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“We cannot solve problems with the same thinking that created them.”

—Albert Einstein

“Mā te rongo, ka mōhio…Mā te mōhio, ka Mārama.”

(From listening comes knowledge…From knowledge comes understanding)

—Māori proverb

“We are where we are, however we got here. What matters is where we go next.”

—Isaac Marion










Introduction

The numbers are alarming. Very high rates of anxiety and depression in adolescents, especially among (but not limited to) girls, and higher in the U.S. than in other countries. Sharply escalating rates of concerning behaviors at school, especially among (but not limited to) boys. Growing rates of suicide and suicide attempts among adolescents. Higher than ever rates of chronic school absenteeism (the national average in the U.S. is currently 23 percent). These trends were in motion before the pandemic. And they tell us all is not well.

Of course, COVID didn’t help. Many students lost two to three years of academic and social learning during the pandemic. And students weren’t the only ones to suffer; the demands placed on educators and parents were remarkably intense. Then came the rush back to normal, something for which many students and educators simply weren’t ready. Not after what they’d all been through. Rates of teacher and principal attrition spiked during and immediately following the pandemic, and most of those positions are still not filled five years later, leaving many schools and school systems massively short-staffed.

Pandemic aside, schools are now bearing the weight of all the pressures and politics of society. It seems that everyone is aggrieved these days, and some of those grievances relate to school. Some parents and educators are livid about various aspects of the curriculum and what they consider to be lax discipline. Other parents and educators are irate that the use of punitive, exclusionary disciplinary practices is still so commonplace, having seen the harm caused to many students by such practices. Parents who feel that the individual differences of their kids are not being honored and respected at school are particularly aggrieved. Educators are aggrieved about pay, high-stakes testing, safety, and the expectation that they be all things to all students.

And there are a ton of developments that have occurred over the past twenty or so years that have made it way harder to be a kid, and a lot of those developments relate to schools. The short list (you’ll read the long one in chapter 1) includes high-stakes testing (gauging the performance of a school, principal, or teacher based on test scores was a bad idea from the get-go), school shootings (there have been over 400 in the U.S. since Columbine in April 1999—a number that doesn’t include colleges and universities—which is a major source of anxiety for students and educators and parents), zero tolerance policies (which made schools ever-more rigid and unforgiving but no safer), and an unrelenting emphasis on punitive, exclusionary discipline (over 600,000 in-school and out-of-school suspensions annually in the U.S., nearly 100,000 expulsions annually, 70,000 yearly instances of corporal punishment, and 70,000 annual instances of restraint and seclusion).

So, with all these forces making life harder, and with the statistics telling us that all is not well, a lot of folks are asking the question, Are the kids okay?

Very surprisingly, many still are. Not surprisingly, many more than ever aren’t. This book is about both groups, but it’s mostly focused on the ones who aren’t. The ones who are most vulnerable when we don’t get it right, the students with any variety of special needs; academic, social, and behavioral differences; and socioeconomic disadvantages. The fact that their numbers are growing tells us the countless hours of meetings, extra resources, and planning that occur in schools to help them haven’t been enough, and that we can’t keep doing things the same way.

In the ensuing pages, I and my co-authors—Cynthia Graton and Ryan Gleason—describe what’s not working for those kids and why. Fair warning: some tried-and-true, long-standing practices aren’t working. And we’re going to describe how to change those things. The changes we recommend benefit vulnerable students the most, but they also benefit all students, along with their educators and parents. The ideas we propose have already been implemented by many (but nowhere nearly enough) schools. Yet many educators have never been exposed to them.

No time like the present.

As it relates to what we can do about the current scenario, schools have some reimagining to do. Schools are still largely oriented toward students who are doing well and hope that the various supports and services provided to the kids who aren’t doing will see them through. Sometimes that works; often it doesn’t (which explains why so many kids still aren’t doing well). What if, with so many students struggling, we flipped the script? What if we were oriented toward creating learning environments that work for the students who aren’t doing well? They would do better, but so would the kids who are currently doing well. There’s a lot of developmental variability walking through that door. We need to be responsive to it.

