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AUTHORS’ NOTES


Our Story and Style 
 (… and a bunch of terms we need to define)


YOU MIGHT IMAGINE THAT TWO PSYCHOLOGISTS WRITING A BOOK about parental pressure are engaged in some kind of public catharsis. But neither of us endured a traumatic childhood. You might also imagine that we are delusional, believing we did such a flawless job with our own children that we can graciously bestow our successes on the world. Hardly. Like every parent, we have made our share of mistakes, including in the pressure department. Therefore (and thankfully), this book is neither group therapy nor humblebrag. Instead, The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure is a normalization of our species’ instinct to want the best for its offspring, as well as a recognition that caregiving instincts can derail healthy parenting. And because parenting derailments can hurt children and prevent them from becoming their best selves, this book is decidedly practical. Even the title is more functional than flowery. The unlikely part refers to the conventional wisdom that all pressure is harmful pressure and that harmful pressure is intentional. As unlikely as it may seem, neither of these popular notions is true. The art part refers to parents’ necessity to improvise and customize. Human relationships are complicated, ever-changing puzzles where each person’s behavior influences the other person’s behavior. To keep it fairly healthy and happy, we must adjust, usually on the fly.


This book might be the first to begin with the author(s) simultaneously asserting that parental instincts can backfire and confessing that parents make stuff up as they go along. That sounds scarily akin to telling a driver that the gas pedal sometimes acts like a brake, but to relax anyway because there is not much of a visible road to begin with. Luckily, The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure is not a freewheeling rant. Instead, we have written fourteen concise chapters in a logical sequence, gradually introducing the eight parenting transformations most strongly linked to excellent performance and great mental health. Our introduction and epilogue bracket the chapters within a sociocultural framework. In addition, we have grounded this book in research, despite our appreciation for the complexities of young humans and despite our recognition that every parent-child relationship has mysteries that science has yet to explain. Finally, we have written from our hearts, endeavoring on every page to speak authentically, parent to parent.


To contextualize our perspectives, we have included brief biographies next. Knowing that other parents’ diverse backgrounds shape alternate perspectives, we encourage all readers to share their parental pressure experiences and differing points of view on DrChrisThurber.com/Pressure.


DR. CHRISTOPHER THURBER


Harvard, ’91; UCLA, ’97


I grew up on the Maine coast. The older of two boys, I attended South Portland public schools from kindergarten through twelfth grade. My classmates were ethnically homogenous (mostly white, with a few first-generation immigrants) and largely working-class and middle-class. Most of my courses were above average in quality and moderately competitive, with rigorous sciences and parochial humanities. I feel blessed that my family was able to travel, both within and outside the US, to provide experiences for my brother and me that deepened our understanding of people, geography, politics, language, prejudice, and world cultures.


My parents—a psychiatric nurse and a family doctor—were entrepreneurs, both having started their own clinical practices after working in hospitals. They set high academic and character standards for me through their examples, so the pressure I felt was a constant, implicit expectation to follow suit. Whatever athletic and artistic activities I chose, my parents were supportive, frequently attending games, meets, and performances. Usually, their emphasis was on my effort more than the outcome, but I did love overhearing them tell my grandparents about my accomplishments in swimming and piano.


When my parents separated in high school, I coped with the uncertainty by putting tremendous pressure on myself to perform well academically. In 1986, I started college at Wesleyan University. At that time, many students there cared more about partying and virtue signaling than about academics, and enough were silently competitive to create an unpleasant stoner/cutthroat vibe. Many students felt peer pressure to become someone they were not. I spent the following year in Normandy, France, living with two generous host families and attending the Université de Caen Normandie. After earning a diploma in French, I transferred to Harvard University to complete a bachelor’s degree in psychology. I experienced the pressure at Harvard as healthy, robust, and driven by the unspoken narrative, “This school has top-tier teachers and facilities, so any shortcomings in your performance are entirely your own.”


