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CHAPTER 1

The Mystery of Success

THE BLACK BOX

We all know someone who was talented as a child but who nonetheless ended up leading an ordinary life. So when we encounter people who have experienced extraordinary success, people like Ryan, Sangu, and Maggie, while we admire their triumphs, we can’t help but wonder: How did they do it? Was it just natural talent?

What transformed their natural-born abilities into extraordinary adult success? And could we, too, have been as successful, if only we, or our parents, had done something differently?

Plenty of books attempt to answer these questions, but few, if any, go beyond observing the children themselves. Most fail to investigate the connections between a child’s achievement and their parents’ own backstories and motivations. And seldom do they address the full span of the child’s journey from birth through early adulthood.

Meanwhile, social science research is preoccupied with the things that go wrong in childhood and how parents can prevent or fix problems—not what they can do to create a high achiever. It’s unusual to investigate the influence of the parents’ approach on an achiever’s remarkable success, and even rarer to try to understand the details of why that approach helped the child excel.

From long-established work on the differences and similarities between twins separated at birth, to more recent studies that show how early differences in children’s language-processing abilities arise in the first few years of life, science has provided us with a plethora of studies that establish just how profoundly parenting matters. Yet when we read about outstanding adults, we have no way of knowing how they got to be so spectacular. How did the parents of successful people contribute to their lauded achievements, and how can we glean actionable insights about their childrearing?

This information is metaphorically hidden from view—as though inside a proverbial black box. In science, computing, and engineering, a “black box” is an object or system in which things go in one side (the input) and come out changed from the other (the output), but you have no idea what happens in between. We know certain childhoods result in outstanding adults, but we don’t know why, because we were not there to see inside the “box,” or the home, where the parenting happened. All we see is the output: the outstanding adult.

[image: image]

In medicine, a black box experiment is one that includes both a control group, which doesn’t receive treatment, and another group, which receives the treatment being tested. Such experiments are considered the gold standard for determining if the treatment works, but they have a common shortcoming: we don’t find out how or why the treatment works, which makes it hard to improve it based on what’s been learned. Many treatments have been proven to cure illnesses, but often the scientists who produce the proof still don’t understand what the medicine does inside a patient’s body to result in a cure.

Similarly, when it comes to successful parenting, we don’t know the details of what the parents did that guided their children to become so outstanding. Think of the lessons to be learned if we could take a close look into the homes where the world’s most successful people grew up. What would we find out about success? What could parents learn about how to help their own children reach their full potential?

We now know that brain development for life success begins years before a child sets foot in a preschool. The science is clear that, starting at birth or even before, parental decisions can have a profound influence on how successful a child becomes, all the way into adulthood. And it’s not just the things we do that are extremely important to a child’s future; the things we don’t do at home can cause kids’ potential to go unharvested.

This book opens up the black box to find out what the parents of high achievers do. Over the course of fifteen years, we interviewed 200 high-achieving adults and some of their parents. In those interviews, a clear pattern emerged: the approaches that parents of high achievers adopted, beginning in the earliest years of life, bore real and striking similarities, despite those parents’ widely divergent backgrounds and life circumstances.

We’ve given this pattern a name: “the Formula.”

AN INVESTIGATION INTO SUCCESS

The research that would eventually yield the Formula began in two very different places.

For Tatsha Robertson, it started in 2003 in a newsroom at the Boston Globe, where she was a national correspondent whose job was to travel across the country. She’d begun to notice that the very smart and special people she came across during her reporting had parents with similar traits. She called Ron Ferguson at Harvard University, with whom she had spoken numerous times when she needed an expert perspective for a story.

“Could strategic parenting be taught?” she asked. He said it could and described an emerging movement among researchers who were starting to discuss how to do just that.

Ultimately Tatsha began to wonder if these parents of extraordinary people were following a discernible set of parental guidelines, a formula. Over the next ten years she interviewed sixty people about how they were raised, looking for similarities in their stories. Sometimes they were colleagues; other times they were new people she met while traveling for work. Although she mostly did the interviews on her own, sometimes she investigated the parenting of the people she interviewed for the Globe and other publications, including President Barack Obama.