This seems like a good time to be clear about the definition of good teaching: meeting every student where they’re at. We’ll explore that definition further in the ensuing pages. But it doesn’t mean letting kids do whatever they want or lowering standards. For now, let’s just state what is supposedly obvious: You’re going to get a lot more out of a student if you meet them where they’re at than if you don’t.

We also need to stop being late. A lot of the practices school systems have been training educators to apply to our most vulnerable kids are reactive—that is, they occur after those students become agitated or escalated. School systems spend hundreds of millions of dollars every year training educators on de-escalation techniques, calming corners, how to use blocking pads, restraint…and they’re all late. Crisis management practices don’t help students, or their classmates, or educators. This book provides a technology for being early.

And we need to stop being so unilateral. You’ve already read about the numbers of punitive, exclusionary disciplinary practices used in American schools every year. Those practices are most often applied to our most vulnerable students, time after time. This book provides a technology for collaborating with kids, involving them in the process of solving the problems that are causing their concerning behaviors. Being unilateral hasn’t worked for our most vulnerable students and won’t. Finding out what’s been making it hard for students to meet expectations and working together toward solutions does work.

Interestingly, a lot of the policies, structures, assessment practices, paperwork, and schedules in schools push us away from meeting kids where they’re at and toward being late and unilateral. That’s a big part of why educators feel they have no time to do much of anything besides the academic curriculum. If you’re an educator, you inherited a lot of those structures. But just because you inherited them doesn’t mean you can’t change them.

There are lots of resources out there for how to improve schools. There is no profession that has more ideas thrown at (and sold to) it than educators. As a result, many educators have a bad case of initiative fatigue. But the ideas you’ll be reading in this book are worthy of your attention, your energy, and your commitment. Unlike many other initiatives, the practices described in this book are evidence-based. Schools that implement these practices dramatically reduce concerning behaviors, are safer, reduce (or eliminate) restraint, seclusion, discipline referrals, and other punitive, exclusionary disciplinary practices, and save time. They also save a lot of kids.

So, you’re about to embark on a journey. A journey that is likely to challenge existing beliefs, cause you to question existing practices, and make you wonder why things have been the way they’ve been for so long. All good.

There are descriptions of some students and educators in the ensuing chapters. Except for those in chapter 8, these descriptions are meant to be illustrative and do not describe specific individuals. Anxiety, depression, behavioral challenges, suicidality, and chronic school absenteeism are all frustration or distress responses. For ease of exposition, in this book we use the term concerning behavior to encompass these different responses.

This seems like a good time to introduce you to my amazing co-authors, Ryan Gleason and Cynthia Graton. Ryan has been principal at Yarmouth (Maine) Elementary School since 2017 and was recognized as Maine’s 2022 National Distinguished Principal. Ryan was previously assistant principal at Durham (Maine) Community School and assistant principal at Falmouth (Maine) Elementary School, and has implemented the Collaborative & Proactive Solutions in all the schools in which he has held a leadership position. Cynthia is a psychoeducator based in Montreal and the director of training at Lives in the Balance. She has over twenty-five years of experience working with children and adolescents with complex behavioral challenges and has overseen large-scale implementation of the CPS model in schools, clinics, and youth-serving systems around the world.






1 What’s the Matter with Kids Today?

This is a question that adults have been asking about younger generations since way before Bye Bye Birdie brought it into our consciousness. And yet, if you read the Introduction—or, better yet, you’re an educator or parent—you know that there may be something to it this time. But now it’s not the character of the younger generation we’re contemplating, it’s their mental health, with many indicators—escalated rates of anxiety, depression, suicidality, chronic school absenteeism, and concerning behavior—suggesting that, while most kids are still doing OK, more kids than ever aren’t doing very well at all.

It’s not like kids have ever gotten off easy. Back in the good old days—when they were on the hook for foraging or hunting for food, generating income, or working the farm—kids worried about things like death (their own and that of family members) due to wild beasts, wars, outbreaks of violence, diseases, natural calamities, and during childbirth (all still threats, just not quite to the same degree); food and housing insecurity (still issues for many, just not as many); harsh discipline (also still an issue for many); and whatever fears religions and superstitions instilled. Back then, most adults weren’t particularly concerned about how the kids were doing or about the importance of nurturing, protecting, and educating them. Adults didn’t really start thinking about those things until the past two centuries.