Following graduation, I returned to work my sixth summer at Camp Belknap, then spent nine months as a research assistant for a professor who was studying autism at UMass Boston. In 1992, I moved across the country to attend UCLA for graduate school. I completed my PhD internship in clinical psychology at Children’s Hospital and Regional Medical Center (now Seattle Children’s) and enjoyed a two-year postdoctoral fellowship in rehabilitation psychology at the University of Washington School of Medicine. Shortly after, I began expanding my summer leadership position at Belknap to include educational work with camps and schools all over the world. In 1999, I accepted a position as a psychologist and instructor at Phillips Exeter Academy, an independent school in seacoast New Hampshire. I estimate that I have taught Introduction to Psychology more than thirty times and provided psychotherapy to nearly 2,500 different students, many of whom have described intense pressure. But it was my research on another universal malady—homesickness—that first captured attention. My homesickness-prevention programs—now hosted on Prep4Camp.com and Prep4School.com—landed me guest appearances on CNN, Today, NPR, Martha, Fox 25, CBS This Morning, Canada AM (Toronto), and The Bund (Shanghai).


My wife and best friend, Simonida, who had emigrated from Serbia a few years before we met, is a chemist, a musician, and a lovingly dedicated mother. Together, we have two boys, Dacha (b. 2002) and Sava (b. 2004), who attended Exeter public schools and then Phillips Exeter Academy for grades nine through twelve. Our parenting styles complement each other, with Simonida offering the boys more detailed guidance and encouraging the kind of sustained effort that builds virtuosity; and my offering the boys more opportunities for exploration and the kind of healthy risk-taking that boosts self-confidence. Like my coauthor, Hank, Simo and I do our best to parent lovingly, learn from our mistakes, and understand how our kids experience our parenting.


DR. HENDRIE WEISINGER


Windham College, ’70; Alfred University, ’72; University of Kansas, ’78


I grew up in Great Neck, Long Island. I graduated from Great Neck North High School, which I experienced as highly competitive. My parents rarely monitored my homework, but they used to say, “You’re the only one who knows whether you’re doing your best.” Thus, the parental pressure I felt was indirect and tinged with a bit of guilt. Nevertheless, I cared more about playing and watching baseball and football than about academics. In fact, on the day of the PSATs, I went to an Army–Notre Dame game at Yankee Stadium with my father. On the way to the game, we passed my high school, and he saw some students and parents gathered outside. He asked me what was going on, and I replied, “I don’t know.” In retrospect, it seems my parents’ brand of pressure was to let the natural consequences teach me important life lessons. Predictably, my grades suffered, and I was required to attend summer school to make up failed classes. Meanwhile, my friends worked hard and got into top colleges and universities. I graduated 409th out of 449 seniors.


In contrast to school, home was where my intellect and creativity thrived, partly because my parents asked open-ended questions and listened attentively to my answers. My father, the editor of DC’s Superman, would bring me comics each evening, which I would read and reread voraciously. In the morning, over breakfast, he would test out new plot ideas with me. With great fondness, I remember “What if Superman did this?” discussions as an engaging and energizing way to start the day. My father and I also watched TV together, with him often asking me, “What motivated that character to make that decision?” or “How would you improve the story?” or “What’s gonna happen next?” or “Can you guess the ending?” Years later, I found myself playing the same educational game with my own children, eventually turning the activity into an article for TV Guide called “Tutored by Television.”


After high school, I attended Belknap College, where the students were either academic weaklings, chronic underachievers, or students that other colleges had kicked out. I was in the middle category. Needless to say, the pressure from my parents, my professors, and my peers was minimal—until I took a psychology class with an inspiring teacher. Then everything changed. For the first time in my life, being a student felt rewarding instead of onerous. I remember my mother saying to me, back in high school, “Someday, when you’re truly interested in something, you’ll feel motivated.” As her internalized voice awoke inside my head and ignited some healthy pressure, I realized how prescient she was.


I later transferred to the more rigorous Windham College, earned a master’s degree in school psychology from Alfred University, and completed a PhD from the University of Kansas. Since the mid-1990s, I have delighted in writing books and speaking about the practical applications of emotional intelligence. My parents would be proud to know that two of my books—Performing Under Pressure: The Science of Doing Your Best When It Matters Most and Nobody’s Perfect: How to Give Criticism and Get Results—became New York Times best sellers.