For Ron, the search began during an advising session in his office at Harvard University in 2009. Kyoung Lee, a master’s degree student, was selecting fall-term courses at the Kennedy School of Government, where Ron has taught and conducted research for over thirty years. The two found themselves talking about South Korean culture, academic standards, and parenting. Ron told Kyoung about South Korean students of his who had insisted it was unacceptable in Korea to score lower than the top 5 percent of students nationally in their age group. That struck Ron as unreasonable: Even if an achiever performs at the 90th percentile of their peers, they fail? Because of the way Ron had been raised, this simply did not compute—but it did for Kyoung, whose parents were born and raised in Korea. She observed, “If I got 99 percent on a test, my mom wanted to know where the other point was, even if nobody else got more than a 90.”

Kyoung and Ron wondered together whether other Harvard students had been pressed to find that missing point. How prevalent, they wanted to know, were racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and national differences in how her peers across the university were parented? After all, her classmates’ parents had all raised children who, like Kyoung, had risen to the top of the extremely selective Harvard admissions process. Had their children been parented in similar ways?

Their conversations led to the How I Was Parented Project at Harvard: 120 interviews with Harvard undergraduates and graduate students, from which at least half the people in this book are drawn, including Sangu Delle. To launch that project in 2009, Ron and his student volunteers sent emails to hundreds of students at the university, inviting them to be interviewed around the question, “What roles did your parents play in your success?”

Over the next two years, student volunteers actively sought out these stories, drawing on Harvard students from virtually all walks of life and backgrounds—black and white, Asian and Latino American; Baptists, Catholics, Jews, Buddhists, and atheists. Some of the students came from very wealthy families, but many did not. For every student raised by doctors or lawyers, engineers or professors, another was raised by a cashier, a bus driver, or a cook. Some were born in Korea, China, or India, while others came from villages in Africa, cities in Mexico, or towns in the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, and Bulgaria. But most were Americans, hailing from points as varied as the cornfields of Oklahoma and the inner city of Detroit.

As the volunteers conducted one long interview after another, they asked the same scripted questions designed to delve into the subjects’ recollections of childhood and the roles their parents played.

The recordings grew into a massive narrative catalogue of students’ earliest memories and their journeys to high academic achievement. At the heart of these memories were their parents—their first and most lasting teachers and guides.

Ron and his research assistants began coding the data and looking for patterns, but it quickly became clear that the complexity involved would require someone who could single-mindedly focus on the interviews for an extended period of time, so the project was put on the back burner. When Tatsha called Ron again in 2014 to tell him about a book she wanted to write, on whether there was a parenting formula that successful parents were following, Ron said he believed so, but did not yet know what it was—and asked if they should write the book together, drawing in part from the How I Was Parented Project data. Rather than design social science tests of hypotheses about the nature of effective parenting, we set out to perform an investigation, more journalistic in nature, that would delve deep into the lives of achievers—and then, as our investigation began to suggest that strong commitment to purposeful parenting was grounded in a parent’s personal narrative, into the lives of their parents, as well.

Tatsha spent months listening to and analyzing anonymous audio. She and Ron then compared the parenting of the Harvard achievers to that of the non-Harvard achievers Tatsha had interviewed over the years. A formula began to emerge.

Knowing that, in past research, people of different socioeconomic backgrounds exhibited different parenting styles, we had expected to see a culture-specific tapestry revealing a diverse range of parenting theories, values, and strategies that differed systematically by family background. But that’s not what happened. There was, for example, no identifiably superior “Asian” or “American” way to do it. Rather, across race, socioeconomic status, education level, religion, and nationality, there were surprisingly strong, common parenting threads that helped produce future successes.

The initial recorded interviews by students were a good start but merely scratched the surface of the parenting patterns we saw emerging. Together, we re-interviewed achievers drawn from the Harvard project, who had since graduated, as well as non-Harvard achievers who we met through other means. (At the time of the interviews, all the achievers were in their twenties, thirties, or forties, apart from a set of twins who had just turned fifty.) And like so many rivers and streams that flow to the sea, the accounts they shared led us to return to the source and interview the parents themselves.

MASTERS OF THE FORMULA

We call the parents we meet and hear about in this book “master parents”—not because they started out knowing all the answers, but because they were masterful at figuring out how to unlock their child’s full potential.

In most cases, the parents had not studied at the greatest schools. A few hadn’t even finished high school. But what was unique, if not genius, about them was their ability to do whatever was needed to raise thoughtful, very smart, ambitious, and purposeful children.