It was in the 1900s that we started studying children. We began identifying phases of development, started bifurcating typical and atypical development, and eventually assembled a wide array of childhood psychiatric disorders to demarcate specific categories of concerning behaviors (a list that continues to expand). We created instruments for quantifying children’s intelligence and levels of academic skills, anxiety, depression, social skills, and concerning behavior. We started training professionals who specialized in treating the psychological difficulties of childhood, heavily influenced by smart people like Sigmund Freud and B. F. Skinner. In 1989, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child recognized children as individuals with rights. Apparently, this included the right to be treated with psychotropic medication—something that became commonplace in the 1990s—especially if a child had trouble focusing, sitting still, controlling their impulses, regulating their emotions, or was overly anxious or depressed.

Over the past twenty years, thanks to a flood of increasingly accessible information, kids have become much more aware of global events, social issues, and crises, and much earlier in life. Kids are often exposed to content that bypasses the traditional trajectory of childhood and that they may not have the maturity or support to process. Children’s shows and books today often cover themes of racism, inequality, gender identity, and environmental crisis that would have been avoided or sanitized in the past. Topics like mental health, identity, injustice, and violence are now often part of school curricula. The upside is that many kids are more socially conscious and emotionally intelligent and are better prepared to navigate a complex world. The downside is that increased awareness of the bad stuff can lead to empathy fatigue and, especially in those most vulnerable, increased mental health concerns.

A deeper dive on these factors is coming up next. But let’s first establish that intermittent anxiety, depression, disengagement, and concerning behavior are part of the human experience. In general, they tell us that a human being is in distress. When anxiety, depression, concerning behavior, and disengagement are more persistent and severe—especially compared to individuals of the same age or gender—we know that a human being is in more persistent and severe distress (and more likely to meet diagnostic criteria for a psychiatric disorder). We also know that, due to a mix of a wide variety of environmental and genetic factors, some human beings (kids included) are more vulnerable to stress than others. This explains why two human beings exposed to the exact same stressor might respond in completely different ways. But no matter how well-equipped an individual might be, their capacity to handle stress can be compromised if the sheer intensity, quantity, and persistence of stressors exceeds their capacity to cope. Finally, and this is important, we know that protective factors—such as supportive, stable, nurturing environments—can buffer against the impact of stress.

So, when we see dramatically more kids exhibiting anxiety, depression, concerning behavior, suicidality, and school absenteeism, it tells us that we need to take a hard look at the ecosystems in which they exist and start asking some questions. What factors have made it harder and more stressful to be a kid? Which kids are most adversely affected by those factors? Those are the questions we’ll be focused on in the rest of this chapter. Then we’ll turn our attention to two others: As regards the ecosystem that is the focal point of this book, what can educators and schools do to support the most vulnerable kids and buffer against the impact of those factors? And are there practices and structures in schools that make it harder for educators to do that?

The factors delineated below aren’t intended to be exhaustive and aren’t really in any particular order.



The Columbine High School Massacre

We’re going to start with the Columbine tragedy, which shocked the national consciousness in April 1999. Little did we know the carnage and heartbreak that was to come in the ensuing twenty-six years. The vice president of the United States declared in 2025 that school shootings have become a fact of life. Whether that’s a political hedge, since those shootings are now occurring on his watch and that of his boss, or an acknowledgment that we don’t have the political will to do anything about them, it’s still sending a powerful message to kids and educators about the degree to which we value their lives. The politicians who have been sitting on their hands on this issue have blood on those hands. They’ve also signed kids and educators up for a lot of anxiety and depression. Well over 50 percent of kids between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one report experiencing fear, stress, anxiety, and depression over the prospect of being shot at school, with about one-fourth reporting that their anxiety is significant. Unsurprisingly, the percentages are strikingly similar for educators. In the aggregate, younger kids seem to be somewhat less anxious about school shootings, but are not invulnerable to stress from media coverage of school shootings and active-shooter drills.