I enjoy sharing my surprising discoveries about pressure, performance, and mental health because I see the benefit to individuals and institutions. Indeed, I have consulted and conducted workshops for dozens of Fortune 500 companies, government agencies, and professional organizations, such as YPO. I have also taught in business school executive education programs and executive MBA programs at Wharton, UCLA, Cornell, NYU, Penn State, and Columbia. My media appearances have included Oprah, Today, Good Morning America, ESPN, and NPR. I also enjoy teaching parents, couples, and corporate executives about giving feedback and managing anger. Like Chris, I love being a father. I have always tried to parent my own children with the same encouragement, freedom, and unconditional love that my parents gave me.


WRITING CONVENTIONS


We endeavored to write The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure with a respectful tone, from an inclusive perspective, and peppered with humor. (Parenting without humor is like eating saltines without something to drink—it quickly goes from delicious to dry to dreadful.) Where representative research supports our assertions, we have provided endnotes. A few tangents were fascinating enough to deserve endnotes as well. Where precise definitions of unusual terms mattered, we have provided them in the text. To promote clarity and prevent misunderstandings, we have filled the next few pages with our definitions of common terms, our style conventions, and our construction of case examples.


Parent


Throughout the book, we use the word parent to refer to a child’s primary caregiver(s), be they biologically related or not. Whereas caregiver can refer to any person—sibling, teacher, coach, clergy, mentor, relative, or family friend—who contributes to a child’s development, the word parent carries the added cross-cultural meaning of “one who brings forth offspring” and “one who carries the primary responsibility for the upbringing of a child.” Our use of parent makes no genetic, political, racial, ethnic, religious, gender, sexual, or legal assumptions. Although harmful pressure can be applied by different people (e.g., parent, peer, coach, teacher) and by culturally colored environmental elements (e.g., media, faith, language, workplace), we have chosen to focus on parents in this book because of their impressive contribution to children’s development.


Pronouns


When we write from a shared perspective, we use the first-person plural pronoun, we. When I (Chris) present case examples, the pronoun switches to I. (Read more about case examples below.) Finally, whenever we refer to parents or children, we use the third-person plural, gender-inclusive pronouns they, them, and theirs, instead of a combination of gendered or novel third-person singular pronouns.


Anxiety and Worry


We use the term anxiety to mean a combination of uncomfortably tense emotions, agonizing thoughts about what will happen next, and unpleasant physiological arousal, such as trembling, racing heartbeat, sweating, and dizziness. Many people who experience anxiety try to avoid the source of their distress, although that is not always possible. Clinicians often make the distinction between anxiety, which is rather diffuse and primarily somatic (body-based), and worry, which is rather specific and primarily cognitive (thought-based). Thus, a student might be worried about how they will do on their Latin homework but anxious about their academic future. Worry is milder and more normative than anxiety, which can become debilitating.


Stress and Pressure


We dive deeply into the distinction between stress and pressure in Chapter 3. For now, think of stress as what we feel when the demands of a task or situation exceed our perceived ability to cope. By comparison, pressure is what we feel when an important result is on the line and it depends primarily on our performance. For example, a gymnast might feel stressed about not being able to sleep during the all-night train trip to the regional championships but feels pressure that winning the meet depends primarily on them because the team’s all-star captain is too sick to compete.


Synonyms for Offspring


Parenting begins long before preschool, but our focus is on school-age children, adolescents, and young adults—people roughly between the ages of three and twenty-three. We use the words children, kids, youth, youngsters, and young people interchangeably, just for variety and without any prejudice. We occasionally use teen, teenager, or adolescent when we are making specific reference to twelve- to twenty-year-olds and student when we are talking about young people in academic settings. We use gendered terms, such as son and daughter, sparingly and without any assumptions besides that is how the fictitious character in the anonymized case example identifies themselves. Where specifying a character’s genetic sex, gender identity, gender expression, romantic attractions, or sexual attractions is an important element of a fictional case example, we have added these details. Many of the pressures young people experience transcend aspects of their identity; others hinge on aspects of their identity.


Confidentiality


During my three years in Boston, four in Los Angeles, three in Seattle, more than twenty-three at Phillips Exeter Academy, and nearly thirty as a traveling educator for schools and summer camps, I (Chris) have been fortunate to have worked with young people, parents, staff, and faculty from all fifty US states and nearly one hundred countries. I have drawn from those diverse experiences, spanning nearly four decades, to construct realistic case examples for this book. Yes, they are constructed, and yes, they are realistic. Nevertheless, I have always protected the confidentiality of actual persons by constructing aggregates—patchworks of character identities and narrative details that pluck elements from diverse people’s stories, across various years, and within multiple settings. In the place of actual identifying information, I have inserted novel demographic information.


