphasis of this book is not putting blame on parents. The focus is on explaining how this situation developed, and suggesting what can be done about it. This book is the first book I have come across that makes sense of what caused the shift in education, why current efforts aren’t achieving desired outcomes, and what the family unit has to do with all of it.”

—Susan Deierlein, PhD, Lapeer County, Michigan

“Whenever parents ask me for the ‘secret’ to raising my three hard-working, thoughtful, polite boys, I tell them, ‘No secret!’ and then I hand them a copy of The Collapse of Parenting. I am the manager of a homeschooling co-op that serves over 35 families, and I can tell you that this eye-opening book has singlehandedly changed the way most of our parents are raising their children. We’ve seen only positive changes as a result!”

—Hina Khan-Mukhtar, San Ramon, California

“As a school principal, I have observed firsthand the ‘culture of disrespect’ which Dr. Sax describes so accurately in his book. While designed primarily as a guide for parents, the book provides concrete examples that school leaders and teachers can use to encourage character building in children. Clear, insightful research and practical solutions make it an excellent resource for any school or classroom.”

—Sarah Blair, Principal, Pine Creek Colony School, Austin, Manitoba
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