Aside from age, factors that have also been shown to heighten the likelihood of anxiety about school shootings in kids include gender (in the aggregate, girls are more anxious about them than boys), ethnicity (students of color often report higher levels of concern about school shootings, sometimes because of exposure to neighborhood violence), and students with existing mental health difficulties (students predisposed to anxiety and depression are more vulnerable to heightened fear responses).

As a sidenote, for those who believe that having a police officer in every school is the answer, the scant research on whether school resource officers (SROs) make schools safer is equivocal. By contrast, the research is not equivocal on whether the presence of SROs increases arrests for minor infractions that occur in schools. Nor is the research equivocal on the students who are disproportionately arrested for those minor infractions (black and brown children and/or those with disabilities). And having SROs in schools certainly hasn’t made a dent in rates of anxiety and depression in kids.



High-Stakes Testing

It was also in the late 1990s that high-stakes testing became the norm in the United States. The goals were admirable: better education, equity, and holding schools and teachers accountable for student outcomes. The results have been spectacularly underwhelming. Among other unfavorable outcomes, the repercussions of poor performance on high-stakes tests—grade retention, poor teacher evaluations, being identified as a failing school—have contributed to significant stress in both students and educators. Many educators have cited testing pressure and resulting demoralization as a cause for leaving the profession. We’ve heard many educators comment that high-stakes testing took all the humanity out of their jobs. Given that we’ve always relied on educators to be among the most important socialization agents in our society, that can’t be good. Not for kids and not for educator retention and job satisfaction. And while standards are fine and it is true that every kid can learn, the risk of raising the bar higher is that more kids will have difficulty meeting expectations.

Which students have suffered the most from the high-stakes testing scenario? Not surprisingly, low-income students have suffered disproportionately, because schools in low-income communities had to double-down on test prep in response to accountability mandates and students in underperforming schools were more likely to be retained, tracked into low-level classes, or have their schools closed. Students with disabilities have suffered as well, because one-size-fits-all testing often ignored the needs and accommodations required for students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) and education accommodation plans (504 Plans), and because many were expected to take grade-level standardized tests without appropriate modifications. English Language Learners (who were often tested in English before they had full English proficiency) and young students (because developmentally inappropriate pressure can interfere with love of learning during critical formative years) were also adversely affected.



Zero Tolerance Policies

Largely as a response to Columbine, schools throughout the U.S. decided that the best way to keep schools safe was to apply zero tolerance policies, mandating strict, predetermined punishments (like suspension or expulsion) for certain behaviors, including relatively minor infractions. While it might be instinctive, for some anyway, to take a hard line in the midst of a crisis, the data on zero tolerance policies are compelling: they made things worse (evidence for the maxim that for every problem there is a solution that is simple, neat, and wrong). These policies increased suspensions and expulsions, leading to lost learning time; had a disproportionately negative effect on marginalized students; and eroded trust between students and adults, making schools feel less supportive. Schools became more punitive, with a stronger emphasis on control and compliance rather than relationship-building and problem-solving. Teachers often felt compelled to enforce harsh punishments even when inappropriate, straining relationships with students and families.



Insufficient Mental Health Services for Kids

There are insufficient mental health resources to meet the increasing demand. The U.S. has a critical shortage of child and adolescent psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses, and other mental health providers. The lack of access to mental health care is especially acute in low-income families, as they are more likely to rely on Medicaid, which isn’t accepted by many private providers due to administrative burdens and low payment. Rural areas and low-income urban neighborhoods often have few or no licensed mental health professionals for children and teens, and community mental health centers that serve disadvantaged populations are often underfunded and face unstable staffing and high caseloads.