Sometimes, I have given names, nationalities, ethnicities, religions, and other characteristics to people in the case examples. I could have chosen to use generic terms, such as the parent, a child, and some culture, but that would have rendered every example bland and forgettable. The truth—my truth—is that real young people are inspirational and memorable, both in what they have in common and in what sets them apart. I would have done them, and you, a disservice by writing case examples as if identity details did not matter. They do, a great deal. Therefore, I have risked being misunderstood by anyone who chooses to skip these author notes. Thank you for not.


Case Examples


When you read our numerous case examples, remember they are:


1. Fictitious, but Realistic. As noted above, all characters and other entities in The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure are fictitious aggregates based on our research and collective clinical experience. Although the concepts accurately reflect elements of the real world, any resemblance to real persons, dead or alive, or to other real-life entities, past or present, is purely coincidental. All references to school refer to schools in general, not to specific educational institutions. Our descriptions are fictitious blends that combine realistic characteristics of the hundreds of schools we have visited.


2. Representing, not Representative. We have chosen names, settings, and other details that represent many—but not all—dimensions of youth on the six continents where we have worked. In no way are our character sketches intended to stereotype one or more aspects of the identities of any actual person or group. Yes, some stereotypes have a kernel of truth at their core, but our examples are meant to say, “Consider what this interesting parent, child, and setting may represent,” not “This parent, child, and setting are representative of others with a similar identity.” Conversely, it was not possible to represent elements of every family or individual identity. The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure is but one book, with a finite number of pages, so we hope readers who do not see themselves fully represented in our case examples will nevertheless see their struggles honestly reflected in our ideas.


3. Critical, yet Respectful. We wrote most of the case examples to illustrate harmful pressure, a major thrust of this book. Therefore, the depiction of parents and children, or their relationship, is not always flattering. Nonetheless, we hope readers remain mindful of our intention: We sought to illustrate the pain and struggles of a wide swath of the global citizenship, not to malign any individual, family, group, country, race, or institution through our depiction of unhealthy thoughts, behaviors, and emotions. As parents, we—Chris and Hank—also struggle, blunder, and strive to do our best. We hold in high regard every person and organization that also strives to raise happy, healthy children.














Introduction



THE PARENTAL PRESSURE PANDEMIC




It’s Bad, but You’re Not



LOVING, WELL-INTENTIONED PARENTS FROM ALL OVER THE WORLD are applying unhealthy pressure—the kind that undermines young people’s creativity, motivation, emotional well-being, social development, and intellectual curiosity. The push to perform is backfiring. That is the central paradox of parental pressure.


All parents make personal choices about what is best for their child. Beginning with what foods prospective parents should eat to increase fertility and what music to play through the uterine wall after conception to what toys boost IQ after birth and what smartphone plan is most likely to promote parent-child bonding, parents are easily obsessed with their child’s development. Fascinating social, ethnic, cultural, educational, political, and spiritual influences are also at play. Not surprisingly, there are thousands of books (including some religious texts) and volumes of academic journal articles that prescribe what parenting style is best for children. To save you time, we have read them all.


OK, we did not read all of them. But we did cull through the literature, hunting for fresh ideas, until the books and articles started saying pretty much the same things. Like you, we have sometimes felt confused and exasperated by advice from books, magazines, TV shows, in-laws, bloggers, random advice-givers, and other parents (including our own). Yet a remarkably consistent message emerged from the literature on parental pressure: Parents are applying too much.


This made no sense to us. Why would parents do more and more of something that hurts their child’s performance and mental health? Like many anthropologists,1 we see parents as “rational actors who use their shared knowledge of the world to adapt and make complex decisions in their local community” and who “develop goals and care strategies (i.e., cultural models) that maximize the likelihood that children will attain culturally valued skills and characteristics.”2 Then we realized: Applying pressure is a parental instinct. The popular question How much pressure is just the right amount? turns out to be the wrong question.


