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Chapter 1 July 20–September 1 MEET THE OVERACHIEVERS








JULIE, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE SUPERSTAR


On the surface, Julie seemed to have it all. A straight-A student without exception since sixth grade, she took a rigorous high school curriculum that had included eight Advanced Placement classes thus far. Walt Whitman High School’s most talented female distance runner since her freshman year, Julie had co-captained the varsity cross-country, indoor track, and outdoor track teams as a junior. School and local newspapers constantly heralded her athletic accomplishments. An aspiring triathlete, Julie was president and co-founder of the Hiking Vikings Club (named for Whitman’s mascot), a yoga fanatic, a member of the Spanish Honors Society, and a big buddy to a child at a homeless shelter.


As a freshman and sophomore, Julie was one of three elected class officers and, as a junior, co–sports editor and co–student life editor of the yearbook before she quit. To top it off, she was a naturally pretty sixteen-year-old with a bright, mesmerizing smile, cascading dark blond ringlets, and a slender figure that she was known for dressing stylishly. Her friends constantly told her that boys had crushes on her, though she rarely picked up on those things. She was currently dating her first real boyfriend, a family friend headed to college in the fall. There were students at Whitman who revered her.


Julie had earned her summer vacation. Junior year had been stressful, both academically and socially. She took eight academic classes the first semester, skipping lunch to squeeze in an extra course. Socially, she began to question whether she belonged in her tight-knit clique of fourteen girls, a group other students knew as the River Falls crew, even though only a handful of the girls lived in that suburban Maryland neighborhood. Though Julie had known many of them since elementary school, she didn’t feel comfortable opening up to them. Even in that large group of girls, she still felt alone.


Throughout her junior year, Julie’s hair gradually had begun to thin. In June her concerned mother took her to the doctor. After the blood tests returned normal results, the doctor informed her that thinning hair was “not unheard of among junior girls, as stress can cause hair loss.” Julie told no one at school about her ordeal. She was able to bulldoze through junior year with the hope that, if she pushed herself for just a little while longer, she would have a good shot at getting into her dream school. She had wanted to go to Stanford ever since she fell in love with the campus during a middle school visit. It seemed natural to her to aim high.


One summer evening, Julie was buying a striped T-shirt at J. Crew when she heard a squeal. A Whitman student who had graduated in May was bounding toward her. The graduate didn’t even bother with small talk before firing off college questions: “So where are you applying early?” Julie demurely dodged the question with a polite smile and a wave of her hand.


The graduate wasn’t deterred. “Well, where are you applying to college?”


“I don’t know,” Julie said, keeping her mouth upturned.


“Where have you visited?”


“Some New England schools,” Julie said, and changed the subject. So this is what the year will be like, Julie thought. Endless questions and judgments based entirely on the name of a school. Julie hadn’t decided where she would apply. She wondered if the pressure simply to know was going to be as intense as the pressure to get in.


Julie’s parents had hired a private college counselor to help her work through these decisions. Julie was excited for her first serious meeting with the counselor, who worked mostly with students in a competitive Virginia school district. Julie had been waiting for years to reap the benefits of her years of diligence. At last she felt like she could speak openly about her college aspirations without fear of sounding cocky.


Normally not one to saunter, Julie glided into Vera von Helsinger’s office, relaxed and self-assured. She crossed her long, tanned legs and politely folded her hands in her lap. After mundane small talk with Julie and her mother, Vera asked for Julie’s statistics and activities. Julie listed them proudly: a 4.0 unweighted GPA, a combined score of 1410 out of 1600 on the SAT, good SAT II scores, a 5 on the Advanced Placement Chemistry and English Language exams, and a 4 on the Government exam. When Julie told her college counselor about her extracurricular load, triathleticism, and interest in science, Vera proclaimed her “mildly interesting.”


Julie handed Vera a list she had taken the initiative to compile from Outside magazine’s annual ranking of top forty schools based on their outdoor opportunities. Julie’s list began with Stanford, Dartmouth, Williams, Middlebury, the University of Virginia, UC Santa Cruz, and the University of Miami. Vera asked, “Is there anyone else at Whitman who has the same personality as you?”


“No,” Julie said in her typically breathy voice. “I consider myself an individual.”


“Well, Taylor is kind of a do-er,” Julie’s mother pointed out.


Julie nodded. “Taylor is an athlete who wants to apply early to Stanford,” she said. Julie’s friend Taylor also was active in school and a good student, especially in math and science. “I guess you can also say Derek.” Rumor was that Julie’s friend Derek, widely considered Whitman’s resident genius, scored his perfect 1600 on the SAT without studying until the night before the test. He had mentioned that Stanford might be his first choice.


Vera said she considered herself a “brutally honest” person, but Julie was nonetheless taken aback when the counselor told her not to bother applying early to Stanford because she was unlikely to get in. Applying early to that kind of a reach school, Vera said, was not a strategic move to make in the game of college applications.


Julie was crushed. She hadn’t been dreaming of the California campus for so many years only to be told that even sending in an application was a waste of time. Applying early to a school she wasn’t in love with didn’t make sense to her. “What ... what would it take for me to get into Stanford?” she stammered.


“You would have to have lived in Mongolia for two years or have been in a civil war,” Vera replied.


Julie looked at her mother and rolled her eyes. I’ve done everything within my power that I can do, Julie thought. It’s not my fault I live a normal life! Vera caught the glance. It was so difficult to get into college these days, she told Julie, that if she didn’t have her lineup of interesting extracurriculars, the best school she could consider was George Washington University. I don’t have a chance at my dream school when I’ve done everything right, Julie thought, feeling helpless. If Taylor and Derek got into Stanford and she didn’t apply because of a counselor’s strategy, she would be angry, because she was just as qualified.


After the meeting, Julie channeled her frustration into a journal entry:




The mix of schools on my list must have been bewildering to Vera because she asked how much prestige mattered to me. Evaluating the importance of prestige reminded me of shopping. Some people only like clothes once they find out they are designer—Seven jeans, Juicy Couture shirts, North Face fleeces—but I get much more satisfaction out of getting the same look (or, in my humble opinion, a better look) from no-name brands. The label matters to a lot of people, but not to me. Unfortunately, I don’t feel the same way about college. I wish I could have said that it doesn’t matter and that I know I can be successful anywhere, but I grew up in Potomac and go to Whitman, so obviously prestige is important to me. As an example, Vera asked me to choose between UC Santa Cruz and Cornell. I deliberated for quite a while, trying to will myself to say Santa Cruz. Santa Cruz is beautiful on the outside, but I hear Cornell is, too. Also, I always hear about the people who commit suicide at Cornell, while everyone is supposedly happy and totally chill at Santa Cruz. However, Cornell is in the Ivy League, which would make it attractive to many people. “They both have their pros and cons,” I said diplomatically.


Vera is also really into the whole early-decision craze. I can’t see myself applying to any school early except Stanford, because how do I know that school is perfect for me? I love all those New England schools except for one thing: the cold. I don’t even know that Stanford is perfect, but there is something about that location that screams perfection. But it’s all a game of odds. I could settle to apply early somewhere else and then be rejected. Or, I could “waste” my early decision on Stanford when I could have gotten into Williams early (especially since I have been in contact with the coach). It is a lot to think about.


After shaking Vera’s hand, I walked out of the office. I felt like I was leaving something behind, but then realized it was only my confidence that she had stolen from me.





Julie had no idea what her college counselor really thought of her. But I did.


I was not supposed to be a part of this story. As a journalist, I view my role as that of an observer, not a participant. As a storyteller, I like the novelesque quality of scenes in which readers forget that a reporter buffers them from the “characters.” For the rest of this book, my perspective will be absent from the students’ stories. In this case, however, it’s important to share how I got in the way.


When Julie and her mother invited me to accompany them on their second official visit to the college counselor, I readily agreed. I was interested to see whether Julie would stand by her personal preferences or decide the “expert” knew best. We agreed that Julie’s mother would tell the college counselor I would join them. The day before the meeting, I learned that Vera wanted to speak with me.


The college counselor informed me that she had a “near-perfect record” of getting her students into elite universities. Julie, she said, was far behind the rest of her clients in the application process. “All my other students are almost done. Julie hasn’t even started her essays,” she said. ( Julie, who was itching to write her essays, had told me that Vera instructed her not to start them.) Then Vera hit me with something unexpected. She said, “She’s not a great student. She’s not going to get into a top college.” And if I, as a reporter, happened to follow one of her clients who didn’t end up getting into such a school, Vera told me, her reputation would be “slammed.”


Brutally honest, indeed. It was hard to believe we were discussing the same girl: straight-A, Advanced Placement student, three-sport varsity captain, triathlete, excellent writer, a girl with a passion for science ... At first I assured Vera that she could be anonymous in this book, with no identifying details disclosed. “Oh, anonymity isn’t the issue. I wouldn’t mind my name in there. It’s publicity,” she said. She told me she would love to be interviewed, she could introduce me to people, she had so much to say. “I can be helpful in other ways!” she said eagerly. I was perplexed. The conversation ended unresolved.


The next morning Vera left a message on my voice mail: “Julie and I have decided to postpone our meeting.”


Now that the afternoon was free, I called Julie to see if she wanted to get lunch instead. While on the phone, I asked her why she and Vera had postponed the meeting. “Oh, wow,” she breathed in an even more halting voice than usual. “Um ... Well, Vera told my father that she wouldn’t work with me if I worked with you.”


I was mortified. Julie’s family had barely gotten to know me, and already my presence in their lives, which was supposed to be as a sideline spectator, was an obstacle in the very process through which I hoped to follow Julie. I called Vera to tell her that I wouldn’t attend her meetings, I wouldn’t mention anything about her if she kept Julie on as a client, and it wasn’t worth dropping Julie because of me. But I was too late. Vera had delivered her ultimatum. She maintained that if a reporter shadowed one of the few clients she had who she believed wouldn’t be accepted into an elite school, then Vera’s record would be ruined. It was either Vera or me.


I backed off. For days I waited on pins and needles for the situation to be settled one way or the other. Then one afternoon I got a call from Julie. “This is going to make a great college essay!” she said. “My college counselor fired me!”


AUDREY, JUNIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE PERFECTIONIST


Audrey’s alarm rang at 6:10 A.M., but she didn’t awaken until 6:40. For the first time since she could remember, she didn’t get up early on the first day of school. In prior years, she had beaten her alarm, excited to get the year started, her outfit chosen well in advance. But this year, junior year, would be different. She could feel it already. She had spent much of the previous night rereading her assigned summer books. She had finished the reading days ago, even annotating every page of the optional book, but didn’t realize until the night before school started that she was also supposed to define vocabulary words from the literature. Until 2:30 A.M. Audrey pored through the hundreds of pages of all four books again in order to get the assignment done perfectly.


Audrey could pinpoint the beginning of her perfectionism to the moment. At age six, she was in a two-year combination class for first- and second-graders. Midway through the year, Audrey’s teacher persuaded her parents to make her officially a second-grader instead of a first-grader. That year Audrey had a homework assignment to decorate a rock as an animal. Other kids spent forty-five minutes on the project and were satisfied. Audrey spent all day gluing pipe cleaners and googly eyes to the rock, hysterically crying when she couldn’t get the pink construction-paper nose exactly as she wanted, desperately trying to prove herself worthy of second grade by producing the perfect rock puppy.


Now, in high school, when Audrey’s teachers assigned reading, she wouldn’t just read; she would type several pages of single-spaced notes about the material. When studying for exams, she would then rewrite, in neat longhand, every word of her typed notes. She couldn’t help it. Audrey couldn’t do work that was merely good enough. It had to be the best.


Worried she would be late for carpool, Audrey grabbed a denim skirt out of her closet, fretting briefly about its length—Whitman’s dress code mandated that it fall below her fingertips. She yanked on a polo and a cotton long-sleeved sweater over her wavy golden hair, because the school’s air-conditioning made her small frame shiver. She wolfed down some of the eggs her Puerto Rican father had cooked for her, hefted her bulging backpack, and bolted out the door.


The carpool driver must have noticed that the juniors in his car were particularly unhappy to be returning to school. “How do you feel about waking up early?” he asked. Audrey laughed from the backseat, her braces gleaming. Audrey and C.J., her best friend until recently, had spent the summer lifeguarding the first shift at the neighborhood pool, so they were used to waking up early. But Audrey privately wondered why she had so much trouble getting out of bed that morning. For the first time on a school day, she didn’t even have time to finish her breakfast. She wondered if her already shifting schedule was an ominous sign. She had heard rumors about how junior year, the most important year for a college résumé, could wallop even the most accomplished student.


The car pulled into the school driveway with minutes to spare before first period began at 7:25. Before Walt Whitman High School was renovated in 1992, it had been a nondescript building except for its gym, a magnificent enclosed dome. When the new building was erected, the beloved dome was torn down. Now the school’s green-trimmed brick facade resembled a Nordstrom department store.