Both the most and least educated among these parents had taught their child simple numerical concepts and how to read basic words well before the age of five, and they had talked to the child as an equal, respecting their intellect and answering their questions after careful thought. Regardless of material resources, these parents exhibited intense commitment and vision. Parents at every socioeconomic level were relentless in finding the time and resources needed to help launch and sustain their child as a high academic performer. They were motivated by their own backstories, which gave them insight into the types of qualities they hoped their child would grow up to have. But, crucially, they never tried to mold their child based on their own dreams—on what the parents themselves had once wished to be but failed to become.

This is the core of the Formula: strategic choices that help a child reach their greatest potential and well-being. Built on eight parenting principles, or “roles” the parents play in the child’s life, the Formula inspires the development of both academic and non-academic skills in a way that sets the child up for future success.

But there are no superhumans here. The Formula can be learned and cultivated. And while every child may not become a virtuoso musician, a Harvard graduate, or a wealthy and famous businesswoman, parents equipped with the Formula can still enhance their child’s academic and life success no matter what the child’s base level of potential might be.

Before we get to the Formula itself, however, let’s take a closer look at the kind of people the Formula produces.




CHAPTER 2

What We Mean by Success

EUDAIMONIC FLOURISHING

Skeptical, but interested in the possibility that there’s a parenting formula that can produce successful, academically and socially outstanding young people, listeners lean in close. Eyes half-squinted, heads cocked slightly to one side, they often pose several questions: What exactly is so special about these people—these products of the Formula? Why are they, and the parenting that cultivated them, worth emulating? How do you define “success”?

Success, simply put, is the attainment of a goal. But what goal or goals are the Formula-raised children achieving? What kind of success are we talking about?

There are two dominant but contrasting philosophies on the topic of success. One, often labeled hedonism, is the idea made famous by the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus, who believed the purpose of life is to experience the greatest possible pleasure while avoiding pain. Imagine opulent parties, with the finest foods and flowing champagne inside a ridiculously large mansion. In this definition, the goal of success is satisfying one’s material and carnal desires.

The other idea derives from the Greek word eudaimonia, translated as human flourishing, and was a central concept in Aristotle’s philosophy. The goal in this kind of success is self-realization. It’s the high you feel and the growth you achieve as you pursue a challenging goal—the idea that you can experience your best self by striving toward mastery. Picture American gymnast Simone Biles, flipping and twirling in space, practicing for years in order to compete in the Olympics, or a young Albert Einstein in 1905, his “miracle year,” sitting at his desk fine-tuning the fourth in a series of papers that would revolutionize science.

Modern-day research agrees that pursuing this definition of success fosters well-being, while preoccupation with hedonistic goals often adds little to life satisfaction and can even detract from it. That doesn’t mean a eudaimonic approach to achievement lacks financial or material payoffs, however. Several of the people you’ll meet in the coming chapters have attained great wealth. Most of our master parents would have been happy for their child to grow up to be able to purchase a luxury car, live in a beautiful home, or travel to exotic locations. But these same master parents understood that material possessions are merely desirable trappings of achievement, distinct from the deeper and more lasting kind of success the Formula produces.

When we say the Formula produces successful adults, what we mean is that it produces adults who are fully realized.

PURPOSE + AGENCY + SMARTS = FULLY REALIZED

If there is one term that describes the men and women in this book, it’s “fully realized.”

Their stories paint a vivid picture of what this means; they include an American diplomat, a CNN television anchor, and three sisters whom pundits have called “the most powerful women in the world.” What they, and the rest of the 200 achievers we looked at, all have in common is the way they have each pushed their potential to the limit and are still continuing to grow.

Raising fully realized adults was the goal of each master parent in the book, whether they knew the term or not. And they did this through fostering three key qualities: a sense of purpose, a sense of agency, and smarts.

Think of purpose here as a lofty goal or aim—something deeply meaningful that provides clear direction in life. Fully embracing it frequently requires years of persistence through periods of often difficult personal growth, but in pursuit of big accomplishments important enough to justify the effort.

It takes extraordinary initiative to get started on a journey toward such an ambitious destination. That initiative is called agency. Someone with a strong sense of agency thinks, “Let’s do this!” and then follows through with actions and behaviors.

Which brings us to the third element in the equation: smarts.

What We Mean by “Smart”

Psychologists call ideas like “smart” folk concepts: most of us have a basic idea what they mean, even while the people who actually study them can’t agree. In everyday life, we talk about many different types of smart. The most common relate to what we’re taught in school: science smart, math smart, reading smart, writing smart. There’s also social intelligence, for dealing with other people, and emotional intelligence, for managing our feelings.