The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure swims across the riptide of popular press by focusing on how parents apply pressure, not how much. And unlike most parenting books, this one will not teach you how to change your kids. It will challenge you to change yourself. Whereas most parenting books take the approach of “Your kid has problems? Then teach them to cope with their feelings and change their behaviors,” our approach is radically different and far less authoritarian. We are saying, “Many of kids’ problems are relational, which means that both kids and parents can contribute to the solution.”


In reality, this book is as much about pushing ourselves as parents as it is about pushing our kids in healthy ways. So buckle up. This is hard work. Our suggestions will feel uncomfortable at first because they buck conventional wisdom. We urge you to lean into the discomfort and find bits of gratification in your gradual progress. We also urge you to customize the concepts we present to fit your family’s style and traditions. By adopting healthy pressure habits, you can help reduce the profound depression, anxiety, substance abuse, dropouts, and suicides that are caused by unhealthy pressure.


The concept of “pushing your child to be their best self” in our subtitle comes directly from the child-rearing vernacular. Most of us have spoken with a partner, a teacher, or another child’s parent about “how hard to push” our child, marveled at how our child knows how to “push my buttons,” how we wish our child would “push themselves harder,” or how we “feel a certain push” to have our child achieve developmental milestones, such as learning to read. In writing the subtitle, we also wanted to dispel the myth that all forms of parental pressure are harmful. The word shove implies malice, the words make and induce imply coercion, and press is something you do to a shirt. Hence, push. Done well, it works.


The studies and stories cited in this book bear witness to the predicament parents face as we guide our children toward being their best selves. We apply pressure because we care, but we hinder progress and create problems because of how we apply it. Naturally, learning a new parenting approach takes time. As fellow parents, we are encouraged that you have chosen to read this book. Keep listening to that voice in your head that generously reminds you, With a modest adjustment today, you can be an even more effective parent tomorrow. Week by week, your modest adjustments to how you push your child will pay bigger and bigger dividends in their mental health and performance.


Do not equate our encouragement to persevere with the Dodo bird’s verdict in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Asked to judge the winner of a chaotic race, the Dodo exclaimed, “Everybody has won and all must have prizes!” Life may sometimes seem like a chaotic race, but not every parenting approach deserves a prize. There is a right way and a wrong way to push your child. Upholding high standards, providing reliable warmth, setting a good example, offering encouragement, granting freedoms to take healthy risks, and coaxing lessons from mistakes are among the most powerful ways to promote positive youth development. By contrast, defining success narrowly and framing the stakes as do-or-die will quickly transform healthy pressure into an interpersonal toxin that diminishes performance, destabilizes emotions, and damages the parent-child relationship.


Beyond this discouraging irony is an uplifting discovery: We parents have the capacity to transform harmful pressure into helpful pressure. Spoiler alert: All parents pressure their children in both harmful and helpful ways at different times. That has always been the case. Only in the last few decades has unhealthy parental pressure become a well-documented crisis. Hence, the goal of The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure is to give parents a healthy road map and a hundred practical tools to ensure that the instinctive pressure they apply to their children promotes development, not distress.


THE ROAD AHEAD


The arc of the book goes like this:


• In Chapter 1, we provide a pair of case examples that illustrate the insidious nature of harmful parental pressure, first from a parent’s perspective, then from a child’s perspective.


• In Chapter 2, “A Lot in Life,” we explain more about the pernicious consequences of the Performance Paradox and its treacherous twin, the Intention Paradox.


• Chapter 3 is titled “Keep Pushing,” because—after making a clear distinction between healthy and harmful pressure—we describe how healthy pressure promotes positive youth development.


• We get a little snarky in Chapter 4, “Blame Yourself,” knowing that parents take a lot of heat from their kids. We help you get ahead of the curve by explaining the source of parental pressure.


• In Chapter 5, we provide the first of eight practical transformations that liberate parents to shed their Pressure Parent persona and confidently adopt their Support Parent persona.


• Naturally, we could not coin terms without commenting on some pop-culture parenting labels. Chapter 6, “Tigers, Dolphins, and Jellyfish,” will bring clarity to your parenting self-assessment.


• Chapters 7–12 provide six more practical transformations that will help solidify your Support Parent persona. We use stories, tables, and research to illustrate the healthy side of competition, emotional expression, empathy, listening, praise, criticism, questions, and parental involvement.