Audrey followed the throng of students trying to squeeze through the green double doors of the main entrance. Even though it wasn’t yet 70 degrees, the 96 percent humidity, typical for August in Bethesda, Maryland, left a heaviness in the air. The new principal, Dr. Goodwin, stood inside, amiably chatting with students who clustered in the halls, scanning the lists of alphabetical homeroom assignments posted on sheets of paper taped to the walls. Audrey was relieved to see that among the girls in jeans and capris, there were plenty with skirts much shorter than hers. She found her homeroom on a sheet posted next to the main office, not far from a framed Newsweek cover and a plaque commemorating Whitman as one of America’s best high schools.


Audrey took advantage of much of what Whitman had to offer. She was particularly devoted to the school’s award-winning newspaper, the Black & White, which arguably took more time and energy on a daily basis than any other extracurricular activity at Whitman. The student-run paper, with a staff of about 115, was printed about every two weeks as a sixteen-page issue along with The Spectator, an eight-page sports and arts supplement. The paper’s professionalism rivaled that of many college newspapers. The harder Audrey worked this year as a reporter, the better the editorial position she would get in May, when the seniors who ran the paper announced the following year’s appointments. She had her eye on the top three positions.


Audrey walked into her second-period Advanced Placement English class and stopped short, surprised to see the seats full of seniors. She looked again at her schedule. She was in the right room at the right period. “Audrey!” said a senior she knew, “you’re in the wrong room!”


Confused, Audrey returned to the hallway. She knew she had read her schedule correctly. If I go in again, they’re going to laugh at me because I’m a junior and I can’t find my classroom, she thought. Known for being assertive, she walked back into the room. “Excuse me,” she stammered to the teacher, her hands flapping as she tried to explain. “My name is Audrey. I’m a junior, and I think they—they put me in your class.” She tried to ignore the seniors, who were now laughing at her, and handed her schedule to the teacher.


“You’re right, they enrolled you in the wrong class,” the teacher said.


“What should I do?”


“Go down to guidance.”


Her face beet red, Audrey went downstairs to the guidance office, thinking that anything that could possibly go wrong with her schedule usually did, like on her first day in middle school, when the school didn’t even have her name down as an enrolled student. The line to speak to a guidance counselor was half an hour long. If Audrey had any work to do, she would have started on it right away, but she didn’t, which meant the waiting period was a major waste of time. Good grades were important to her, as they were to her parents.


By the time her counselor fixed her schedule, Audrey had missed the entire period. At lunch, Audrey slid into an empty seat at a table where friends were talking about junior Advanced Placement English, the class Audrey had missed. “We already have all this work!” they complained. Great, Audrey thought. It’s only the first day, and I’m already behind. That instant was when it hit her that she might never catch up.


AP FRANK, COLLEGE FRESHMAN        PERCEIVED AS: THE WORKHORSE


His hand tucked sheepishly in a pocket, AP Frank, he of Whitman lore, ducked through the main doors into the school building just after second lunch began. Immediately, he was surrounded. “AP Frank!” squealed a girl who launched herself into a bear hug that widened his shy grin into a full-on beam. He greeted his younger brother, a Whitman junior, as he continued down the hall to the lunchtime hot spots in search of Sam, a senior friend he had come back to visit.


On his way to the music hallway, where he thought he might find Sam, AP Frank was stopped repeatedly by students he didn’t know. “Hey, AP Frank, what are you doing here?” they asked.


“I’m bored, so I’m coming here to see some people,” he replied.


“What do you want to major in at college?” they pressed.


AP Frank shrugged and moved on.


A tall kid in an orange shirt stopped directly in front of him. AP Frank had never seen this person before.


“Legendary AP Frank! What are you doing here?” the kid asked.


AP Frank smiled uncertainly. “School hasn’t started yet, and I’m really bored.”


The kid nodded. “What’s your major going to be?”


“I don’t know.”


The kid smirked. “Come on, man, you really don’t know?”


“I don’t know, man.” AP Frank wouldn’t even be a college freshman for another ten days.


“You’re AP Frank,” the kid insisted. “You don’t want to be a doctor or a politician or something?”


AP Frank still found it strange that so many students at his old high school knew who he was, or thought they did—a far cry from when he first arrived as a timid sophomore transfer. He grew accustomed to his reputation as a lovable geek, though he was embarrassed when, at the graduation ceremony in June, then-principal Jerome Marco—himself a Whitman legend—praised him in front of everyone. What weighed on AP Frank most heavily were the expectations.


Whitman students—many of whom wanted to be him, many of whose parents pushed them to emulate him—didn’t know AP Frank as well as they thought. Expectations from strangers probably wouldn’t have bothered him if they hadn’t suffocated his home life for as long as he could remember. By the time AP Frank and his brother Richard arrived at Whitman, the pressure had become routine. Each afternoon, as soon as the brothers got home from school, they were expected to sit at their desks in their adjacent bedrooms and study, backs to the hallway, doors open. From an office chair stationed in the hall, positioned precisely so that she could see every move the boys made, their mother peered at them over her newspaper. And she watched them. From 2:30 in the afternoon until they went to sleep, with only a quick break for a dinner of Hot Pockets, gyoza, kimchee, or a microwaved meal, and a half-hour time-out to watch either NBC or ABC News, she watched them.


If the brothers so much as looked up from their homework for more than a passing glance, she snapped at them to return to their studies. Even when they stood up to go to the bathroom or to grab a glass of orange juice from the kitchen, if they were out of range for longer than five or ten minutes, she reeled them back in. They could not chat on the phone; she screened their calls. They could not watch non-news television; she deemed it “junk.” They could not go out with friends; she did not approve of social activities. In Mrs. AP Frank’s household, which was small and cluttered—perhaps only twenty-four square inches of the dining room table were visible—there was no idle computer time, no athletics. Mrs. AP Frank was “against extracurriculars,” including sports, that “won’t get you into medicine or law.”


Sometimes during the school year, AP Frank would peek into the hallway to see that his mother had dozed off behind her newspaper. The moment her eyes closed, he scampered to the computer in her bedroom, where he would sign on to instant messenger and gab with friends. His brother would wait five more minutes to make sure their mother truly was out, then tiptoe either to the other computer in the hall or downstairs to watch TV. Inevitably, Mrs. AP Frank would wake up, see that her boys weren’t at their desks, and quietly, very quietly, sneak up behind them to catch them in the act of non-studying.


For years AP Frank thought he had some sort of sixth sense about her; although he couldn’t hear her, he would somehow know when she was approaching him in time to minimize the windows on the computer seconds before she appeared. “I’m just looking up something in the encyclopedia,” he would say. She would smack him on the head and tell him to get back to his room. The last time this had happened, soon before he finished his senior year, AP Frank realized he didn’t have that sixth sense after all. It turned out that light reflected off the periphery of his wire-rimmed glasses so that, just beneath his floppy black bangs, he could glimpse his mother’s shadow looming ever larger behind him.


Lately, when AP Frank was in the shower, letting the water run over him, lost in his thoughts until he forgot where he was, he would suddenly realize he was only days away from college, days away from moving out. He was ready to go. He would miss his friends, most of whom had already left for school, which was why he was visiting Whitman. But it seemed that wherever he went in Bethesda, he couldn’t escape the expectations.


Orange Shirt Kid’s interrogation echoed the arguments AP Frank was already having at home about his major. His mother demanded that he be certain, before he arrived on campus, that he was going to major in biology as a pre-med student or political science as a pre-law student. AP Frank wasn’t interested in either of those supposedly pre-programmed paths. Classes were still weeks away, and he would have advisers—real advisers—to help him choose. The other day he had mentioned to his mother that he might like to take an environmental science class.


“No,” she replied.


“But there’s this website that rated the environmental science professors really well. And the class isn’t too hard, so I could get an A,” he lobbied.


“Are you crazy?” she said in her thick Korean accent. Her tone was a mixture of indignation, anger, and disgust that filled AP Frank with loathing. She used it with her sons and her quiet Caucasian husband, whom she met on a military base in Korea, where AP Frank was born. “If major in biology, you take these classes freshman year”—she ticked off the usual suspects—“and these sophomore year.” She harped on AP Frank until he told her he would consider biology. But the idea of her assigning his college course load, as she had done throughout high school, mortified him. He couldn’t let her guilt him into fulfilling a path she had predetermined.


It could be argued, however, that her strategy had worked, and now AP Frank feared she would do the same to his younger brother. In AP Frank’s junior year, she signed him up for an eight-period day consisting only of Advanced Placement courses. The fact that he had no lunch because he was taking eight classes during Whitman’s seven-period day wasn’t rare among Whitman’s top students (he didn’t have a lunch period at Whitman until second semester senior year), but his Advanced Placement course load was. Senior year, his mother signed AP Frank up for seven classes plus a two-hour daily internship at the National Institutes of Health, which translated to a nine-period school day. AP Frank came home, studied until 2:00 A.M. or later, and then woke up for school at 6:30. He routinely fell asleep in class.


Despite the physical and mental tolls of his mother’s whip, all of her efforts had landed AP Frank the ultimate perfectionist student’s holy grails. (As he saw it, he had “taken everything she threw” at him.) She demanded he earn a 4.0 unweighted GPA—straight As—throughout high school, despite the brutal class schedule. He complied. She ordered 800s on all of his SAT II subject tests. He delivered. She would not accept anything less than a perfect 1600 score on the SAT; when his 1570 horrified her, he retook the test and got the 1600. All of these stepping-stones, she told him, were necessary to get into the college of her choice. And he did. Early. If he had been left to manage his studies on his own, he wouldn’t have chosen to be the Perfect Student. He would have focused more on making friends and allowed himself to get a B once in a while.


Instead, he did everything she asked so that she would leave him alone, so that she would realize she didn’t need to control him because he was capable on his own. Only now, when he could see himself through the eyes of complete strangers who cornered him at Whitman, did he understand that by proving he could handle her demands, he managed to confirm for his mother that the way she raised him had worked. “I’m scared,” he told a friend. “I don’t want to be a stress freak for the rest of my life. I’m becoming someone I don’t think I can be. These expectations aren’t mine, and I don’t see why I should live up to them. I’m eventually going to have to break out.”


AP Frank longed to emerge from the shell of his mother’s influence, but it was so overbearing that it had become a part of his identity. It was the reason why two of his buddies had come up with his nickname in the spring of sophomore year, and the reason the nickname stuck. It was the reason that the principal, who thought the world of AP Frank, had him stand up in front of thousands during graduation. “This is such a smart class,” Dr. Marco said to the audience, “that we even have an Advanced Placement Presidential Scholar. [Mrs. AP Frank] wanted her son to take every AP class there was. She even wanted us to give him an AP PE,” he joked. And AP Frank was embarrassed, because of his mother, because of himself, and because of his achievement: A typical gung-ho overachiever would take perhaps seven AP classes and exams during his high school career. AP Frank took seventeen.


He would find out only later that the principal hadn’t been joking. At some point during the school year, his mother had indeed called up Dr. Marco, infuriated, demanding to know why there wasn’t an AP gym class so that AP Frank could have a perfect weighted GPA of 5.0.


This is not just a book about overachievers. It is not just a book about students like AP Frank, who grapples with parental pressure; Audrey, whose perfectionism overshadows her life; and Julie, who struggles with finding her place. Although all of the main characters begin the book at Whitman, this is not just a book about high school. This is a book about how a culture of overachieverism has changed the school experience so drastically in even the last ten years that it has startlingly altered what it means to be a student today.


I should know. I didn’t choose to follow students for three semesters at Walt Whitman High School because it is one of the best public schools in the United States or because it is located in Bethesda, which has been called “the smartest city” in the country. I selected Whitman because in the mid-1990s, in many ways I was these students, rushing through the same hallways, cramming anxiously for tests in the same classrooms, battling rivals on the same varsity fields. Walt Whitman, my alma mater, was where I became an overachiever, and during the year of my ten-year reunion, I went back to discover firsthand what had changed.


In present-day America, school for many students has become a competitive frenzy. The high school environment is no longer about a student’s pre-adult exploration with the goal of narrowing down likes and dislikes so that he or she ultimately can choose a college curriculum, vocational school, or career path that fits. Instead, it has become a hotbed for Machiavellian strategy in which students (and parents) pile on AP after AP, activity after activity, acclaim after acclaim, with the goal of tailoring high school résumés for what they often feel will be the defining moment of their lives: the college admissions process. Never mind if students don’t care about the prestige level of their post–high school tracks; never mind if college is not for them. Sometimes from as early as their toddler years, millions of students are raised to believe that there is nothing more important than success, and nothing that reflects that success more than admittance to a top-tier college.


Decades ago, college was a privilege. When I was in high school, to get into one of the “good” colleges, well-roundedness was enough. Today even perfect grades and SAT scores won’t necessarily guarantee entrance into “HYP” (Harvard-Yale-Princeton), the acronym that has become the ultimate overachiever crown. Our perfectionist society is fueled partly by the competition:While in 1975, only 50 percent of high school graduates nationwide went to college, 86 percent attend today. In the fall of 2005, a record 16.7 million students enrolled in college, 1.2 million more than only five years before. That figure is expected to increase another 2.1 million by 2013. But while the number of college applicants has increased, the number of available slots at prestigious universities has not, leading students to overwork themselves sick while attempting to squeeze into ever-narrowing funnels they vehemently hope will drop them onto the campus of their dreams.