Starting in the 1960s, the U.S. began closing large psychiatric hospitals, including those serving youth. While the plan was to replace them with community-based mental health care, funding and infrastructure for those services didn’t keep pace. As a result, the number of inpatient psychiatric beds for children steadily declined, even as mental health needs increased. In many states, there are fewer than 10 pediatric psychiatric beds per 100,000 children, and some large regions have no inpatient psychiatric beds for children at all. Children with complex needs, public insurance, or concerning behaviors are often turned away or placed on long waiting lists. Kids sometimes wait days, weeks, or months in emergency rooms because there’s nowhere else for them to go. Inpatient stays sometimes don’t accomplish much—the length-of-stays are often too brief—but at least kids are, theoretically, safe while they’re on a unit and fresh eyes and expertise can sometimes foster better aftercare.



Being Neurodivergent

Neurodivergent means that a person’s brain functions or processes in ways that diverge from what is considered “typical” or neurotypical. The term is often used to describe individuals whose cognitive or neurological development differs from the dominant societal norms, especially in areas like social skills, attention, learning, communication, and sensory processing, and therefore can include kids diagnosed with any variety of psychiatric disorders and profiles, including autism, pathological demand avoidance (PDA), attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), sensory processing disorders, Tourette’s disorder, and a variety of learning difficulties in areas such as reading, writing, and math.

Neurodivergence challenges the notion that there’s only one “correct” way for a brain to function. The Neurodivergent Paradigm views variations in functioning as part of natural human diversity, not as something inherently wrong or broken. Indeed, the neurodivergent community has grown weary of being told they’re not OK. Being a neurodivergent child can come with unique strengths, but it also comes with the challenges of navigating a world that isn’t designed with developmental variability in mind. The challenges don’t necessarily stem from the neurodivergence itself, but rather from how society—including schools—responds to it.

For example, neurodivergent children are often misunderstood by adults and peers who misinterpret their behavior as disobedience or lack of effort. Most classrooms are designed for neuromajority learners, and not all schools offer accommodations (like extended time, sensory breaks, or alternate learning formats). Some children are underestimated (especially if they’re nonspeaking or have intellectual disabilities), while others are assumed to be able in some areas because they’re able in others. Neurodivergent children may struggle with social cues, impulse control, or emotional regulation, leading to social exclusion or bullying. When overwhelmed, some neurodivergent children may lose the ability to function in the moment, which is often misinterpreted as willful, intentional misbehavior. Many neurodivergent kids learn to “mask” their differences to avoid negative attention, which can be emotionally exhausting and harmful to their sense of identity. When these differences aren’t well-understood and supported, the disadvantages can be profound.




Being a Boy

There’s been much written about why it’s harder to be a boy these days. Boys, on average, score lower in reading and writing than girls in many countries. They are also more likely to be diagnosed with ADHD, oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), conduct disorder (CD), learning difficulties, and to drop out of school. Schools often emphasize behavior, organization, and verbal communication, skills that many boys (especially early in development) struggle with compared to girls. In many places, significantly fewer boys than girls go to and graduate from college. This shift has reversed what used to be a male-dominated higher education system. The decline in manufacturing and blue-collar jobs (which historically employed many men) has hit boys in working-class communities especially hard. In a job market that increasingly favors communication, collaboration, and caregiving skills, boys can be at a disadvantage. Boys are still often discouraged from expressing vulnerability or emotions, which can lead to stress and isolation. Boys are often told to be strong, but also sensitive. To lead but also yield. There’s often little guidance on how to navigate this balance. And, especially in single-parent households, many boys are growing up in the absence of consistent male mentors.



Being a Girl

Much has also been written about why it’s harder to be a girl these days. In general, girls have higher rates of anxiety and depression than boys. But girls are also exposed to constant, often unrealistic beauty standards and popularity metrics. Girls often feel they must excel academically, socially, and physically, creating enormous internal pressure. Girls are socialized to maintain a hard-to-achieve balance between being smart, kind, pretty, and assertive but not aggressive. There are often conflicting messages: be empowered, but not too much; be natural but also look perfect; be independent but not intimidating. Many girls grow up having to think constantly about their safety in public and private spaces. Harassment, stalking, and assault are real and common fears. And in a victim-blaming culture, girls are too often made to feel responsible for their own victimization.