Psychologist W. Joel Schneider, who specializes in the assessment of cognitive abilities, offers a broader definition: “We use the word . . . to describe people who are able to acquire useful knowledge, and who can solve consequential problems using some combination of logic, intuition, creativity, experience, and wisdom.” Though he admits his own definition is “as vague as the thing I am trying to define.”

For this book, we offer a two-pronged, commonsense definition of smart: the ability to perform cognitively challenging tasks, like figuring out difficult academic assignments; and the ability to take in information from one’s environment, make sense of it, and then use it to make strategic decisions in the course of one’s journey.

All the successful people we interviewed were very clearly, from a very young age, academically astute. However, they also had something much more. They achieved at very high levels, but they also just loved learning. While many of their interests were academic in nature, they often had other things they felt passionate about that they were in the process of mastering: the violin, activism, public speaking. (Though it’s worth noting that the skills they developed in pursuing these interests did also help them achieve high grades.)

Doing well in school was important to them as children, but these were not the type of young people who only cared about a teacher’s assessment; their personal standards were often higher than their teachers’. But that didn’t mean grades were irrelevant; in high school or college, when several received their first C grade, they were knocked off balance—but only briefly, before assessing what went wrong and figuring how not to do it again. This response had nothing to do with parental pressure or the need for approval, and everything to do with how they saw themselves: as smart.

But what was really striking about these special achievers is how self-assured they seemed to be at such a young age, as if they knew the secrets to winning. Even the way they spoke to adults, as children, was impressive: they came off as sincerely thoughtful and wise about the world and themselves. They had the ability to use what they learned to generate their own questions, think through the implications of those questions, and form their own opinions, then communicate those opinions in a manner that genuinely interested their conversation partners. In other words, they came across as smart.

PRODIGIES VERSUS THE PRODUCTS OF THE FORMULA

At the age of three or four, the people we studied could read words. By kindergarten, they all had unusually good basic literacy and math skills. If they later struggled, it was at the honors level, trying to keep up with other exemplary students.

This brings up a common question asked about the products of the Formula. Are they off-the-charts smart or is their kind of specialness attainable for the rest of us? The people we interviewed are definitely intelligent, but maybe the best way to describe their kind of smart is to instead look at what they are not.

Howard Gardner, the psychologist and Harvard professor known for his theory of multiple intelligences, defines a prodigy as a child who displays “adult-level performance” not because they labored to earn their virtuosity, but because they essentially found themselves in possession of a natural-born talent. Gardner believes being a prodigy is like being given a gift that borders on miraculous. “Even if one refused to believe in miracles and looks only to probabilities,” says Gardner, “the kinds of performances exhibited by the young Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart or Felix Mendelssohn, by the youthful Picasso or the English painter John Everett Millais, are astounding.”

How does the high achiever raised by master parents compare? Using Gardner’s research and our more than ten-year investigation into the Formula, we came up with the following contrasts:



       •   While the high achiever is purposeful in selecting projects and skills to learn, the prodigy is swept along in the tide of others’ responses to their talent.

       •   While the high achiever commits to mastery and seeks out new and challenging experiences, the prodigy achieves early mastery through mimicry or without struggle and later finds it difficult to raise their game.

       •   While the parents of the high achiever introduce experiences in order to feed curiosity and initiate a thirst for knowledge, the adults in the prodigy’s life create opportunities centered around showcasing the child’s prodigious talent, rather than introduce them to opportunities to learn and expand their interests.

       •   While the high achiever becomes gutsy and courageous in a gradual way by learning to take chances when reaching for high goals, the prodigy grows accustomed to success without risk because a parent or a teacher shields them from obstacles.

       •   While the high achiever develops skills by collaborating with adults, the prodigy displays skills by performing for adults.

       •   While the high achiever grows confident that they can learn and thereby achieve mastery, the prodigy is confident of their ability to perform, but not necessarily to learn.

Often, in their twenties, the prodigy experiences the ground shift under their feet, says Gardner. Adults are no longer fans but masterful rivals. Some of their contemporaries, who were never considered prodigies, had worked hard and purposefully and were now outstanding competitors. Finding it difficult to cope, Gardner writes, “many, perhaps most, do not fulfill their youthful potential.”