This is a book about pressure—about how the pressure on students, parents, teachers, and graduates has whirled out of control and will continue to do so exponentially unless there is a massive change of attitudes and educational policies. The intensifying pressures to succeed and the drive of the overachiever culture have consequences that reach far beyond the damaged psyches of teenage college applicants, though that effect alone should be enough for us to take notice. Overachiever culture affects not only overachievers and the college application process, but also the U.S. education system as a whole, non-overachieving students, the booming college counseling and test-prep industries, the tendency to cheat and use cutthroat tactics to get ahead, the way parents raise children, and campus drug culture. It contributes directly to young adults’ paralyzing fear of failure. It has diminished leisure time for all ages. It is believed to be a major factor in the 114 percent spike in suicide rates among fifteen-to-nineteen-year-olds between 1980 and 2002.


There were other reasons I wanted to base my research at Whitman. First, I knew that the administrators cared about the problems I would outline, and worked hard to combat them. Alan Goodwin, the man who stepped in as principal the summer I began this project, instantly became a popular figure in the school community. Like his predecessor, Jerome Marco, Goodwin is a congenial, compassionate principal with whom students are friendly and comfortable. At almost all of the school events I attended as a reporter, from athletic games to musicals to Welcome to Whitman Night, Goodwin was also there to support his school.


I want to make clear that Whitman is not this book’s target; it is simply the setting. Indeed, while the school is excellent, it is not extreme. Whitman is not the most decorated or the most difficult high school in the greater Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. For the purposes of this book, Whitman could be any competitive school, public or private, almost anywhere in the country. I chose to follow students from a single school in order to observe how different people acted in the same environment.


Whitman is not an underprivileged school, and some of the students I followed were fortunate enough to choose among colleges without regard for tuition costs. I hope that readers don’t trivialize what often become gut-wrenching dilemmas for students. By no means is the panic over appearing successful and navigating the admissions process limited to families near the top of the socioeconomic chain. To make sure the views in this book represented as broad a range of students as possible, I contacted hundreds of other teens at high schools in many regions of the country, including group interviews in states as varied as Kentucky, Vermont, New Mexico, Washington State, North Carolina, Illinois, and Texas. I visited with educators in Hawaii and young people in China. Although I did not have room to quote all of those individuals, several of them appear in this book, and their perspectives informed the points in these pages.


By the end of The Overachievers, you will have become well acquainted with Julie, Audrey, and AP Frank. You’ll also meet Taylor, a “hottie” whose academics conflict with her social status; Sam, who worries that his years of overachieving will be wasted if they go unrecognized; Pete, who is determined not to get caught up in the frenzy; C.J., who feels second-tier compared to Whitman’s overachievers; the Stealth Overachiever, a mystery junior who flies under the radar; and Ryland, for whom college pressure becomes his downfall. (Some but not all of the students asked for a pseudonym; one student requested that two identifying characteristics be changed.1 All conversations for which I was not present are written as relayed to me; Mrs. AP Frank’s broken English, for example, is as her sons conveyed.)


You’ll notice that at the beginning of their sections, I distinguish the students not only by their name and grade but also by the way they were perceived, rightly or not, by certain circles at Whitman. I did this because a good deal of the high school experience can stem from the brief label that peers thrust upon one another, whether it’s the Jock, the Brain, or the Pothead. Students often struggle with how their identities match up to those labels, even when the label has no factual basis. The way other students—and, subsequently, adults—see them can blur the borders of how they see themselves.


That’s one of the issues at the core of overachieverism: how over-achievers are seen by others (or how they believe others see them, judge them, and make assumptions about them) and how they perceive themselves. This is a book about students’ struggles with comparisons, with the way aspects of their lives are magnified, overanalyzed, and refashioned in desperate steps to measure up to the competition. It is a book about how lives, leisure, and learning are shoved aside in favor of strategy and statistics, obscuring what should be a developmental experience beneath the frenzy of “getting in.”


Overachiever culture is disturbing not because it exists but because it has become a way of life. Nationwide, the relentless pursuit of perceived perfectionism has spiraled into a perpetual cycle of increasing intensity and narrowing ideals. When teenagers inevitably look at themselves through the prism of our overachiever culture, they often come to the conclusion that no matter how much they achieve, it will never be enough. And the pressure steadily mounts.


TAYLOR, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE POPULAR GIRL


Taylor expertly covered the windows of her good friend’s house with trash bags so that outsiders couldn’t see in. She laid down a tarp on the main floor and secured the sides with electrical tape. Her friend’s parents, who were upstairs, had agreed to let their daughter host a party with alcohol as long as she kept the crowd small.


Less than an hour later, nearly two dozen students were crammed into the main level of the house, many of them drinking beer or doing shots of vodka from water bottles. Taylor was on her third game of beer pong when one of the boys in the room heard a knock, opened the front door with a beer in his hand, closed it abruptly, and said, “Oh, shit, sorry you guys. There are cops here.”


The partygoers looked up to see red and blue flashes pulsating faintly through the trash bags. Chaos ensued as the students scattered. One boy opened the back door, hoping to make a run for it. He quickly shut it, yelling, “There are cops there, too!” The mass of students hurtled upstairs. An adrenaline rush shot through Taylor as she scrambled. She and a few others who were familiar with the house sprinted to the second-floor bathroom, where a window faced the side yard. They opened it, hoping to jump, but the glass didn’t tilt all the way. They heard a door open downstairs. An authoritative voice boomed, “Everyone come down here! Sit down! Be quiet!” Police officers stormed through the house.


Taylor slinked to an upstairs living room, where she squeezed into a narrow space between the chimney and the wall. She heard an officer say to the hostess’s mother, “Find all the kids.” The officer searching through the upstairs level pulled students out from their hiding places, one by one, and sent them downstairs. As he walked by the chimney, brandishing his flashlight, Taylor held her breath. When the light dimmed, she exhaled. She could hear the policemen downstairs asking, “Is everybody here?” Taylor shifted her feet nervously, wondering if they would find her. Again an officer walked by the chimney. Taylor could see his flashlight beam shining on the brick wall in front of her before it disappeared.


The students present that night were, like Taylor, considered many of Whitman’s popular seniors. Even the Nastys had put their stamp of approval on the party; more than half of them were present and accounted for. It was in vogue among Whitman girls to name their circles of friends. The juniors had various named cliques—the Bitches & Hos, the Dolls, the Eight—while the seniors were dominated by one group of thirteen attractive students: the Nasty Girls, or the Nastys. The Nastys often wore skimpy clothes and struck sexy poses in their Webshots (photos posted on the Web). The ringleader was the senior class president. Some seniors dismissed the Nastys’ “popular group” designation as self-proclaimed, calling them social climbers who competed to get the good-looking guys to go to their parties. Other students idolized them.


The Nastys respected Taylor, probably because she had been voted sophomore homecoming princess and, as a junior, had gone to prom with the chiseled winner of the Senior Superlative “Senior Sex Symbol.” Taylor’s group, though nameless, was also popular—perhaps more so than the Nastys—but classmates had no inkling that Taylor wasn’t sure she belonged with the popular crowd. At another party, one of the Nastys’ favorite boys had turned to Taylor and asked out of the blue, “Have you retaken the SAT yet?”


“No, not till October,” she said.


“What did you get?” The rest of the room quieted.


Taylor wasn’t thrilled to be asked in front of everyone. “If I say, you can’t get mad at me for retaking them.” When he nodded, she said, “I got a 1490.” The others in the room murmured words of surprise. They knew Taylor only as a popular babe, as one of them.


“But you’re just studying verbal again, right?” he asked.


“Yeah, that’s the only thing I care about,” Taylor replied, sheepish.


“Wait, what about math?” another guy asked.


Taylor lowered her voice. “I got an 800.” The silence in the room felt awkward.


Taylor didn’t actively hide her intelligence from her popular friends, but when she was around them, she tried not to “act smart,” as she put it. The popular students treated her differently whenever her academics came up. Taylor believed they didn’t like her as much as they would otherwise, because she made an effort to hang out with smart kids, too. She sometimes sensed the popular students’ resentment, not necessarily because she was intelligent but because she was motivated. She had been student government treasurer, oversaw the annual Mr. Whitman pageant (a student-run show that raised thousands of dollars for the Muscular Dystrophy Association), and had founded an annual book drive for underprivileged elementary school children.


Taylor’s popular friends seemed more interested in parties and hookups (teenspeak for making out). But as her friends paired and broke up in a kaleidoscopic tango, Taylor stayed unattached and didn’t care much about it. She didn’t have time. With the exception of a hookup here and there, Taylor was focused on college applications, classes, and sports. Between Whitman’s soccer team, which few people expected to do well this season, and her club lacrosse team, Taylor practiced or played in games seven days a week. On varsity game days, she often couldn’t start her homework until eleven P.M.


The police officer returned, this time peering around the corner of the chimney and shining his flashlight in Taylor’s face. She grinned. “Hi!” she said.


“I found another one!” the officer called. He turned to Taylor and smirked. “What is this, a hiding party?”


“Um, no!” Taylor answered, and half skulked, half strutted downstairs, proud to have hidden for that long. When she reached the sitting room, her friends snickered. “Nice try, Taylor,” one said.


“Is that everyone?” asked an officer. The group nodded, although one of the Nastys still hadn’t been found. “Is anybody over eighteen?” They shook their heads.


“My parents don’t know,” a student moaned. “I’m going to be in so much trouble.” A Nasty was petrified about the prospect of adding another citation to her collection. “Oh my God, ohmyGod, ohmyGodohmyGod,” she kept repeating.


The officers asked the group to divide so that those who had consumed alcohol were on one side of the room and those who hadn’t were on the other. The officers administered a Breathalyzer test to each self-proclaimed non-drinker. When one of them blew a .01, the officers ushered her to the drinking side of the room. The students who blew a zero were told they could go home. About half a dozen left.


Taylor sat on the drinking side, where most of the students were on their cell phones. Two girls were freaking out in the background. “We’re not going to get into college!” one shrieked.


Taylor called her mother, who didn’t know she drank. “Mom, you’re going to be a little unhappy with me. I’m at a party that got busted. I think you need to come here and pick me up.”


“I’m glad you called,” her mother replied.


The police officers approached the drinkers. “Everyone spit out your gum,” one said. Taylor watched as the officers tested the first two students, who blew low numbers that were nonetheless enough to get them cited. Taylor tried to conjure up any facts she could remember from her science classes. She believed she had drunk enough that she would test high unless she could somehow trick the Breathalyzer. The alcohol is mostly in my digestive system by now, she thought. There might be some residue in my mouth, but if I can breathe from my nasal passage, the air won’t come from my mouth or my diaphragm.


The officer who found Taylor behind the chimney held out the Breathalyzer, a small black box with a digital readout and a clear tube. Fuck, Taylor thought. She exhaled only the air in her throat, careful not to bring up any from her diaphragm. She blew a zero. “You can just stand over there,” the officer said, gesturing to the non-drinking side of the room. “You’re not going to get in any trouble.”


Taylor stood next to a Nasty, who muttered, “How’d you do that?” Taylor tried to explain through whispers and gestures when she thought the police weren’t watching. An officer standing on the drinking side glared at her sharply and walked over to her. At five-nine, Taylor could look him in the eye. “I saw you telling your friend how to get out of it,” the officer said, scowling. “You didn’t give me a sample the first time. You need to blow again.” He inserted a new tube in the Breathalyzer and held it out to her.


“You have to blow again, haha,” laughed one of her friends. Taylor concentrated on her breathing. She tried to block off her windpipe with her tongue, breathing only through her nasal passage. She blew a zero.


“You had a method. Do it again,” the officer said.


As Taylor took her third test, she realized she wasn’t getting enough air. Feeling faint, she was leaning over precariously when the test ended, again resulting in a zero. The officer looked disgusted. “You know I could cite you just for being here,” he sneered. He told her to leave.


Outside, Taylor hopped into her mother’s car. “Mom, we can leave! I blew a zero, let’s go!” She wasn’t lying, she reasoned; she just wasn’t telling her mother that she had blown a zero despite having played three games of beer pong in an hour.


SAM, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE TEACHER’S PET


At two A.M., Sam couldn’t believe he was still doing homework. On the second day of school, he had already studied seven hours at home, significantly more than the five and a half hours he spent in his academic classes. Clearly, there was something wrong with this picture.


Although summer had unofficially ended two days ago, it seemed to Sam as if it had been months. On his bedroom desk, next to his computer, Sam’s last souvenir of the season taunted him: a rock he found on his last day at the beach in Martha’s Vineyard. On it someone had scrawled a saying, reminding him of what he assumed was his close friend Julie’s philosophy, an attitude Sam hoped to emulate. Sam’s hardest working friend, Julie meant more to him than she realized. “Life just is,” read the ink on the rock. “Go with it. Grow with it. Live and let live.” Yeah, well, easy for the rock to say. The rock wasn’t stuck with seven hours of homework.


