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Introduction

		

	
		
			
			
Why we
 didn’t want
 to write a
 parenting book


			

			Hello there. We’re the Blairs, Ben and Gabrielle. We’re here to give you permission to quit Little League, to think differently about screen time, and to let go of the stress about your kid getting into college. We’ve been married since 1995, and we have six kids—four of them are eighteen years old or older, so technically, we have raised four kids, and are raising two more. By the time this book comes out, we will be down to one kid under eighteen. 

			Ben did his graduate work at Columbia University, earning a PhD in Philosophy & Education, and is currently the president and cofounder of Newlane University, an online university. Gabrielle graduated with a degree in graphic design and was one of the OG mom bloggers back in the aughts with her blog, Design Mom. She’s maintained an influential public presence through her writing since 2006 and is the author of two books, both New York Times bestsellers—Design Mom: How to Live with Kids, and Ejaculate Responsibly: A Whole New Way to Think About Abortion.

			When you’re a parent of six and in higher education and the creator of an online community of millions of readers, most of whom are parents, you field a lot of parenting questions. Over the years we’ve heard from thousands and thousands of fellow parents who have shared their questions, concerns, dilemmas, and worries. Questions that have become more and more urgent.

			Parents today are worried. They really want to get it right, and to get it right from the very beginning. We’ve heard it all: Am I feeding my baby correctly? Is my toddler getting enough educational play? What if my child didn’t get into our preferred preschool? Do I need to take a second job to afford a house in the neighborhood with the best elementary school? Are my kids getting enough family time? Is my child participating in enough extracurriculars? Are they taking enough AP classes? Do they have enough friends? Are they getting too much screen time? What if they don’t get into a good college? What should they major in? 

			Of course, most of these questions are ones we’re unable (or unqualified) to answer. We’re not perfect parents and we’re definitely not clinical experts. So why do people keep asking us for advice? We think it’s because we represent a safe forum where parents can voice their worries and concerns, and because people (whether they know us in real life or just through our online presence) can see how much we enjoy parenting. They can see that we’ve built a family culture that prizes adventure, creativity, and togetherness. They can observe that our kids actually like one another, that they enjoy spending time as a family, that they are smart and talented, confident and independent. They see college degrees from impressive universities. They see that we’ve disrupted our kids’ schooling, but somehow our kids have gotten a good education despite those complications.

			But we never wanted to write a parenting book.

			For one, parenting is deeply personal. When someone comes to us to ask for parenting advice, it feels like there’s no way we can get it right. We don’t know their child, we don’t know their marriage or partner (or not-partnered) situation, we don’t know their finances, we don’t know their health status, we don’t know how they were raised. It feels so fraught—the chance of us offending them instead of helping them seems so high. And then there’s the issue that too often, what’s hard about parenting is not personal at all—it’s systemic. 

			No parenting book is going to give you universal basic income, better childcare options, flexible work hours, an engaged co-parent, a supportive workplace, a well-funded school, or a tight-knit community. Any one of which would immediately lighten a parent’s burden—and certainly more than any book could.

			So again, we didn’t want to write a parenting book. At the same time, we know so many parents like us are overwhelmed, hungry for advice, and obsessing over any parent­ing decision where it feels like we can assert some control—second-guessing what activities we sign our kids up for, responding to mistakes (real or perceived) that our kids make, fearing the unknown (will my kid have a successful career?), making choices based on our own childhoods because that’s all we know, worrying when our kids seem out of step with their peers, making major sacrifices to access specific schools, camps, programs, coaches, etc., and dealing with the impossible standards the world puts on our kids, and on us as parents.

			We know because we’ve been there ourselves. But in the twenty-seven years we’ve been parents, we can tell you that in our experience, the idea that any of these parenting decisions are high stakes is all a big myth. A big lie. And the stress about these decisions gets in the way of a lot of the important stuff. 

			We didn’t set out to forge an unusual parenting path, but soon after we became parents for the first time, we found that we saw the best outcomes by reacting to what was actually happening, instead of worrying about what we thought should happen, or what other people would think about what was happening. And those reactions led to some unconventional choices. 

			Our path has involved moves from New York to Colorado to France to California and back again to France. (Waving hello from Normandy as we type.) Our path has involved developing careers that allowed us the flexibility to work from home years before “remote work” was even a thing. Our path has involved three of our kids skipping their senior years of high school—and missing prom and other senior-year rituals that seemed so important in our own childhoods.