Unlike for the prodigy, challenge for our high achievers led to growth. In college, where some of them discovered their peers were light-years ahead academically, they made the needed adjustments. For instance, when Rob Humble, a small-town boy known there for his intelligence, got into a top-rated college where every student seemed to be more brilliant than the next, he was nearly thrown off his game. But he knew if he was going to compete, he had to take action, know himself, and organize his time and life. He knew he wasn’t made for last-minute cramming, so he devised a plan that fit his temperament: he started a study group, and completed homework weeks ahead. While other students were pulling all-nighters prior to finals, Rob was able to spend long hours, days before the exams, focusing strictly on the material that was going to be on the finals. He calculated how long he needed to study in order to be tired enough to get eleven hours of sleep the night before the exams. When test time came, he was refreshed and sharp, unlike his classmates. And as a result, he excelled.

In studying prodigies, Gardner concluded that their abilities are rooted in something other than agency or purposefulness. Rather, he says, it’s “something in the structure or functioning of the nervous system of Mozart, of the chess player Bobby Fischer, or the mathematician Carl Gauss that made it preternaturally easy to gain the initial mastery of patterns involved in musical tones, the configuration of chess pieces or the possibilities of numerical combinations, respectively.”

In contrast, there’s no reason to believe most of the high achievers in this book were born supremely gifted, in the top 1 percent of hereditary potential like the prodigy. In fact, based on our conversations with them, as well as interviews with their early-childhood and high school teachers, parents, siblings, and mentors, plus copies of report cards, college references, and applications, there is much more reason to believe their natural abilities are well within the normal range of human variation, if perhaps in the top quarter. Instead, they are people whose parents understood that smart is like strong. It can be nurtured.

Genetics play a role, of course. Children come with innate capabilities that affect their ease of learning, just as some weight lifters inherit distinctive physiologies that make building muscle faster and easier. But a weight lifter’s strength also depends often even more on diet, lifestyle, practice, and other environmental factors. The high achievers in this book grew smarter in the same way that weight lifters get stronger: from the ways they spent their time and the things they paid attention to.

As it turns out, being smart is a lot more like bodybuilding than you’d expect. Just as weight lifting builds muscles, science tells us that learning builds denser brain pathways for storing knowledge and processing thoughts. Every time we learn, the brain physically transforms into a better tool.

Take the case of London taxi drivers. In a 2011 study, Eleanor Maguire and Katherine Woollett, both neurologists at University College London, followed a group of taxi trainees studying for an exam called the Knowledge, a grueling test of recall that can take from two to four years to prepare for. It’s been called one of the toughest memory feats in the world because the test requires drivers to know all of the city’s 25,000 streets and tens of thousands of landmarks, all within a six-mile radius.

Maguire and Woollett scanned the trainees’ brains before they began studying and again after the test. The results were fascinating: the trainees that passed the test saw an increase in the volume of gray matter in their hippocampus, the part of the brain that stores spatial representations—meaning all the time spent studying, visualizing, and mentally navigating London’s sprawling, ancient, and intricate roads and streets literally grew their brainpower.

Like those taxi drivers, the extraordinary people we met spent more time than most of their peers in activities that helped them improve cognitive skills. Physical changes happened in their brains as they got better at things, which then let them keep getting better at things, like a weight lifter who builds new muscles that allow them to easily lift what was once difficult. Our achievers developed new neural pathways through learning while maintaining older ones that might have withered away if left unused. In other words, unlike Gardner’s prodigies, they became smarter over time.

WHO OUR ACHIEVERS ARE AND HOW WE CHOSE THEM

So where and how did we find individuals who met these definitions—smart, successful people with purpose and agency? The largest group of achievers in our research, and featured in this book, are Harvard graduates, who years earlier participated in the How I Was Parented Project. Those contacted for follow-up interviews five years later were chosen to include a cross section of geographic, socioeconomic, ethnic, and racial backgrounds.

Having survived the Harvard admissions process, they represented exactly the types of achievement that interested us. Being an academic star is not enough to gain admission to Harvard; many valedictorians are rejected. Aside from being academically superior to other students, successful applicants must have achieved excellence in extracurricular passion projects, written intriguing application essays, and received extraordinary recommendations from teachers and counselors, all attesting to their purposefulness and excellent potential to change the world (which those we interviewed again for this book are now doing).