Sam had spent the summer chasing that philosophy—the idea that he could live free from worry, letting the usual daily stresses slip from his mind like the tide slid off the rock. In June and July, he taught English to teenagers in China, one of the most rewarding experiences of his life. He raised $2,500 from family friends by writing a journal for them about his trip, and he donated the money to various Chinese schools, charity projects, and a Chinese boy who needed surgery.


In August he spent several days relaxing at the beach with his parents and younger brother. He enjoyed spending time with his family and he thoroughly respected his parents. His father was a professor at Georgetown, and his mother recently had left a powerful legal career in order to devote time to her sons. Sam was proud of both parents and grateful for the support and opportunities they provided. In eighth grade, after a field trip to the Supreme Court during the Bush v. Gore hearings that had piqued Sam’s interest, his father had encouraged him to write the marshal. “Do you have internships?” Sam wrote. “Would you like an eighth-grader?” The Supreme Court of the United States agreed to take Sam on for a few weeks, an unpaid job to which Sam returned, awestruck, every summer.


Sam knew, too, that his parents presented him with privileges and connections that other students didn’t have. His parents had friends who could put in good words for him at several schools, including Harvard and Yale. Sam’s Whitman guidance counselor had told him that Georgetown admitted qualified children of faculty most generously. But while it was humbling to have a great university practically as a safety school, Sam had learned in China that sometimes you could learn more about yourself and others if you went farther from home. Besides, his parents had raised him not to take the easy way out but to work hard and aim high. His mother often told him, “Do your best, because the only one you’re doing it for is you.”


Tired of gazing at the computer, Sam glanced around his bedroom. There was the keyboard that he wouldn’t have time to play often, despite his commitment to his twelfth year of weekly piano lessons. Among various sports trophies was one for Student Congress—as captain, he would spend autumn preparing younger teammates for tournaments, as well as putting in hours of practice on his own. Slung over the doorknob of the closet was his Whitman tennis sweatshirt, a frustrating reminder of the stress fracture in his elbow that would have him rehabbing until the spring season. The varsity letter and pins on his bulletin board were now dwarfed by senior-year logistics: his SAT course schedule, a reminder of the transcript request deadline, a list of college application deadlines, and a letter recognizing his accomplishments as a top Maryland student.


Sam believed that at other high schools, or in other areas of the country, he would have been set. With his voluminous list of unusual and time-consuming extracurriculars—his position as co–news director of the Black & White took up more hours than would a part-time job— his parents’ connections, high GPA, AP classes, writing talent, unique summer activities, and evident gusto for learning, he knew he would be an attractive applicant to most college campuses. But Sam didn’t go to other high schools. Sam went to Whitman.


A few days before school started, he had explained to a rising junior how strenuous her year would be, particularly with college pressure hanging over her head. “It’s a crazy little game, and anything you can do to get an advantage might help,” he told her. (She had responded, “That’s what my father said!”) Well, game on. The pressure to get into college—no, the pressure to get into a top college—was what made Sam dread school. It didn’t have to be this way, he thought. Classes could be interesting, and he usually didn’t mind a reasonable amount of work. But the competitive mentality could be oppressive.


Many of his classmates were obsessed with college rankings (which Sam referred to as the “U.S. News & Bogus Report” but still took note of ) and focused almost exclusively on elite schools. By Sam’s count, between forty and sixty Whitman students had been accepted to Ivy League schools the previous year. There was a pattern of perception. A friend with a perfect SAT score was rejected from Stanford and went to Rice. Rice, Sam knew, was a top-tier school, but because at Whitman it didn’t have other universities’ prestige factor, students assumed the only reason she didn’t go Ivy was that she was offered a free ride (she wasn’t). On another occasion, Sam mentioned the University of Chicago to a junior who replied, “That’s not an Ivy. Isn’t it a safety school?”


One of Sam’s favorite potential colleges was Middlebury. While he knew he shouldn’t let other people’s opinions sway him, he couldn’t help it. Students were already gabbing about the rankings, which, if they hadn’t read about in the usual magazines, they had seen in the colleges’ slick marketing literature. If he were smart, Sam thought, he would apply to Middlebury early, probably get in, and be done with it. Yet Stanford was his dream school. If he could boost his SAT scores just fifty more points, he would be within range. And how could he overlook his family’s connections at Harvard and Yale?


As much as Sam knew he should ignore the rankings and follow his gut, it bothered him that the college admissions process seemed like such a crapshoot. He could work extremely hard throughout high school, find a college he loved, and get in, while other students who didn’t work as hard, who didn’t regularly stay awake studying until three in the morning like Sam was tonight, might get into more prestigious schools. Then, in other people’s eyes, those students would be perceived as more academically inclined than Sam, while in his eyes, as superficial as he knew it was, all of his hard work would have been for nothing.


“Live and let live,” the rock said. Sam typed an email to a friend. “School beats other options, but the disturbing mentality that surrounds school is destructive to our conscience. School takes over. Everyone is searching for that summer feeling again; the ability to live without worry. But everything not related to school right now seems so small and unimportant. School does not let a kid live. School has its bright moments, its entertainment, and its long-lasting value, but the overbearing competitiveness and work combine to create one of the most stressful environments I can imagine.” Sam turned the rock over and went back to work.


PETE, JUNIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE MEATHEAD


Pete looked forward to his early-morning journalism class, but not because of the journalism. By that time, the junior was already wide awake, thanks to a first-period weight-lifting class. Thus he was in fine form to banter with one of the most amusing guys in school: Cliff, a shaggy 255-pound senior offensive lineman who made no secret of his apathy toward classes. Cliff wasn’t at school to learn. He was there to play football, hang out with friends, and meet girls.


A skinny kid approached the table where Pete and Cliff sat. “Hey, Cliff, where’s my hug?” the kid said.


Cliff ambled over to him, engulfed him in a warm hug, clapped him on the back, and said, “Hey, I missed you, man.”


As the skinny kid, smiling, walked across the room, an onlooker asked Cliff “Do you do a lot of hugging?”


“Oh, yeah,” Cliff said. “I like hugs, long walks in the park, romantic dinners ...”


Pete cracked up. He knew Cliff from the football team; Pete, a stocky lineman, had played both ways on junior varsity for two years but was taking this year off rather than moving up to varsity. He admired how Cliff could simply not care about classes. Cliff ’s outlook on Whitman, in his own words, was “I try to do as little work as possible and have as much fun as I can. That’s the way to do high school.” Cliff never seemed to let anything get to him. His nonchalance could have been related to his plans not to apply to college as a senior because he was in a talented band that had the potential for success. Cliff was not unintelligent, but in Pete’s opinion, if you hung around him for long enough, he made you want to be blissfully ignorant.


Pete was doing his best to adopt a similar attitude. It repulsed him to watch the overachievers in his classes grub for grades and stress out about getting into colleges with impressive names. Ever since an incident in the spring of his freshman year, he had promised himself that he wouldn’t panic about his grades like his classmates did. A straight-A student back then, he once left finishing a research paper until the night before it was due. By two A.M. he was exhausted, but the paper wasn’t close to complete.


Pete had gone upstairs to his kitchen and rummaged around for something with a high dose of caffeine. Far back in one of the cabinets, he came upon a stash of diet pills. He read the ingredients: Each pill contained hundreds of milligrams of caffeine. He took two. Back in the basement computer room, he detected butterflies in his stomach, which felt full. Suddenly, he was awake and could concentrate. Less distracted than usual, Pete plowed ahead, working steadily on the paper until he finished at 6:30. He raced to his bus stop in time for the 6:40 pickup and popped two pills on the ride to get him through the morning. At lunch he took two more pills to last the afternoon.


At football practice after school that day, Pete began running laps with the rest of the team. Midway through the first lap, he started to feel dizzy. He kept running and was one of the first players to finish the lap. Then he crashed. He felt like a sledgehammer was hitting his chest, and he couldn’t catch his breath. His knees buckled, but he righted himself. He tried to get going on the second lap, then noticed that all of his teammates were far ahead of him. His heart raced. His usually pale skin drained of color, his already heavy-lidded eyes glazed.


“Pete! Why are you on your knees?” barked the senior captain supervising the practice.


“I pulled an all-nighter and took diet pills to stay awake,” Pete said.


“That was stupid,” the senior said. “Go get a drink.” Pete walked to the gym, took a long drink of water, sat down, and waited for his head to stop spinning. He concluded that taking the pills was one of the dumbest things he had ever done, and there had been some doozies. Then and there, Pete decided he would never again let himself care about classes or grades to the point where he would feel the need to consume strange substances to stay awake.


Eighteen months later, Pete had stuck to that promise, determined to enjoy high school as a healthy developmental experience without worrying about college consequences. At Whitman, where the students considered smart were often the same ones who constantly talked about their grades, Pete was more comfortable talking about his Ds than his As. He preferred to do high school the way Cliff did it. He preferred to appear carefree.


Just before the bell rang, Pete and Cliff fell into a conversation about a topic not exactly related to their journalism studies.


“I like goats! Goats have fur!” Cliff said.


“Goats don’t have fur,” someone else interjected.


“Yes, they do,” Cliff insisted. “How do you think they make cotton?”


Pete laughed at him. “That’s sheep, idiot!”















Chapter 2 September 2–September 26 PRESSURE








JULIE, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE SUPERSTAR


A few days into the school year, Julie had already fallen into her routine. Her class schedule consisted of five AP classes followed by an hour-long thrice-weekly environmental education internship at a natural science museum. At 2:30 each day, she returned to school for cross-country practice. After dinner, she descended into the basement—she called it her “homework cave”—to start her work, which took up most of the rest of the night. During breaks, she either studied her SAT book or made herself feel guilty for not doing so.


The difference between this week and the week before was stark. All summer she swam and biked several days a week because the activities made her feel simultaneously sharper and more relaxed. This week she didn’t have time to do either. She had lost the summer’s clearheadedness and the mental and physical edge. When she was training hard, she had more energy and got more done. Now that school took up most of her time, her energy lagged.


Her lethargy caught up with her late one night. She chatted online with friends, who were already talking about homecoming, which would come early this year. They reminded her that with the dance only a month away, they had three weeks to organize dinner reservations, limousines, and other plans. It annoyed Julie that they were already discussing possible dates. The night before school began, Julie and her boyfriend had broken up. She told him she couldn’t bear to tie him down to a girlfriend back home when he was heading off to college. He told her he loved her. They said goodbye. Julie had put so much effort into having a boyfriend, and abruptly, he was gone. Now she was back where she started, and completely uninterested in thinking about someone new, not with all she had to do for college applications. Julie had heard about a triathlon during homecoming weekend, which would give her a good excuse to skip the dance.


She was about to go offline when her mother, an upbeat, good-humored woman, came into the computer room and sat next to her to chat. One of Julie’s biggest pet peeves was when her mother sat next to her or stood over her when she was instant-messaging, though her mother insisted she couldn’t see what Julie was typing. When her mom did this, Julie referred to her as “the hovercraft.” Tonight, noticing that Julie was dispirited, her mother kept prodding, “Come on, Julie, let’s do yoga.” Julie usually loved yoga and did it often with her mother, an instructor. Tonight, though, yoga was just one more thing to think about.


Julie’s inner voice reminded her she should be working on her SAT practice book, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Before dropping her as a client, her college counselor had told her not to bother taking the SAT again, apparently believing that Julie’s 1410 was reflective of her abilities. When Julie’s then-boyfriend had insisted she give it one more shot, she agreed to take the SAT for the third and final time on October 9. One more month, she tried to tell herself. It’s one more thing you need for college. I know you want to be done, but you don’t want the SAT to be the one factor that keeps you out of your college choice, whatever that is. It was the first week of school, and she was already exhausted. She groused about her workload to her mother.


“Julie, last year you complained when you had too much work. I let you do that junior year, but this year you have to be nice,” her mother said. “How about we do yoga?”


Julie started to cry. She was tired, overwhelmed, and angry. Yoga would make her feel better, but she didn’t want to give her mother the satisfaction. She knew her wild emotions weren’t her mother’s fault. Her parents rarely pressured her about anything. They trusted her to get her work done, and during freshman year, she had trained them not to bother her about running, either, because she wanted to keep her athletics on her own shoulders, too.


Concerned, her mother tried to guess what was wrong. Julie wanted to tell her everything, but she couldn’t. Already the year seemed to be too much. She wanted to tell her mom that she missed swimming, for example, but then her mother’s response would be “Then get in the pool.” With what time? Ignoring her mother until she gave up and left the room, Julie curled up on the floor in despair, fixated on the pressure to find the right place for her future when she hadn’t yet been able to find herself.


SAM, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE TEACHER’S PET


As Sam backed out of his driveway in his parents’ Camry, his mind raced with reminders about everything he had to do that night. In addition to homework and editing article drafts for the newspaper, he had four tests the next day and a newly assigned major research paper. Now he was on his way to spend three full hours in an SAT class, as he would every Thursday for the next month. He had scored well on the test in the spring, but when he heard about other Whitman students’ higher scores—students he believed weren’t as smart as he was—he resolved to take the test again.