Being LGBTQ+

Being an LGBTQ+ youth today can come with significant challenges, even as society has become more open in some areas. For many young people, figuring out their sexual orientation or gender identity is a deeply personal and sometimes difficult process, and it’s made harder when they face rejection, discrimination, disapproval, or lack of understanding. Coming out can lead to conflict, hostility, or even being kicked out of the home (LGBTQ+ youth are overrepresented among homeless youth in the U.S.). Some LGBTQ+ youth grow up in communities where their sexual or gender identity is considered sinful, shameful, or unnatural, and LGBTQ+ students often face verbal harassment, social exclusion, and sometimes physical threats at school. Trans and nonbinary students are especially targeted. Social media can be a double-edged sword, providing connection but also exposing youth to cyberbullying, hate, and harmful content. Many live with anxiety that someone will reveal their identity without their consent.

LGBTQ+ youth face disproportionately high rates of mental health challenges due to the stress of stigma, isolation, or rejection. LGBTQ+ youth—especially trans youth—are at much higher risk of suicidal thoughts and attempts than their non-LGBTQ+ peers. In many states, laws have been passed or proposed that ban discussion of LGBTQ+ topics in schools (e.g., “Don’t Say Gay” laws), restrict access to gender-affirming care, or limit rights for trans youth. Trans youth are often denied the right to use the bathroom that matches their gender identity or to play on sports teams, increasing feelings of exclusion and danger. Books, curriculum, and Pride events are being challenged or banned in some schools and communities, which sends the message that their existence is controversial.



Being Black or Brown

While progress has been made in many areas, being a black or brown child in the U.S. today can still come with numerous systemic disadvantages rooted in long-standing racial inequalities. Schools in predominantly black and brown communities often receive less funding due to property tax–based education systems. Black and brown students are far more likely to face harsh disciplinary actions at school, such as corporal punishment, suspensions, and expulsions, starting as early as preschool. Biases among educators can result in lowered expectations, fewer referrals to gifted programs, and less academic encouragement. Black and brown children often encounter subtle (and sometimes overt) forms of racism from peers, teachers, or strangers. Structural barriers reduce access to high-quality healthcare, both physical and mental. Cultural stigma and lack of culturally competent care often result in untreated mental health issues. Black and brown children are more likely to live in poverty, which is linked to food insecurity, housing instability, and limited educational opportunities. The racial wealth gap limits access to resources, extracurriculars, and generational advantages.



Being White

It is true that many white children in the U.S. benefit from systemic advantages in areas like education, policing, and economic opportunity due to long-standing social and institutional structures, but it is also true that many don’t. White children who live in poverty suffer the same difficulties as children of other ethnicities who live in poverty, including addiction in the family, housing insecurity, and lack of opportunity. As noted above, economic shifts of the past two to three decades, especially in rural and postindustrial areas, have adversely affected many white working-class communities. As the U.S. becomes more racially and ethnically diverse, some white kids (and their parents) interpret these disadvantages and shifts as being due to a perceived loss of status and cultural dominance. Some blame immigration or affirmative action for their declining fortunes, rather than automation or globalization. Many white Americans may feel overlooked by diversity-focused narratives or programs, and some white people feel alienated by progressive rhetoric that focuses on racial injustice, interpreting it as blaming or marginalizing them. Some view diversity programs as taking away opportunities from white people, especially in college admissions or hiring. Disconnected or isolated white youth—particularly boys—may be more easily targeted by extremist or white supremacist content online that preys on insecurity or resentment. And white children, especially boys, may feel their emotional or psychological struggles are dismissed because they’re assumed to be privileged in all aspects.



Reduced Influence of Religion

The influence and popularity of religion began declining in the U.S. in the 1990s, with the most dramatic drop occurring since the early 2000s, particularly among younger generations. While there are different views on whether that’s a positive development, those who are no longer relying on religion as a guiding force in many aspects of life are now going solo (or relying on other influences) to figure things out on their own. And, as noted above, the figuring out starts earlier than ever.