			We know that this unconventional path is not available—or even the best choice—for every family. But we also know that in forging our own path, we’ve inadvertently avoided many of the stresses, anxieties, and traps that seem to be a hallmark of modern parenting.

			So why didn’t we get stressed out about schools? Why are our kids so independent? Was moving abroad worth the effort? Why didn’t we get bogged down in “getting it right”? We’ve spent a lot of time looking back to understand (in hindsight) whether this was all just the “luck of the Blairs” or whether there was some overarching philosophy or wisdom that could be extracted and shared with other parents. We’ve come to the conclusion that yes, there were a couple of significant shifts in our thinking that set the foundation for how we parented—and that they could shift your thinking too. 

			And that’s why we decided to write a parenting book. 

			The first major shift was to reject the idea that there is a “reliable path to success”—that if we follow specific steps along a specific educational path, our kids are guaranteed prosperity and happiness. And that our main job as parents is to do whatever it takes to keep our kids on that path.

			The second big shift we made was to realize—and accept—that our child is not us, and our childhood is not their childhood. This means constantly reminding ourselves that our kids are their own people and the world they live in is different from the world we grew up in.

			These shifts were not easy to make, but they have become guiding principles for us. Whenever we find ourselves worried about a child or facing a tough parenting decision, or when we’re knocking heads with one of our kids and can’t seem to see eye to eye, it’s almost always because we’ve lost sight of one of these two guiding principles. We may feel panicked as our child seems to be veering away from the reliable path to success and we’re worried about their future. Or our child is resisting a decision we’ve made for them based on what is familiar to us, or what we would have wanted when we were young, instead of what actually makes sense for them in this moment of their own particular childhood. 

			As soon as we remember to bring the guiding principles back into focus, suddenly we are able to see the situation more clearly, the stress diminishes, and we can respond to the issue without fear.

			In the pages that follow, we have tried to spotlight a variety of scenarios or questions that send us back to these guiding principles. We also want to share other things we learned as we shifted away from more familiar models of parenting: how we encourage independence while prioritizing shared experiences; how we make time for music and sports without letting activities take over our lives; and generally why we take the long view about this parenting thing, because we’re not just raising kids for eighteen years, we’re building relationships that we hope will last a lifetime.

			We also hope to provide a portrait of the unusual but wonderful path we have taken as parents. Admittedly, as we build this portrait, we focus on positive outcomes, and we know that focus might make it seem like parenting has been really easy for us. But you already know that nothing about raising a family is “easy.” Our parenting story has been characterized by experimentation, trial and error, decisions prompted by financial or psychological necessity, thrilling moments, glorious and challenging years, failures, backtracking, path switching, fits, starts, varying levels of anxiety and tension, hope, and despair. But life as a parent is like that. And our experiences and conversations with other parents suggest this is the rule more than the exception.

			Now that the season of intensive hands-on parenting is largely behind us, we’re in a position to look back and really evaluate what worked. So, we want to share what we’ve learned. We want to offer what we wish we had known earlier. Ultimately, we are writing this book to help calm your worries, to try to reassure you that whatever the parenting challenge you’re facing, it’s probably not your fault. And despite the challenges you feel today, and the worries you may carry about the future, there is reason for a lot of hope and a lot of joy in parenting—and it starts with shifting your mindset about some of the stresses and expectations you bear as parents. 

			We have loved being parents.   It has challenged and stretched and transformed us. It has been beautiful to share a life with each child through ups and downs and witness each become their own person. We have really enjoyed it. We enjoy it still! And we believe our ideas can relieve some of the pressures and burdens of modern parenting, so you can enjoy it as well.

			We hope you’ll conclude, as we did, that there are many paths to a fulfilling life. The future looks bright, and the kids are all right.
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 Stepping off the Reliable Path to Success



	

	
				
How to let go of
 the reliable
 path TO
 success
 (that is no longer very reliable)


	

			In order for you to succeed  as a parent, your child needs to succeed. And in order to do this, they need to be exposed to Mozart in the womb, and be reading by age four so they can excel in preschool, so they’ll make it into a good elementary school, so they’ll be accepted in a high-achieving middle school, so they can attend an impressive high school, where they should take a large number of stressful AP classes, and participate in plenty of time-­consuming extracurriculars, and then go through the brutal and humbling process of college applications, so they’ll be accepted into a respected university, which will lead to an important job, which means they will have a successful life.