There was also the matter of the fifty extra points Sam assumed he needed to be Stanford material. At the same time, he fell into his usual debate with himself: I’d love to go to a school like Stanford, Harvard, orYale, but Middlebury doesn’t even care about SAT scores. It’s almost a guarantee to get in, and then I don’t have to worry about it.Why bother to take SAT classes if Middlebury doesn’t care about the SAT? Because, wait a minute, I have a shot at Stanford. At any moment, though, I could say I’m not taking the SAT. If I just decide now to apply to Middlebury early, then I don’t have to waste three hours on a Thursday night. Angrily, he pressed the gas pedal. The car shot backward out of his driveway and crunched into a parked car. Sam froze.


In a panic, he shifted into drive, nudged the Camry slightly forward, and glanced back. He had seriously dented his neighbor’s car. Sam drove to the end of his street and stopped the car, vacillating. I have to tell my neighbor, he thought. No, I have to go! He won’t know it was me. No, no, I can’t do that. For five minutes, Sam sat there, glancing nervously in his rearview mirror. Then he turned the car around and went home to tell his father.


Sam’s father inspected the neighbor’s car. “Yeah, this is some real damage. This isn’t something you can fix easily.” The two of them knocked on the neighbor’s door.


When Sam finally arrived at SAT class, held at a private school not far from Whitman, he couldn’t concentrate. The mostly private school crowd was joking around, giddy because it was practically the weekend. The teacher was droning on about how he had gotten drunk with students. Sam didn’t find this unusual; a previous SAT teacher had attempted to teach ratios by explaining how to make a Sex on the Beach cocktail. But with tests the next day in all four of his AP classes, Sam couldn’t think of a reason to stay in SAT class until it ended. When the teacher called for a break halfway through, Sam slipped out of the classroom, gave a flimsy excuse to another teacher who stopped him in the hall, and went home to study.


AP FRANK, COLLEGE FRESHMAN        PERCEIVED AS: THE WORKHORSE


As the Washington, D.C., area’s notorious humidity waned, so did summer and, with it, perhaps the last time AP Frank would ever be free of responsibilities. At a party in Georgetown, he and a few friends toasted summer’s last hurrah and said their final goodbyes. AP Frank didn’t drink the alcohol—he never really did—but he held a plastic cup in his hand to blend in with the crowd.


Socially, AP Frank had come a long way. In middle school, he had fallen into the “nerd” category, which he didn’t necessarily mind; he was happy being known as the outgoing guy who did slightly bizarre things, like the time he and a friend blew up a melon. In his freshman year, AP Frank had attended a magnet program consisting of many Asian students—students whose values, interests, and family life matched his own. AP Frank thrived alongside eighty students he considered his best friends. But his mother, dissatisfied with the administration’s unwillingness to let AP Frank take more advanced courses as an underclassman, pulled him from the school and enrolled him at Whitman his sophomore year.


At Whitman, AP Frank knew nobody and nobody knew him, until word spread that the new transfer student was taking three AP classes as a sophomore. By junior year, when the newly christened AP Frank finally was meeting a slew of potential friends, he was taking the eight-period, seven-AP course load that had him studying every afternoon, sleeping during class, and going lunchless. His Whitman fame granted him access to the close friends he craved, but he lacked the time to get to know them.


Now, at the party, he looked gratefully at the friends who had made the extra effort to socialize with him during school and, though they might not have known it, helped to keep him alive. They had stuck by him. He would miss them terribly. It was one last glorious night.


The next day his mother called him names. “You want spend time with friends?” she screamed. “You are social whore! If you hang out with everyone, you be everyone’s tool.” She castigated him for going out with them at night rather than during the afternoon. When AP Frank protested that his friends had afternoon jobs and family activities, she moved his curfew from one A.M. to ten P.M. “You falling into habit of seeing people instead of staying home and studying,” she said.


“But I don’t have anything to study,” AP Frank replied.


“You have four-hundred-page booklet of [college] courses and requirements. You read that.”


AP Frank sighed. He didn’t have to declare a major until sophomore year, but he knew what he had to say to get his mother to stop talking. “It’s okay,” he told her, resigned. “I’ll consider the biology major.” He knew better than to push her. The “social whore” argument bore echoes of an earlier, more disturbing encounter that he had no desire to repeat. In January of his senior year, AP Frank had assumed, because he had been admitted early into his mother’s only acceptable college, that he would be able to see his friends. When a good friend invited him to go to a lake house in Canada, AP Frank was ecstatic about his first chance to spend time with friends away from home.


His mother said he couldn’t go. “You only hang out with worthless kids, no futures, spoiled, stupid brats,” she said. AP Frank had had it. She’d gone too far. He was accustomed to her degrading him, but when she insulted the people who were closest to him, the people who kept him from succumbing to his darkest thoughts, he flipped out.


Rage shot through him. “Don’t you dare attack my friends. Who are you to talk about friends? You have no friends!”


“Ohh, shuuut up.” Her voice dripped with scorn.


AP Frank ran downstairs to the living room and picked up the phone. Most of his Whitman friends knew about his situation with his mother, and many had offered to let him stay with them.


As he dialed, AP Frank heard a noise on the stairs. His mother rushed into the room, and just as his friend’s voice mail picked up, Mrs. AP Frank hauled back and punched her son in the face. For the first time in AP Frank’s life, he could not control the fury and frustration that welled up inside. In an instant, it was as if his leg acted on its own. His foot planted into his mother’s stomach and shoved with such force that she staggered backward about five feet before falling down.


AP Frank watched the chain reaction as if it were a movie, someone else’s mother, someone else’s life. His mother called the police and asked them if physical punishment was legal for a disobedient child. Satisfied with the answer, she hung up the phone and taunted him, “What you gonna do? You gonna kill me?” AP Frank stared off into space. When she could elicit no reaction from her son, Mrs. AP Frank turned on her husband, who was trying to calm her down. “What kind of father you? Stupid son-of-a-bitch kid can do whatever he wants without fearing his father?”


To AP Frank, it felt like the pieces of his life were crashing down around him while he stood still in the middle of the avalanche, withdrawing inside himself. He had never felt so strongly that he should not have been born to these two people. He wished he could somehow block this night from his mind so that he would never remember it. He desperately wanted to belong to another set of parents, in a home where his life would be so blissfully mundane that his biggest worries in high school would be a chemistry test and whether that nice redhead in English liked him back.


When he could, AP Frank sneaked upstairs and went online, begging his friends for help of any kind. As he instant-messaged a close friend, he heard a noise on the stairs and abruptly logged off before his mother saw him. Immediately, the phone rang. AP Frank ran to the phone, where his mother waited with a snarl that dared him to take the call. He glanced at the caller I.D. It was his friend. All AP Frank could do was wait for the message and pray that his friend remembered that Mrs. AP Frank screened calls. “Uh ... I’m calling for Frank. I just wanted to talk about the physics homework. Call me back whenever you can.” AP Frank sighed in relief. His friend knew the drill. When his parents left the room, AP Frank called his friend, who answered just as AP Frank’s mother crept up behind him and punched him in the back of the neck. AP Frank gasped.


“Frank? Are you okay? Frank?”


AP Frank could hardly say anything, not with his mother standing over him, threatening months of terror ahead. “No,” he wheezed.


“You can’t talk because your parents are there?”


“Yeah,” AP Frank whispered.


“Are you going to be at school tomorrow?”


“Yeah.”


“Are you going to be okay?”


No! AP Frank wanted to shout, I’m not okay! Nothing in my life is even remotely close to “okay” right now.What did I do to deserve this? “Yeah,” he whispered.


His friend paused. “... Talk to me before school, Frank.”


“Okay, ’bye.” And his mother erupted again.


The next morning, as he was about to walk into class, AP Frank saw the friend with the lake house. His friend’s face lit up. “You’re coming with us to Canada, right?”


Memories of the previous night flooded AP Frank. “Um,” he managed to choke out, “I don’t think I’ll be going to Canada.”


The boy’s friendly smile fell. “But why?”


AP Frank wiped his eyes with his sleeve. “I can’t take my life anymore,” he managed between breaths. “I can’t take it, I can’t take it.”


His friend’s voice filled with concern. “Do you want to go to a counselor, Frank?”


“Yeah. Could you ... could you ... could you just tell the teacher where I’ll be?”


“Okay, Frank. I’ll do that.”


“Thanks,” said AP Frank, who stumbled downstairs to the guidance department to see his counselor, Mr. Murphy, a balding man whose wide-rimmed square black glasses made him look like a teacher from a bygone era.


“Mr. Murphy, I need to talk to you.”


“Sure, Frank. Sit down,” Mr. Murphy said, motioning to a chair.


AP Frank slumped into a chair, took a breath, broke into sobs, and poured out his feelings. He wasn’t allowed to do anything. His mother didn’t want him to have friends, she didn’t want him to have a will of his own, she didn’t want a son, she wanted a puppet. He had thought that getting into the college she demanded of him would solve all of his problems with her, but it had merely raised the bar.


Mr. Murphy called AP Frank’s father, speaking sternly and nodding while AP Frank sat quietly and wondered, Is this going to change things? Is my life going to get better because of this? Mr. Murphy hung up the phone and put his hand to his forehead. He looked at AP Frank gravely. “How serious do you think this is?” he asked. “Because if this is child abuse, then I’m going to have to call in a social worker.”


AP Frank paused to think. It seemed strange to debate with himself whether he had been a victim of child abuse. After several minutes, he responded, “Tentatively, I think so, but I’m not sure.”


Mr. Murphy sighed. He thought for a few moments, choosing his words carefully. “Frank, your mother just wants the best for you. She’s terribly misguided, and you need some personal freedom, but she loves you, and you have to realize that.”


AP Frank wanted to laugh a loud, bitter laugh. The idea that his mother loved him seemed absurd. He nodded and blew his nose as Mr. Murphy left the room to speak with someone else about the situation. When he came back, he handed AP Frank the letter of recommendation he had written for his college applications, which AP Frank read, his tears subsiding. Mr. Murphy had written a flattering note about how he was an exceptionally personable, wonderful kid who could deal with excessive amounts of stress. AP Frank put down the piece of paper, feeling much better but at the same time more forlorn.


“Six more months,” Mr. Murphy said. “Can you just be brave for six more months, Frank?” Then the counselor was there in front of him, holding out his large hairy arms, enveloping AP Frank in a hug, and AP Frank thought with relief that although he didn’t know what his life was going to come to, he finally believed he had at least one adult on his side.


To better understand Mrs. AP Frank’s perspective, it’s important to note where she came from. In many countries, parents begin plotting to get their children into the top high schools, which lead to prestigious colleges, as soon as they get to kindergarten, if not before. The small percentage of students admitted to top universities are rewarded with desirable jobs. The rest are often considered failures—outcasts who could be doomed to a life of menial labor because of a disappointing performance on a single test.


East Asian educational systems have come to be known for two things: first, what Time magazine has called “an almost fanatical belief in the value of education”; and second, the unyielding emphasis on grades and test scores, largely blamed for the soaring suicide rates among teens. In 2001 in Hong Kong, where one in three teenagers have suicidal thoughts, a student who failed a Chinese dictation exam leaped to his death from his high-rise apartment. He was seven.


In Korea, Mrs. AP Frank’s birthplace, a popular saying is “Four in, five out,” a reference to how many hours of sleep students can allow themselves nightly if they want to get into an elite university. Three-year-olds must display skills on a musical instrument before being admitted into some preschools. In a typical Korean schedule, students work straight through their waking hours, from classes to homework to “cram school”—costly private lessons to supplement classwork. Competition for grades can be cutthroat, as some students steal classmates’ notes to sabotage their test performance.


The college tiers are so crucial that a Korean’s career, life, marriage, and family pride may depend largely on where he attended school. Even into middle age, an employee’s salary, position, and reputation can be based less on his job performance than on how he did on the college entrance exam he took as a teen. On exam days, mothers pray at houses of worship, the Korean Air Force and U.S. Army suspend flights so the city is quiet for testing, workers delay their commute to keep the roads clear, and police and other emergency vehicles are available to drive students who are running late. More than eight out of every hundred thousand students between the ages of fifteen and nineteen committed suicide in 2003.


In 2005 South Korea changed its university admissions standards, beginning with the class of 2008, to place less emphasis on national entrance exams and more on high school grades. The problem? Grades are curved, and classes ranked. Reliance on cram schools and tutors has increased, and many students now panic over every test. In a two-month period during midterm season in 2005, more than ten South Korean junior high and high school students committed suicide because of academic stress or discouraging grades. The new system pits students against one another; as a sixteen-year-old girl said in a speech at a rally to protest the sharpened focus on grades, “Schools are driving us to endless competition, teaching us to step on our friends to succeed. We are not studying machines. We are teenagers.”