Of course, Harvard is certainly not the only place to find that kind of person. At least sixty other people outside of the Harvard project caught our attention. Tatsha received referrals or met special people during her reporting and editing work, and both Tatsha and Ron noticed potential interviewees at meetings and conferences and through chance encounters. For instance, there was Maggie Young, the twentysomething world-class violinist, whom Tatsha spotted performing with spellbinding elegance and authority; and Chuck Badger, whom Ron noticed on a political affairs panel, where the young political consultant spoke with great depth and sophistication. Chuck told us about the ultra-successful Ryan Quarles, the Kentucky farmer and agriculture chief. Lisa Son, a professor of brain science with an innovative method of teaching her own very small children to read, was one of about fifty parents in an affluent New Jersey town who responded to Tatsha’s Facebook post in search of parents of high achievers.

In nearly every case, we knew nothing about these high achievers’ upbringing until we sat down to talk with them—we only knew that they were exactly the type of successful, fully realized adults we hoped to learn about. And in nearly every case, we saw the same commonalities in the parenting they’d experienced: the eight principles, or roles, that make up the Formula. Let’s turn now to the Formula itself—those eight roles, and what they look like in action.




CHAPTER 3

The Formula

THE INCREDIBLE LIFE OF JARELL LEE

In Harvard graduate Jarell Lee’s earliest memory, his mother is rushing out of the home where they were living with him cradled in her arms. Minutes earlier he’d been on the floor playing with his Ninja Turtle truck when, from nowhere, a knife slammed into the wooden floorboards next to him and stuck there, like a dart in a wall.

“I was three,” Jarell recalled as we ate lunch at a Brooklyn soul food restaurant. The memory prompted Jarell, who couldn’t remember anything more about the story, to call his mother in Ohio for answers. She told him that her boyfriend at the time (not Jarell’s father) had thrown a knife at her that day. Mother and son fled, but there was no money and no place to go except for homeless shelters in their native Cleveland, Ohio. From kindergarten through third grade, Jarell attended nine different schools. He lived in nearly as many homeless shelters just during the first grade.

All that moving around left him with no childhood friends to speak of, but there were two constants in his life: his mother and learning.

When she became pregnant with Jarell at age twenty-two, Elizabeth Lee started reading everything she could about childrearing. “I read books on what to expect when you’re pregnant; I read books on different things to do while you are pregnant, and about raising your child. After that, I read books about raising a one-year-old, a two-year-old, a three-year-old, and a four-year-old.”

A former foster child and honor student who’d quit school in her senior year because she didn’t like the cliques, Elizabeth believed if she did the things she read about in books, combined with what she could figure out on her own, the outcome would be a middle-class son and all that came with that distinction.

“I told him, ‘I’m poor and broke and we’re in the ghetto, but if you do good, get good grades, and go to college and be successful, you can get out of here,’” Elizabeth recalled.

Elizabeth started early with flash cards. She and Jarell would sit there, two partners in learning, on a bed at the homeless shelter going over the cards, which she used to teach him shapes, colors, numbers, and words. She’d show him a card and Jarell, who was about three or four, would read back the word.

“Not word for word but reading whatever he could remember,” she said.

Elizabeth picked up early that her preschooler either had a good memory or caught on quickly; either way she knew he needed more than what she knew how to teach him. When Jarell was still too young for school, Elizabeth volunteered at his Head Start center, watching everything they taught during class and then replicating it when she returned to the shelter.

“That’s how he learned. We went over everything. Later, we’d go to the library and we would get stacks of books. We’d sit on the couch and read books together.”

She made it so much fun that Jarell never knew he was learning. She’d focus on six words a day. Mother and son would review those words for about an hour. This continued until she found work, which was about the same time Jarell entered kindergarten. By that time, Jarell had some basic reading skills and he knew a few numbers, which set him apart from other children. He recalls the kindergarten teacher exclaiming, “You can read!”

From there, Elizabeth set the agenda, ensuring that Jarell got into a habit of doing well in school, never falling short of his potential. To keep him challenged, she tried to get him into the best schools she could, or at least make sure he was always tested for placement in gifted and talented classes, where she knew he belonged. Sometimes the gifted program was in a school in a rough neighborhood, and sometimes it was in a school in a rich neighborhood, or in a Quaker school. Regardless of the setting, she did whatever she could to not only survive, but also prepare Jarell to thrive.