			Sound familiar? 

			Even if you have never thought or said the words “the reliable path to success,” we feel confident that you have made major life decisions, for both yourself and your children, based on a belief—conscious or not—that there is, in fact, a reliable path to success.

			This belief can inform where we choose to live, what activities we do with our children, what activities we have our children do on their own, what stressors we are willing to subject our children to, what expenses we are willing to incur, what sacrifices we are willing to make to fund those expenses, whether we get anxious or concerned about our child’s behavior or performance, how we structure time and space in our homes—the list goes on and on.

			The idea that there is a reliable path to success is the backdrop for many (maybe most?) books about parenting children and teens. It explains the multimillion-dollar test-prep industry. It explains government-sponsored college savings accounts and incentives. It explains the increasing costs of college—and the amount of crushing debt parents and children are willing to take on. Because how could you ever cap the value of the certainty that the reliable path to success promises?

			For a good part of our parenting lives, we totally bought into it. 

			When our family was just starting out, we lived in a suburb of New York City for eight years. In those years, we made so many parenting decisions that were based on our ideas about the reliable path to success. We toured multiple preschools, then poured over our budget trying to figure out if we could afford the “best” one (we couldn’t). We worried about which sports we should get our kids involved in. We agonized over when it would be most advantageous for our kids to start kindergarten. We researched the best age to start taking music lessons and started our kids as early as we could. We fretted that our kids didn’t have the opportunity to do language immersion classes like some of their cousins who lived in other states.

			We weren’t alone in our concerns. We had a big social circle of fellow young parents, and these topics were the subject of conversation at every playdate and afternoon at the park. As our kids got older and were nearing the end of elementary school, the tenor of these conversations became even more solemn and serious. The local elementary school in our blue-collar town was considered “good enough,” but would we really be enrolling our kids in the local middle school and high school? Our peers started moving their young families to more expensive neighborhoods and villages. They made huge sacrifices—years of eighty-hour workweeks—to afford to buy houses or pay double the rent. The goal: to access school districts with the “best” schools—schools that would be a path to an Ivy League future. Those who stayed in our not-fancy neighborhood looked into private schools.

			We couldn’t afford to move to neighborhoods zoned for the highest-rated schools, or send our children to private schools, or invest funds in tutoring, or other academic support. But we believed that if we could afford to do those sorts of things, that we should do them; that the expenses would be easy to justify.

			And then something changed. We were having a conversation with some peers from our church congregation about high schools in the area and what it would take for our kids to get into a good college. At the time of this conversation, none of us had kids over age ten, so college was almost a decade away. We were talking about Brigham Young  University (BYU), a university owned by our church. BYU is ranked in the top twenty-five schools in the United States (as of 2024 it’s #20 per The Wall Street Journal’s college  ranking), so it’s a high-quality education. It’s also one of the most affordable, because the tuition is subsidized by the church. As a result, getting kids into BYU was (and still is) a goal for many of our fellow church members. One mother said, “Well, for BYU, I looked into it and GPA is the main  determining factor for admittance—it’s weighted much heavier than ACT scores or extracurricular activities.” (From what we understand this is still the case, with students encouraged to have a minimum of 3.86 to apply.)

			Something didn’t add up to us. Why were our church peers making big sacrifices to access the “best” high schools when those schools were known for being extremely challenging and competitive and had a reputation for burning out their students? If they wanted their kids to reach for  BYU, wouldn’t the smarter strategy be to attend whatever  high school would enable their child to get the best GPA with the least amount of stress? For the first time, we caught a glimpse of how compelling the idea of the reliable path to success is for parents. Even though it was unnecessary for acceptance into BYU, parents were making big sacrifices to move to the “best” neighborhoods, with the “best” schools—schools that had a reputation for delivering a really stressful high school experience for their kids—in order to stay as close as possible to the mythical reliable path  to success. When the easier path to a good GPA was available, parents deferred to the reliable path (attending the “best,” and hardest, school) even when it risked hurting their child’s chances of achieving the actual goal.