Other Asian countries admit similar woes. In China a young woman told me that many six-year-olds stay up until midnight finishing homework before waking up at 6:30 for school. Doing poorly on the entrance examination for college “brings shame to family,” she said. In China and Taiwan, a recent uptick in the number of student suicides was attributed to the intense pressure to succeed in school. Indian officials report increased student suicides as well as traumatic disorders and hysterical psychoses due to fear of exams. An Indian psychiatrist told India Today magazine, “In the past ten years, pressure on students has increased by 50 percent.” The doctor also noted that she has hospitalized parents who suffered breakdowns during their children’s board exams, and she had a young patient who staged his own kidnapping to avoid a test.


In Japan, as in Korea, a student’s worth is often tied to exam scores, which distribute children into hierarchical levels of schooling based solely on their test-taking abilities. If a student as young as fourteen doesn’t score well enough on a high school entrance exam, he could be diverted instantly to a track toward vocational school.


A Japanese mother plays a crucial role in her child’s education. It is up to her, not her child’s preschool teacher, to teach basic letters and numbers. On a daily basis, many mothers exchange notes with teachers about the student’s progress. The kyoiku mama, or “educationobsessed mother,” will even go to school when her child is sick and sit at a desk in his classes taking notes on the teacher’s lessons for the day. In 1999 Mitsuko Yamada strangled her neighbor’s two-year-old daughter, who beat out her own daughter for a spot at a prestigious preschool. The community blamed the murder on the country’s “high degree of exam fever.”


Until 2002, Japan’s 240-day school year included half days on Saturdays and only a forty-day summer break, during which students were given copious amounts of homework. In 2002 some Asian countries realized the disadvantages of a school system in which success was based on rote memorization rather than on a joy of learning. Surveys revealed that, although Asian students placed first in international academic tests, they retained the information for the least amount of time, because they could not apply what they had learned. In a poll of nearly two dozen countries, Asian students ranked first in math and science competitions but scored second to last in enjoyment of those subjects. The factory-like academic settings were churning out adults who couldn’t think independently or creatively. A former minister of education in Thailand told Time, “Students can’t really read or write. All they know how to do is tick a box next to a multiple-choice question.” As a result, in the spring of 2002, Japan stopped mandating school on Saturdays, and Taiwan eradicated its practice of basing college admissions only on entrance exams.


In 2004, however, two new international surveys convinced Japan’s Education, Science, and Technology Ministry that Japanese students no longer led the world in academic ability. Subsequently, Japan vowed to restore some of its traditional educational practices, including thicker, more challenging course books, longer school days, and, at some schools, Saturday classes.


Like AP Frank, Asian-American students in the United States often speak of relentless pressure and expectations placed on them by their immigrant parents. Some of the students are immigrants themselves; rising numbers of Korean schoolchildren are leaving their country—Koreans call them kirogi, or wild geese—to escape that country’s rigorous education system. But in many cases, the culture follows them. A Korean student in Kentucky told me, “From when you’re first growing up, there’s so much pressure, because the Asian community is really competitive. All of our friends’ parents were comparing their children, what schools they got into.”


Is the United States headed toward that test-driven, stressed-out Asian educational culture? It might not be a coincidence that U.S. students’ high school experiences—the exams, the stress, the tunnel-vision hurtle toward a top university—seem to be trending toward those in Asia. In 1983, President Reagan’s Department of Education commissioned a landmark report called A Nation at Risk. In a nutshell, the study censured the American educational system for its supposedly poor performances on international standardized tests, warned about its “rising tide of mediocrity,” and directly blamed U.S. schools for the alleged loss of America’s edge as a global superpower. As education expert Gerald W. Bracey retorted twenty years later, “The members of the National Commission tightly yoked the nation’s global competitiveness to how well our 13-year-olds bubbled in test answer sheets. The theory was, to be kind, without merit.”


Nevertheless, the response to the report, which recommended more homework, tougher classes, longer school days, and additional days in the school year, was immediate. Within a year, forty-four states increased graduation requirements, and twenty-seven lengthened the school day. A Nation at Risk triggered what has been called the longest sustained period of education reform in U.S. history. Most important, it raised expectations among parents, schools, and government officials, possibly the spark that first ignited the overachiever frenzy as a counter to the mediocrity label.


Parents and educators insisted to students that their success as adults now would depend largely on their teenage grades, test scores, and single-minded devotion to school rather than to life—much like the educational system in a certain foreign country. A Department of Education report hailed that country’s education system, which was so grueling that students didn’t have time to date, drive, hold jobs, or do chores. It was a country where 137 primary and middle school students committed suicide during the 2003 school year. The country that government officials wanted the U.S. education system to emulate? Japan.


AP FRANK, COLLEGE FRESHMAN        PERCEIVED AS: THE WORKHORSE


A few days before AP Frank was to leave for college, he had another argument with his mother about his major. She tried to shove her law or medicine ultimatum down his throat again—his parents were paying for college, so he had to play by her rules—and he protested loudly. Because of AP Frank’s objection, his mother yelled at his father to take away his car keys.


AP Frank’s father sighed. “Give me your car keys,” he said.


AP Frank handed him the keys and went to his room, where he stewed for a few hours. He had worked at the esteemed National Institutes of Health for two summers and had used this past summer’s wages to pay for his laptop. Because his parents never gave him the $2,000 he had earned the previous summer, he assumed that they had used the money to help pay for their old 1990 Corolla, which he drove.


A couple of days later, AP Frank’s father drove him to the store to buy towels and an alarm clock. AP Frank was happy to have some rare quality time with him. He loved his father and considered him a kindhearted person who, unfortunately, didn’t have a say in how the boys were raised. But AP Frank was still upset with him for rarely standing up to his wife for his sons; his father didn’t seem to agree with his mother but followed her orders to avoid conflict. During the car ride, AP Frank tried to express his disappointment. “Dad,” he said, “are you going to defend me when I’m deciding my major instead of just sitting there and letting her control me? And before I know it, I’ll be in med school, pushing myself to be a doctor when I don’t want to be one, just so you don’t get yelled at?”


His father said nothing. AP Frank looked out the window, dejected.


Back at home, AP Frank packed for school. As much as he wanted to get out of his house, he had mixed feelings about leaving. He worried that when he was gone, his mother would focus all of her attention on his younger brother, who would be taking six AP courses as a junior. Per their mother’s instructions, Richard spent the summer studying for the SAT II subject tests, as AP Frank had done before his junior year. But Richard was different from AP Frank; he was more carefree, more popular. While AP Frank received an A in every class he took at Whitman, Richard received one B as a first-semester freshman, which, as AP Frank saw it, took the pressure off.


AP Frank didn’t consider himself the genius that everyone seemed to think he was. In his opinion, a person either had natural talent or worked hard. AP Frank believed he lacked talent in most areas and had achieved his accomplishments because of his diligence. He certainly wasn’t Derek, a Whitman senior he considered a true genius, who scored the elusive six out of six at math team events, whereas AP Frank had scored only threes or fours.


AP Frank initially had believed his college acceptance letter would be the end of it; throughout his time at Whitman, his mother had told him repeatedly, “You have to get 4.0 to get in.” But now that he was in, she expected him to get a perfect 4.0 in college. AP Frank didn’t think that was possible. He had heard a rumor that T. S. Eliot had received a B-plus in English at the same college, so how could AP Frank score an A? One of these days, AP Frank expected it to happen: He would get a B-plus, and his mother would have to accept it. He wasn’t sure what his own reaction would be.


Recently, he had been trying to sort out his personal hopes from the expectations his mother had been drilling into him since childhood. He liked to think that he would be satisfied with himself if he tried his hardest. If he got a B-plus because he didn’t do his work or because he got drunk the night before an exam, then he would be upset. But AP Frank was almost convinced that he didn’t need a 4.0 GPA to validate his existence. Instead, he craved a social life. He had batted .000 in his attempts to have a girlfriend in high school, which gnawed at him partly because, as he put it, “When you’re bogged down by seven APs, it gets lonely.” AP Frank’s plan was to give his mother as little information as possible, so she would have less control. She couldn’t tell him not to do something if she didn’t know he was doing it.


AP Frank took photographs of friends down from his wall and placed them in a duffel bag. He picked up a license plate that a friend had brought him from a city in India where license plates began with the letters AP; his friend had paid someone to make a license plate that said AP F12 ANK. He didn’t think he wanted people in college to call him AP Frank. It was fine for people he knew to call him that, but he disliked the “Oh, you’re that kid” reaction he got from strangers at Whitman. He was half hoping to shed the AP prefix so his college peers would take the time to get to know him without any preconceived notions. But he would probably hang the license plate on his wall anyway, as a memento of good times in high school.


AP Frank smiled as he decided not to pack the banner that he kept next to the pillow on his bed. In the spring, he had participated in Mr. Whitman, Whitman’s male pageant, in which he had been a finalist. (Though his mother disapproved of the time that dance rehearsals took away from homework, she allowed participation in that extracurricular activity because it was a competition, and her sons were born to win competitions.) He didn’t care when he didn’t win, despite his awesome talent performance: making balloon animals to loud techno music. But he loved the enormous banner that his friends made for him, a large white bedsheet on which they had written in enormous letters AP FRANK. AP Frank had asked his mother not to wash the banner, but a month later, she did. The washing machine had bled the banner pink, yellow, and purple—and blurred away the P. Now, according to the bedsheet, he was just A FRANK.


TAYLOR, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE POPULAR GIRL


Taylor was procrastinating. She needed to study for an AP BC Calculus test and to work on her college essays but instead had played several games of computer solitaire, engaged in lengthy IM conversations, and examined her friends’ Webshots. Even after the distractions, she couldn’t bring herself to work. She had three essay drafts written: one about September 11, 2001, another about her parents’ divorce, and another about philosophy, but she hated them all because none characterized her. She just wasn’t a dramatic person, she wasn’t dark, complex, or moody. Yet it seemed the best essays were those that dramatically revealed some Great Truth behind the surface of the applicant.


For Stanford, her first-choice school, Taylor felt pressured to distinguish herself. Stanford inexplicably was this year’s hot college for Whitman seniors. Even though relatively few students had applied early from Whitman in past years, many of the top seniors had declared their intentions to do so, including Derek. Taylor never felt badly when Derek “beat” her at something, because he was Derek. He deserved the acclaim; he had a gift, not to mention that he was cute and funny without trying to be.


While she believed they were technically competing for the same (Whitman) spots at Stanford, their credentials were different. Derek was the straight-A SAT-whiz math team/chess team guy. Taylor had received three Bs (all in English; at least she was consistent in her weaknesses, she figured). Because she listed on her résumé her junior-year position as student government treasurer, her leadership activities, her title as co-captain of the varsity soccer and lacrosse teams, and her avid participation on a club lacrosse team, which had garnered her recruitment letters from some small colleges, she hoped admissions officers would at least see that she kept busy with activities outside of class.


When she told her college counselor, who was also Derek’s college counselor, that she wanted to apply early to Stanford, he had urged her to visit Duke. “Duke is similar to Stanford. You’d have a much stronger chance at Duke because your mom went there,” he said.


“Do I even have a chance of getting into Stanford?” Taylor had asked him.


“Yes, but a very small one,” he answered. “The people who go to Stanford are either the most intellectual people you will ever meet or Olympians.”


“Sweet.” She agreed to visit Duke before the end of September.


Unable to concentrate on work, Taylor pattered downstairs in her usual sportswear to the family room, where her stepfather was watching TV. She stared at herself in the mirror: Her long, straight dark hair was loose, her lips full, her lanky limbs tan, her large eyes lightly rimmed in mascara, the only makeup she wore during the day. She decided her hair was boring.


“I want to cut bangs,” she said to her stepfather. Taylor considered her stepfather the coolest of her parents and the easiest to talk to.


“Why don’t you make a hair appointment?” he said.


“I’m going to cut them,” she resolved.


“Do whatever you want. It’s your hair.”


Taylor went to the downstairs bathroom. She gathered the hair that fell in front of her face and snipped it just above the eyebrows, aiming for the sideswept look that was the current Hollywood craze. She analyzed her work. Oops. On one side of her part, her bangs were the right length, but on the other side, they fell high above her eyebrow. She tried to trim the longer side down to even out the line and ended up with short fringe that somehow reminded her of Pee-wee Herman. Then she remembered she was scheduled to take her senior portrait in the morning.


The next school day, as bad as Taylor thought her bangs looked, she received compliments from popular girls, smart girls, underclassmen, and teammates. Soon afterward, several other girls showed up at school with similar newly shorn bangs.


SAM, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE TEACHER’S PET


Sam was riding home from a night out in Baltimore with his good friend Brad and a Whitman senior girl. As Brad and the girl discussed home-coming, Sam mulled over his prospects. While it would be nice to go with a girl who had the potential to be more than friends on one of the biggest date nights of the year, he didn’t want a rerun of last year’s home-coming. As a junior, he had taken a popular girl who was a friend of a friend. Sam had spent the days leading up to the dance, and the early hours of the dance itself, enjoying the anticipation of possible romance. Except for perhaps two dances, his date avoided him most of the night, and at an afterparty at a classmate’s house, she spent two hours in the basement with friends, leaving Sam upstairs angrily speculating where he went wrong.