In the middle of all that surviving, Elizabeth had two daughters. Though she still lacked money for books, Elizabeth made sure reading continued to be a central activity in the family. The public library was a second home. The whole family would spend hours picking out books, then losing themselves in the stories and drawings. “I’ve always had enough books for my children. We read kid books like Peter’s Chair. We got all the Dr. Seuss books, like Are You My Mother?” Elizabeth said. “That was one of our favorites by Dr. Seuss, and One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish. We read anything; it didn’t matter what it was or who wrote it. They were all from the library and free.”

Elizabeth was always trying to figure out ways to stimulate her children and expose them to activities that might provide them with a leg up later in life, even though she had little to no money to spare. “We went to parades, just any kind of event. There used to be something downtown called the Kids’ Fest. Every year we’d go down there. We went to everything.”

She was always teaching, even on city bus rides. “I’d point out stop signs, traffic signs. They could read signs on buildings and restaurants. We’d play those types of games.”

Jarell describes Elizabeth’s style of parenting as nurturing and kind, but she describes it as “lenient-strict.” She believed in giving her children freedom, knowing she had already set a structure. Homework just needed to be done before bedtime. All three children could watch television on the weekend, but weekdays were for reading books. During the summer, they read a book a week and wrote a report. Sloppy work was never allowed. “I would not accept anything less than a good grade. I would look over Jarell’s paper, and if it wasn’t right I would tear it up, ball it up, whatever. It was over if it was not your best work. I expected better and I knew he could do better,” she said.

Although her girls did fine in school, they sometimes resisted her advice. Jarell, however, was always receptive and responsible. “When he was in high school, he could stay up as long as he wanted because he knew how to get up in the morning. I didn’t have any problems with him. His homework, he basically did it on his own. A lot of stuff he was doing I did not know how to do; a lot of stuff I couldn’t do. If there was a paper he had to write, I could help him with that, proofread it, rearrange sentences, but as far as math, science, that was a wash.”

A wash for her but not for him. In fact, math and science became his favorite subjects, because when Jarell was a toddler reading flash cards and pointing at objects from the bus, Elizabeth had taught him the love of figuring things out and how to teach himself things he didn’t know.

After years of moving from one homeless shelter to the next, when Jarell was eight years old, the family was finally able to rent a small house. It stood less than a block from Harvard Avenue in a depressed section of Cleveland’s East Side known as Union-Miles. Jarell called it “the wasteland,” but not just because of the boarded-up homes or the former church across the street that had become a crack den. He also called it a wasteland because of the aimless boys that ruled the blocks, “wasting away” their potential. Jarell was not one of them.

Small for his age, with big ears and a boxy haircut called a “fade,” he favored the protagonist of the 1990s show Smart Guy, a ten-year-old African American whiz kid, which often inspired teasing. Children would break out the theme song when Jarell walked by. Worse was when the teasing turned violent. He was assaulted by boys on the bus in second grade and hospitalized at thirteen when jumped by a gang just because he preferred to keep his nose in his books.

Jarell could have done what he really wanted to do: retreat into the house, and spend all his time reading books and playing video games. However, Elizabeth knew he couldn’t hide from his fears; he needed to face those hurdles.

“My mother had to force me to get involved with things. I didn’t become athletic until I was twenty-three, but when I was very young I played sports. I loved it. I just wasn’t good at it.”

Elizabeth gave him tools to succeed in the real world just as she gave him tools to succeed in the classroom. “She told me: ‘You’re a black man. Never get in the car with three other black guys because you will likely get pulled over,’” Jarell said.

Many of Jarell’s neighborhood peers saw their own destiny in the poverty around them and had resigned themselves to it, but Elizabeth persistently shared the importance of striving to do better in life. She’d point to the “thugs” in the neighborhood and say, “Do you see the people out here? You see how they are living? You see how we’re living? We’re poor. You don’t want to be like this for the rest of your life.”

She taught him a different story line, and according to Jarell, her words guided him every day. “She’d say, ‘The only way you can change your fate is by being in school and learning and doing something different with your life.’ She made it really clear,” Jarell said. “So I always looked at education as a way out. I thought, ‘This is terrible. No one wants to live like this.’”

By the time Jarell was eight, Elizabeth’s work was paying off. Jarell was a busy straight-A student involved with many of his own projects and coming up with his own goals, rather than just working toward the ones his mother had set for him. As he told us, “When I was eight . . . I remember hearing about college. I wanted to go to the best college
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