For example, over the past two decades, kids in the U.S. and in many parts of the world have been exploring and expressing more fluid ideas related to sexuality. That people are now freer to express their sexual identity and somewhat less likely to experience intolerance, stigma, shame, and discrimination is viewed by many as a positive development. And studies have shown that LGBTQ+ youth who are supported early in their identity development have lower rates of depression and suicide. But confusion, anxiety, and depression can follow when such exploration occurs before kids are developmentally ready. When are they developmentally ready? As with most things, it’s different for different kids.

Gender roles are another realm that was previously governed by religion or traditional social codes. Back when Ward and June Cleaver were showing us how it’s done, Ward was the breadwinner, had a stable job, and was unlikely to be uprooted to another city. June took care of the house and the kids. Pretty straightforward stuff. Now there are lots of Junes in the workplace and lots of Wards staying home with the kids. Stereotypes are out. Which means we’re all on the hook for figuring out what feels right.

Better? That depends on your point of view. But certainly, at least in some ways, harder.



Home and Family Life

Beginning in the 1980s and 1990s, families had to rely on a second income to maintain the standard of living that was previously possible with one income (housing, education, and healthcare costs had begun to outpace wage growth). Thus, more women joined the workforce, not only because of equality but out of economic necessity. In many families, kids are getting less of both of their parents. While research tells us that the effects on kids of time spent with parents is more a matter of quality rather than quantity, for some parents, the stress of juggling work, family, and money has contributed to conflict, burnout, and reduced emotional support for kids. Lack of parental supervision after school has brought “latchkey kids” into our consciousness, and these kids often show increased risk-taking, lower academic performance, and behavior problems.



Caregiver Mental Health

We can’t examine children’s mental health outside the context of the mental health of their caregivers. Along those lines, multiple national studies and health advisories show that mental health among parents in the U.S. has declined significantly since before COVID, with ongoing elevated stress, anxiety, and depression. Family studies have shown that rates of parental depression doubled post-pandemic. Parental stress and mental health challenges are strongly correlated with poor child outcomes.

Educator mental health in the U.S. has declined significantly since pre-COVID as well. The pandemic intensified existing chronic stress and created new pressures, resulting in higher levels of anxiety, depression, burnout, and heightened intentions to leave the profession. Before COVID, educator mental health was already strained by burnout and reformation fatigue. During COVID, rates of anxiety and depression spiked dramatically. Post-COVID, symptoms have persisted and worsened, fueled by systemic issues: excessive demands, diminished support structures, and a struggling school environment. In the U.S., teachers report worsening working conditions post-pandemic, with declines in teacher safety, classroom climate, trust in leadership, and overall job quality from 2021 to 2023. As alluded to earlier, rising job demands, reduced autonomy, and increased behavioral issues among students are cited as key stress drivers.



Changing Definitions of Success

In the 1950s, success was defined by a stable job, marriage, homeownership, and a family. Upward mobility through hard work was the way things were done. Again, pretty straightforward stuff, especially for middle-class white people. After a twenty-year sojourn into civil rights and feminism in the 1970s and 1980s—punctuated by the Vietnam War—the 1990s saw success defined by academic performance, elite college admissions, and extracurricular overload. In that hypercompetitive culture, another new term—“helicopter parenting”—was added to our vocabularies. Even kindergartens are increasingly focused on literacy and numeracy at the expense of play-based learning. For many kids, childhood has become a performance treadmill, in sports, grades, and extracurriculars. The system rewards achievement, not development. The result is stress, burnout, and little time for joy or exploration.

With so many stressed-out kids, the definition of success in the last fifteen years was broadened to include emotional well-being, prompting the addition of social-emotional learning (SEL) curriculums to school life. Those programs enjoyed relatively brief half-lives; in many locations in the U.S., those curricula have now been banned or discontinued, due to concerns about the values they are thought to promote.



Politics

American politics were designed to be adversarial, but the political environment of the past twenty years or so—cancel culture, polarization, paralysis on solving many important problems—has produced a level of incivility that, according to some, has not been seen since the Civil War. The depth, persistence, and all-consuming nature of today’s partisan divide are relatively modern and uniquely intense. Everyone is aggrieved about something





Social Media and Cell Phones














Closer Look: Is This My Job?
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