At the other end of the spectrum was Debate Girl. A year older than Sam, Debate Girl was a student from another state who had been on the same tournament circuit as Whitman. At various tournaments around the country, she and Sam had hooked up in hotel rooms. He kept her a secret from his friends, whom he assumed were too innocent to approve of a purely physical relationship. At least he kept that secret until the annual Harvard tournament in February, when she booty-called him and came over to his room. On his bed, as they got increasingly intimate, Sam turned down her request for sex—he didn’t want it to happen that way, that soon, with her, but he didn’t tell her that—so they did other things instead. In the middle of a compromising position, someone banged on the door. Sam ignored the pounding until he and Debate Girl had finished. Then Sam walked out of the room with a wide grin and Debate Girl in tow to see ten teammates staring at them. Sam’s close female friends at home, even Julie, didn’t know about Debate Girl. Although Debate Girl was now a freshman at a local university, Sam planned to keep his secret. Despite her frequent IMs asking to resume their physical relationship, Sam hadn’t seen her since a Student Congress tournament in May, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.


Then again, there was no one else on the horizon. Sam’s one serious relationship had been a summer-camp romance that ended with the season. There had been rumors that Audrey, the cute blond junior who wrote for Sam’s news section on the Black &White, had a crush on him. Sam considered Audrey “the biggest overachiever in the junior class” because she was such a hard worker, but at the same time, she had a busy social life. Sam suspected her alleged crush on him was only a rumor. Anyway, as much as he liked her intelligence and feistiness, it didn’t seem proper to consider an editor-writer relationship.


The girl dropped Brad off at his house and drove toward Sam’s. Sam glanced at her. She was attractive. He wanted to have fun at homecoming. He wanted to go with a friend, but not as close a friend as Julie, because he wouldn’t want her to think he intended anything more-than-friends to happen. With this girl, he could have the comfort of going with a friend and maybe, just maybe, the potential for something more. Why the hell not, Sam thought. When he got out of the car, he calmed his nerves and leaned through the open window. “Quick question,” he said to her. “Do you think you would go with me to homecoming?”


Sam interpreted the girl’s smile as a revealing one. Hey, maybe she expected me to ask her! he thought. “Sure!” she answered.


AP FRANK, COLLEGE FRESHMAN        PERCEIVED AS: THE WORKHORSE


The night before he left for college, AP Frank posted the following on his blog for his Whitman friends:




Weighted GPA: 4.83


SAT: 1570, 1600


SAT II Physics: 790, 800


SAT II Writing: 800


SAT II Math IIC: 800


Number of APs taken: 17


Number of 5s received: 16


Number of times I wish that my parents would see me as a person, not as a résumé: 4 years = 365 days + 1 day for the leap year = 1461


Number of times I have skipped class: 1


Number of school dances I have been to: 2


Number of times I have been drunk: 0


Number of times I have slept over at a friend’s house: 2


Number of times I have hooked up: 0


Number of times I have fallen for a girl: 3


Number of times I have been turned down by a girl: 3


Number of sports I have come to actually love playing: 1


Number of times I have wanted to break out of the cage: 1461 − the 7 days of Beach Week = 1454


Number of times my friends—who are my family—have saved me, rescued me, brought me back from the horror and terror of being alone: 1461


Number of times I have realized that with every beginning comes an end, that in hatching, the chick destroys the egg, that in leaving, I leave the people who are closest to me, who have shaped me, who have made me who I am today, and that when we all return to the starting point (for we all do, inevitably), nothing will be the same: 1





AP Frank’s and his brother’s eyes widened as they looked out the windows of the rental van their parents were driving at dusk from the airport to their hotel. Gorgeous women sauntered past them, followed by a throng of people in Hawaiian shirts. AP Frank thrilled at the sight of a group of men wearing giant stuffed crabs on their heads. He didn’t know what kind of town this was, but it seemed to be the right place for a dude who blew up a melon.


It turned out that the crowd was filtering out of a baseball stadium, and AP Frank’s parents were lost. As they navigated their way to campus, AP Frank’s mother lectured him about how he should never consider majors like environmental science and public policy, one of his interests. Some options were simply “crap majors,” she explained, that didn’t hold a future for AP Frank because he wouldn’t be able to get a job. AP Frank had heard this from her before. Mesmerized by the lights of the city, he quietly put on his iPod earbuds and turned on a lulling set of Led Zeppelin songs, making sure to say “uh-huh” and “okay” every once in a while so his mother wouldn’t know he wasn’t listening.


Soon there they were. Harvard. The Xanadu of his mother’s dreams, the ticket to a life free of failure. Growing up, AP Frank had never fantasized about this place. In fact, he had been repelled by the prospect of attending Harvard, which was for the kind of person strangers assumed him to be, not for the person he actually was.


AP Frank and his family lugged duffels and suitcases into the single room he was assigned in the dorm. His first college residence would be the smallest, quietest dorm at Harvard. He never would have chosen to live in Massachusetts Hall, which he envisioned as being full of “the goody-goodies of Harvard who don’t know what a keg is.” But he didn’t seem to have a choice. Harvard had sent a questionnaire to students that asked them to indicate, by circling a number from one through five, items such as how clean they were and whether they preferred a quiet or sociable dorm. AP Frank wanted to put down a four for sociable; this was finally his chance to start over and do school the way he truly wanted to do it. But not a single Harvard form came into the house without his mother reviewing it, telling AP Frank what to write on it, and, in some cases, editing it. She forced AP Frank to circle the one on the social scale because Harvard was supposed to be for studying. He had a sneaking suspicion that his mother had specifically requested Mass Hall.


If he was going to be surrounded by nerds, at least AP Frank hoped to be the “party guy in the goody-goody dorm.” As he walked inside his new home, he wondered, Wouldn’t it be interesting if I’m playing my guitar at night and someone tells me to be quiet? Yes, AP Frank’s image would definitely be different than in high school. As he saw it, he didn’t have to be AP Frank at Harvard. For all he knew, he could meet other Harvard students who had AP nicknames, too.


SAM, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE TEACHER’S PET


Sam hunkered down at his desk on a beautiful Saturday afternoon to write his college essays and work on his common application. He turned on his computer and went to the TCCi Family Connection Web page. TCCi (the College Counselor Internet edition) was a college-planning website that tracked the last few years of Whitman students’ acceptance, rejection, and wait-list histories at the schools where they applied. Students obsessed over this feature, for which scattergrams plotted their chances based on their GPA and SAT scores. This was Sam’s first visit to TCCi, and he was curious how he stacked up against Whitman peers.


He held his breath, opened the Stanford scattergrams, and gaped at the screen in shock. His GPA put him close enough horizontally to the cluster of green dots representing past Whitman acceptances, but his SAT scores distanced him from that cluster, which bunched near the 1560s. The extra fifty points he thought he needed on the SAT, he realized with dismay, wouldn’t put him in the Stanford pool. As a Whitman student, he needed something on the order of a 130-point improvement. Not only was Sam stuck in a school where admissions officers practically expected 1600s, he also happened to be a member of a class that was smart even by Whitman standards, with eighteen National Merit semifinalists. According to Sam’s calculations, there were nine Whitman seniors applying early to Stanford, and from what he heard, he had the lowest SAT scores of any of them.


His heart sinking, Sam clicked on the scattergrams for his safety schools to find that the colleges he previously had considered safeties weren’t safeties for a Whitman student. If he looked slightly lower down the rankings, he found only schools that he would prioritize below Georgetown, his one top-ranked safety. Aghast, he opened his dog-eared copy of a nearly 800-page Princeton Review guidebook. According to the Princeton Review, to get into Columbia, he might need about a 700 verbal score. He turned back to TCCi and looked up the Columbia scattergram. From Whitman, by contrast, he would need a 760. There was a reason, Sam decided, that SAT was part of the word “Satan.” He couldn’t bring himself to look up the pages for Harvard and Yale.


“Dad!” Sam called, and went downstairs to commiserate with his unofficial college counselor, who was managing Sam’s application process because as a professor, he said, he could tell Sam the same things a college counselor could, for free.


“Sam, you are ninety-five percent more interesting than those other kids applying. When you do your application, you just have to push ‘Supreme Court, Supreme Court, Supreme Court, China,’ ” his father said. “These kids come from the upper crust in society. You are the first and you are the only one to have the Supreme Court. That’s the one thing you’ve done that no other kid will have done.”


Before going back upstairs, Sam went outside to get the mail. Sticking out among college literature was a local magazine with a cover story about top high schools. Of the six cheerleaders on the cover, two of them were Whitman Vikings. Sam immediately leafed through the article. Whitman was ranked the fourth best school in the state for athletics, third in Maryland on state achievement tests, and second in the metropolitan area (first in the county) for highest SAT average. Of all the days to receive yet another reminder of Whitman’s dominance.


Sam scooped up the college mail and took it to his room. Against the wall, his mother had stacked a tower of ten plastic crates from floor to ceiling. He flicked that day’s mail in the top crate, which was for mail from colleges he wasn’t interested in. Compared to the top crate, the Brown, Yale, Williams, Middlebury, Stanford, Harvard, Bowdoin, and Amherst crates were relatively empty. Sam flipped on an old OutKast CD and stared at his computer screen, ready to tackle the short-answer question on the common application. Please describe which of your activities (extracurricular and personal activities or work experience) has been most meaningful and why. He had 150 words to explain himself. Piece of cake. He could write about how he loved the hectic journalistic atmosphere of the Black & White while simultaneously getting across his passion for writing and his leadership capabilities as co–news director.


Sam brought his finished essay downstairs to his parents to trim. It was 172 words, 22 words over the limit, and he was sure that admissions officers would cut it off at word 151 rather than read further. Meanwhile, Sam moved on to the next essay question: the personal statement. This one wouldn’t be so easy. He shoved aside the books on his desk: SAT guides, a French textbook, Webster’s Dictionary. He knew he had to write this essay about the Supreme Court, but he also understood that the subject didn’t matter as much as what he was able to reveal to admissions officers about his character. He could write about witnessing the decision of Lawrence v. Texas (a landmark decision extending the right to privacy to gays and lesbians), where he had watched citizens in the public arena with tears of joy streaming down their faces, one of the most powerful images in his life. For a brief moment, Sam considered writing the essay as if he were gay—that would make him stand out from other Whitman applicants. Rejecting that plan, Sam turned off the music and huddled over the keyboard.


Several Whitman students were convinced that their heavy stress loads and intense competition were a “Whitman thing” or an “East Coast thing.” I knew the scope wasn’t so narrow—there are Whitmans all over the country—but I was curious to know whether students’ stress levels decreased in less urban, less privileged areas.


Portales is a small rural college town with a population of 11,000, occupying about seven square miles of the high, flat plains of eastern New Mexico. The easiest way to get there is to fly into Lubbock, Texas, drive about a hundred miles down a two-lane road, and turn left at the livestock yard. On an autumn afternoon three days before the ACT was administered, I met with four of Portales High School’s overachievers: Charles, who was president of the student body and the district student council;Adriana, a star varsity athlete for Portales since the eighth grade; Keri, a president of three societies, with a 4.0 GPA; and Falan, a musician and the vice president of both the student body and the senior class. All but Keri were Hispanic.


First I gave them each a piece of paper and asked them to write down their schedules, awards, and extracurricular activities. All four started writing feverishly. “This could take a while!” one of them exclaimed. “I’m not sure I can remember everything, but I can give you my résumé,” Charles offered. (He later sent me the six-page document.)


I began the conversation by asking them, “How do you define overachievers?”


“Us!” they said in unison, laughing.


“Overachievers are the well-rounded kids who don’t just stick to one small section, kids who actually do stuff like sports as well as drama and student council,” said Charles, a debate and drama standout.


“There are kids who just get their classes done and over with, then go home and stay there. Then you have kids with the full schedule who don’t have time to do all the extra stuff but do it anyway,” said Falan.


I told the students that East Coast overachievers were convinced that outside of their geographic areas, student attitudes were laid-back and much less stressed. “Do you get stressed often?” I asked.


“YES!” all of them shrieked at once.


“More stressed than them!” Charles said.


The students talked about the pressure to be perfect; they worried about disappointing their parents and measuring up to others’ standards. “We have to keep up with the expectations that have already been set. To get anything less than an A would disappoint me. I have maybe too high goals for myself at times,” Keri said.


“That’s what pushes me. I push myself,” Charles said. “I love this town, but all of us here are so talented that we want to prove ourselves to our community, for everyone’s expectations: our parents, society, peers, people who look up to us—”


“And ourselves,” Falan broke in.


Charles nodded. “All these expectations build up, and after so long, it’s like that’s all you’re living. Everyone is stressed for the simple fact that we’re not sure if we’re working for our own passion and dreams or for other people’s expectations.” I pictured AP Frank.


“My family has high expectations because they know what I’m capable of,” said Adriana. “To let them down, to say, ‘I didn’t do that well’—to see that on their face sometimes ...” She sighed.


“So you push yourself,” Charles said.


Falan spoke up: “Since a lot of people look up to us and we don’t want to show our emotion, we always make ourselves out to be happy. We don’t want them to know it’s affecting us. It’s pressure.”