			In hopes of finding clarification, we started to explore “paths to success” more intentionally. We spoke with friends and colleagues in Manhattan who were working at the top of their fields. Some had horror stories about their competitive prep-school experience and the debilitating pressure they felt to get into an Ivy League school. But clearly their hard work and stress-filled high school experience had paid off—they landed at places like Princeton for their undergraduate degree and then on to Yale for law school. 

			But we also spoke to friends who were working at the  top of their fields who had gone to middling public high schools in midsize cities or small towns in the Midwest and West; public high schools that were practically the opposite of the East Coast prep schools. We’d hear how they’d skied every weekend, how they’d coasted through high school getting fine but not great grades. They got into their state university with little effort, buckled down and got serious about their schoolwork, and got into a respectable law school—not Yale, but a school in the Top 40—and then ended up at the same prestigious law firms, just like their stressed-out prep-school counterparts.

			The reliable path to success insists that it’s got to be stressful all the way from preschool to the big job. The kid needs to be stressed, and the parent needs to be stressed too. They need to be hyperfocused on the path the whole time. But when we examined this idea more closely, it fell apart. These people weren’t anomalies—we knew a lot of people like this who had ended up with successful careers in competitive fields in New York City (investment bankers, corporate lawyers, advertising and media executives) without having educational stress or following the reliable path to success. 

			The more we looked, the more examples we noticed. Even outside the high-powered careers of Manhattan, it was still true—we met and spoke with so many people with fulfilling careers, that may or may not come with a big paycheck, but certainly met the definition of success, and who had achieved those careers without private school, without sacrificing a summer to study for the SAT, without following the reliable path to success.

			The reliable path to success was one path, but it was not the only path, and for a lot of children, it isn’t necessarily the best path at all.

			We started to notice how much time we spent worrying about getting our kids on the reliable path to success and keeping them there. Why did we second-guess our kids’ schools, even though we liked the school culture and our kids reported loving their teachers? Why were we concerned if our child was behind on homework, or excited when they joined the mock trial team? Why did our calendar favor cross-country practices over family vacations? And why were we distraught when our child’s high school play  was canceled? 

			Was it because we were responding to our kids’ feelings about these ups and downs? Or was it because we had elevated the stakes of run-of-the-mill school accomplishments and setbacks? 

			The reality is, we second-guessed a school we were  otherwise delighted with because it had a less-than-stellar rating. We were excited about our daughter’s leading role in mock trial for the great college essay that would come out of it. We were distraught when the school play was canceled, because it could no longer be added to a list of accomplishments (on another college application). And we were okay with a yearslong commitment to the cross-country team—even if that meant changing family vacation plans—because we knew experiences like that keep lots of doors open on the reliable path to success. 

			All the excitement and all the second-guessing were related to their ability to stay on the reliable path to success.

			It’s been fifteen years since we started questioning the value of the reliable path to success and ultimately rejected it as a guiding force for how we raise our kids. But even if we hadn’t rejected it, even if we had embraced it, in those fifteen years that path has become less and less reliable. Graduating from a top high school doesn’t guarantee acceptance into your first-choice university. Straight As and a 4.0 isn’t enough. The acceptance rate at Ivy League schools is around 5 percent. And even if your child gets in, the price may be a dealbreaker—the average cost for one year at an Ivy League school is over eighty thousand dollars. All the work and sacrifice to get into the best schools, so much stress on students that there is a suicide epidemic at “good” high schools, and still, it’s no guarantee your child will end up at Harvard. Plus, the world is changing so quickly that even if or when your child graduates from a top university, you can’t be confident a job will be waiting for them. 

			And then there are the emotional costs for the kids. Are they miserable? Are they stressed out? Are they on the path because they want to be, or because it pleases you, their parents? And for the kids who fall behind, there are endless arguments to buckle down, cajoling to finish homework, to take their work seriously—is the cost to the parent-child relationship worth it? And let’s say your kid makes it to Harvard, graduates, and gets the big job. Does that equal success? Does it mean your child, now an adult, will be happy? Did they enjoy their path to the big job? Do they actually enjoy the big job itself? When they see the life of someone who has climbed the career ladder, are they seeing a life they want? Looking back, will they think staying on the path was worth it?

			We could say that parents should, and usually do, seek out the best for their children. But these days, it seems that “the best” conjures a very narrow and limited portrait. 
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