Charles, a talented vocalist, and his best friend, the valedictorian of their junior high school class, had dreamed of attending Juilliard together. When they got to high school, Charles said, “The stress of this town was so much that she dropped out.” Charles regularly took NoDoz to stay awake during his freshman and sophomore years. Keri said she once had a kidney infection because she overdosed on caffeine, drinking a six-pack of Red Bulls in a two-hour period to get through a test and a softball game. At one point during the week, she was so stressed about applying to college that she wept. “I was crying because I’ve worked so hard and I’m not going to have anything to show for it because I’m not going to get accepted. I’m going to feel like I was gypped. The stress for me is having so many goals for myself and I’m not going to achieve them,” she said. “I was so sick yesterday, and my mom didn’t want me to go to school. I said, ‘no, I have meetings today’ and this and that, and even when I’m sick, I have to go, because I’m going to miss so much just from one day.”


“When you miss one day in AP classes, you fall so far behind,” Adriana agreed.


“And the reason we get so far behind,” Charles said, “is because we have to do all that other stuff.”


The Portales students struggled with their philosophies about college. While they spoke wistfully of the prestige of going to a private out-of-state university, the reality was they mostly couldn’t afford those schools. So their current strategy was to go to a university they could afford for their undergraduate courses, which they called their “basics.” Then they believed they had a better shot at scholarships and fellowships at a more elite level—Charles and Keri were gunning for Ivies—of graduate schools. “My parents don’t put me into all these organizations,” Keri said. “These are things I want to do myself, because I know if I’m not involved, I’m not getting scholarships. My mom’s still paying off college, and she raised three kids by herself.”


Although the four weren’t chasing top-ranked universities, the competition among top students at Portales High School was intense. They talked about students who grubbed for extra credit by grading papers for teachers, and several classmates who were battling Charles for salutatorian because, he said, they were pressured to. Some of those students, he said, were taking only four classes so that, with an all-AP course load, their weighted GPAs could nudge 5.0. Falan, meanwhile, took a “zero hour” seven A.M. marching band class that preceded first period, stayed in school until four P.M. after another extra class on speech and debate, had teen court or student council meetings through the early evening, did her homework, then went to bed at one A.M. for a whopping four hours of sleep. The other students didn’t find this unusual; Keri said she usually slept only from three to six A.M.


“That’s why we’re all stressed. We have no time to rest,” Charles said.


“I think that’s what we live for: time to sleep,” Adriana muttered.


“Stress is something you always have,” Keri said. “I always thought I have to do so well in high school so I can get into college, and then I can get a B without freaking out. But then I think I still have to make those As to get into grad school. I still have to be good so I can pay off school. It’s, whew.”


“And then to get a good job,” Adriana said. “It always feels like it’s wrong if you’re not doing something somewhere right now.”


Charles looked down. “There are times when it’s too much and you just want to drop everything,” he said. “I came home one day and told my mom, ‘I quit.’ My mom said, ‘Quit what?’ I said, ‘Life.’”


JULIE, SENIOR        PERCEIVED AS: THE SUPERSTAR


Julie wasn’t nearly as self-confident about going to homecoming by herself as she pretended in front of the River Falls girls, who had convinced her to go to the dance instead of the triathlon. She dreaded the moment when the group would take pictures on her porch, because most of the other girls had dates. Julie tried to persuade herself that she didn’t care. She had never been the kind of girl who needed a boyfriend to validate her self-worth, but now that she’d had one and lost him, it was somehow difficult to go back to being the independent person she was before. In past years, she had a date for any school dance she wanted to attend, and turned down several other offers. But when she was with her boyfriend over the spring and the summer, she cut off contact with other guys.


She supposed she could have made more of an effort to find a date, but why bother? She wasn’t interested in anyone, except perhaps her friend Derek, a deep crush she had kept quiet for years. It was funny, she thought, that people like her would rather be alone than put themselves in a potentially awkward situation, even though the risk could turn out to be rewarding. There were reasons she and some of her friends referred to her as “the Queen of Awkward.” It was her own fault she didn’t have a date. She was too worried about awkwardness to be more forward with guys.


When Julie came home after a particularly stressful cross-country practice during which her teammates talked endlessly about homecoming, she noticed something odd on her front porch—a rock on top of a note. “Life just is,” read the ink on the rock. “Go with it. Grow with it. Live and let live.” Julie didn’t even have to look at the note to know who it was from. She took the rock inside and opened the note. “Julie—here’s to telling you that you are awesome and that despite the fact everything is hectic beyond belief, we will make it in the end. Always, Sam.”


Julie admitted the note was cute. Sam was such a thoughtful friend; it was no wonder her parents hoped she would date him. He was a nice-looking guy, with olive skin and sincere, narrow eyes that crinkled when he smiled. Who else would take the time to gauge her level of stress and give her an object of inspiration?


The next day, at a Sunday brunch with the River Falls crew, one subject eclipsed homecoming to dominate the conversation: college stress. As the thirteen seniors discussed where they and other students were applying early, Julie sat to the side of the group, quietly eating, trying not to let on how much the conversation annoyed her. Some of the girls had already finished all of their college applications. Everyone else had figured out where they wanted to go to college and had chosen schools that seemed right for them. Why couldn’t Julie find her niche, too? Then again, as much as she wanted the college application process over with, she had an intense fear that if she applied early somewhere, she would get in, regret her decision, and be stuck with it.


Julie couldn’t think of a school that would be “perfect” for her, except maybe Stanford. As much as she liked certain schools, she could already spot disadvantages. If she went to a small school, it would be nice to have close relationships with professors, but she might not encounter as wide a variety of students as she would have liked. Did she prioritize the outdoors? In that case, Dartmouth might be ideal, except for the cold; she thought she might have seasonal affective disorder. Was it important to her to avoid the cold? If so, she could apply to several California schools, but was year-round warmth reason enough to apply to a college? Sometimes at cross-country practice, she ran around and around the track, pretending she was running for a college and trying to picture which school that would be. Julie knew that all students headed for college worried about picking the right campus, but she also knew that the same internal drive she could muster to outperform peers in school and athletics caused her to cycle more obsessively over what might seem to others to be common concerns.


As the conversation shifted from colleges to the SAT, which was two weeks away, Julie wanted to bang her head against the wall. Most of the girls would be taking the exam for the second or third time, assuming that even the tiniest bump in points would help. Julie daydreamed. If she could surpass 1500, she could apply anywhere she wanted and, she was certain, she would be the happiest person in the world. Her SAT score, in her opinion, was the one factor holding her back from a stellar application. Beginning in the summer before her junior year, she had seen two sets of SAT tutors who improved her score by only forty points. Now she was relying on herself and an SAT prep book for “advanced students.” She couldn’t believe, after more than a year, she was still studying for the SAT. I’ve put so much time into those stupid tests; this is how sick I am.Think of all that I could have been doing instead, Julie thought. Every time I look at that book, a little bit of me dies.


Julie looked around the room at her friends. She spent more time with the River Falls crew than she did with closer friends like Sam and Derek, but she still felt out of place with them. The Queen of Awkward kept her inner turmoil to herself.


AP FRANK, COLLEGE FRESHMAN        PERCEIVED AS: THE WORKHORSE


AP Frank’s friends had told him that the first few weeks of college were like summer camp. Having never been allowed to go to summer camp, he took their word. Harvard, though, wasn’t your typical camp. AP Frank now lived a few campus buildings away from a beauty-pageant winner. Harvard’s freshman talent show featured students ranging from one of the top-ranked DJs in the country to a guy who played AC/DC on the bagpipes.


AP Frank immersed himself in activities that he had always wanted to try. He played his guitar and kicked around a Hacky Sack. At the Harvard activities fair, he signed up for the college’s Ultimate Frisbee team and wushu club. Wushu, the contemporary martial art that was an acrobatic descendant of kung fu and the national sport of China, intrigued him because he could learn mental strength, discipline, and self-defense, all while getting into shape. Between wushu practices on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, and Frisbee practices on Tuesdays and Thursdays, AP Frank hoped that for once in his life he would be physically fit.


Meanwhile, he was quickly getting to know his Massachusetts Hall dormmates. He spent most of his time downstairs in the common room of B31, a five-man suite that included Mike, one of the funniest guys he had ever met, and Andrew, who was the nicest guy he had ever met. He found that Frisbee was an easy way to break the ice. He convinced Andrew to come to practices with him.


Just before the first freshman intramural meeting, the Mass Hall proctor sent an email asking for a third intramural representative to help coordinate the Mass Hall teams. AP Frank volunteered. At the meeting, Mass Hall chose its team captains. “I nominate Frank because he’s on the Frisbee team and he’s really hard-core,” Andrew said. AP Frank grinned at the thought of being identified by something other than academics. Now all he needed was to find a “real” party and a girl who was interested in him, both of which had eluded him thus far.


At AP Frank’s first meeting with his academic adviser, he chose his words carefully, conveying a vague idea of his parental control without sharing unnecessary details. He told the adviser how he didn’t want to “fall into the trap” of confirming every set of expectations that others had for him. Not only did he want to defy the stereotype of the Asian Harvard perfectionist, but he also wanted to study subjects he was interested in, so that he would eventually find a career that he enjoyed for its merits, not its prestige.


When AP Frank had finished, the professor leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head. AP Frank noticed that the man wasn’t wearing a shoe on his right foot. The room was silent as the adviser reflected for a few minutes. “You need to think about what else is interesting to you,” the adviser said. He picked up the hefty Harvard course book and leafed through it. “I’m going to tell you about some of these courses here, and you tell me how much you like them, with ‘one’ being completely uninterested and ‘three’ being very interested.” He read dozens of course descriptions, asking AP Frank how he would rate each course, taking notes, and making recommendations for courses and professors. When they finished, AP Frank had a schedule through which he could pursue a biology concentration, as his mother wanted him to, with an extensive list of backup classes to investigate in case he decided to shift directions.


“Now, I want you to put next week’s shopping period to good use,” the adviser said, referring to the period when students could check out various classes before setting their schedule, “and email me next Thursday about what you’re feeling. Take it easy, Frank.”


AP Frank stood up, unable to contain his smile, the product of both nervousness and relief. He shook the adviser’s hand, again noticed the shoeless right foot, and left.


More than two weeks into college, AP Frank hadn’t yet managed to succeed in his quest for parties and hot girls. He was playing the guitar when Kristen, a dormmate, came in. He had already grown close to her. Kristen, whose quarter-Asian background AP Frank recognized in her tanned skin and long black hair, was quiet, thoughtful, and happy to listen to AP Frank when he needed someone to talk to. When Kristen asked him to go to a party with her and her roommate at a nearby dorm, AP Frank enthusiastically rounded up other Mass Hall students.


The small dorm room was dimly lit, but AP Frank and his friends could make out about twenty dancing people dressed in 1980s fashion. AP Frank took to the dance floor, dancing wildly, jubilantly, as if he had never danced before. (He had, but only about three times.) For an hour, AP Frank was buoyed by the hope of experiencing a true college party. Then he realized it sucked—and it was dry. Dejected, he and his friends returned to Mass Hall. AP Frank went to his room alone, logged online, and asked Whitman friends at other colleges for “insane partying and hookup” stories through which he could at least live vicariously.


At midnight, a Harvard junior who had been in AP Frank’s multivariable calculus class at Whitman IMed him. “HEY I’m drunk,” he wrote.


“HEY I’m sober, you bastard,” AP Frank replied.


The junior invited him to his dorm to share a bottle of wine with him and his roommate. AP Frank didn’t think twice. He practically sprinted to the room, where the junior greeted him at the door with a hug and a glass. When AP Frank, who had never tried wine before, poured himself a good five inches, the junior’s eyes bugged out.


An hour and a half later, AP Frank was wearing the junior’s olive-green noise-canceling pilot headphones and mike set, sending prank IMs, and joking about things like the junior’s fake ID, which bore a photo of a Mexican man. (The junior was Indian.) AP Frank discovered that he couldn’t juggle balls like he used to. He wondered when the wine might take effect. Hungry, he spotted an unopened box of doughnut holes on the fireplace mantel. “Mind if I take some of these?” he asked the junior.


“Go for it.”


An hour later, the junior reached into the doughnut-hole box and hit cardboard. “Frank,” he said, laughing, “we gotta talk about this addiction you have.”


“What are you talking about?”


He lifted the lid of the box so AP Frank could see that there were only three left.


“I did that?” AP Frank was stunned. He didn’t remember eating that many.


“Hell, yeah, you did. What the heck? You got the munchies or something?”


“No, man, no.”


So this was what it was like to be tipsy. AP Frank remembered that one of his friends had asked him to call her the first time he got a buzz. He fumbled through his pockets for his cell phone, dialed his friend’s number, and put the phone to his ear. Thwack. The sound of plastic bumping against plastic startled him. He tried again, putting the phone to his ear. Thwack. He couldn’t do it. What kind of alternate universe was this? Alcohol had trippier effects than he had anticipated. He tried again. Thwack.Thwack.Thwack. Oh. AP Frank took off the headphones and left his friend a message.
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