• In Chapter 13, “Open Your Mind and Your Heart,” we explain how harmful parental pressure intersects with corrosive social and cultural pressures. Our eighth and final suggested transformation outlines how parents can help thwart this damaging combination.


• In the last chapter, “Push with Prowess,” we offer additional guidance to complement our eight transformations. You will learn more about helping your child perform under pressure as we wax philosophical about parental pressure and other caregiving ideals worth striving for.


• Our epilogue is an appeal to parents and professional educators. Although higher education is just one source of harmful pressure, it is both potent and changeable. With parental support, professional educators may be able to lead by example and inspire healthy change in other pressurized subcultures, such as neighborhoods, corporations, and high-achieving schools.
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NOWHERE IN THE UNLIKELY ART OF PARENTAL PRESSURE DO WE SUGGEST that parents stop pushing. Quite the opposite, in fact. We endorse the balanced pressure that parents apply when they combine high standards, reasonable rules, and unconditional love with the freedom for kids to make some of their own decisions, falter, and learn from mistakes. We tout the loving pressure that parents infuse with empathy and compassion. We encourage the honest pressure that arises from effective praise, criticism, and questions. And we implore parents to fight against racial, ethnic, cultural, identity, peer, social, and economic pressures—pernicious pressures not of their doing but whose undoing depends on their love.


Give yourself credit for all the wonderful ways you have parented your child. Realizing that you may have laid on some harmful pressure means that you are human. Have some humility, but do not beat yourself up. The pandemic of pressure is bad; you are not.


Finally, as you move through these chapters, remember that how matters much more than how much.


2














chapter one



GLORIA AND LIZ




Parental Pressure from Two Perspectives



REGARDLESS OF THEIR AGE, ALL CHILDREN NEED AT LEAST ONE WARM, reliable adult to believe in them and provide comfort, especially in times of distress. Most parents remember a time when their child came to them upset. A classic example might be the complaint, “I hate school and I have so much homework that I’ll never get to do anything fun this weekend.” Most parents also remember a time when they responded to their child’s distress with sage advice, such as, “Yeah, well, school is important, so let’s take a look at your assignments and see what you should work on first.” And finally, most parents remember a time when their child threw that supportive bid back in their face with some version of “Don’t tell me what to do!” or “Stop lecturing me!” or “You just don’t understand!” What is going on? Parents are trying to help, but kids are rejecting the offers. We think, What do you mean I don’t understand? I understand quite a bit, which is why I’m giving you great suggestions!


What explains this frustrating disconnect? Perspective. Parents and children often see the same problem quite differently. In this example, the child—be they in second grade or sophomore year—wants empathy. They want the parent to feel their pain, to acknowledge their dismay. By contrast, the parent—who has seen this all before—wants the child to solve the problem quickly, before things get worse. However, putting problem-solving before empathy is a recipe for conflict, as we will discuss in Chapter 10. For now, just appreciate how different a parent’s perspective can be from the child’s, as well as how unexpected the impact can be, regardless of the parent’s intentions. Pressure is more complicated than a heavy night of homework, but it is also experienced differently by parents and children. Consider the case example of Gloria and Liz, a mother-daughter pair whose relationship and personal well-being have been ravaged by unhealthy pressure.


GLORIA—MOTHER, AGE FORTY-FOUR


Gloria is married, but tonight she feels like a single mom. Her husband, Abel, is away again on business, hard at work in a different time zone. Their daughter, Liz, is also far from home and hard at work. She is studying and running track at an independent school, somewhere in a third time zone, and feeling tremendous parental pressure. Hang on. With the family so dispersed, how could parental pressure be an issue?


Looking at the time on her phone, Gloria realizes that she needs to work efficiently because Liz is probably already awake. Gloria wants Liz to have a fantastic day, so she feels compelled to complete one more task this evening before going to bed. The lights are off in the kitchen, but the city glow through the kitchen window is enough for her to see the table and chairs. She sits down and taps the space bar on her laptop, kindling a second source of glowing light.


Using Liz’s username and password, Gloria logs in to the student portal of the school’s website. The virtual private network (VPN) she pays for allows reliable access to foreign websites. This premium VPN also anonymizes Gloria’s computer IP address and encrypts her keystrokes, routing her access through a server on a distant continent. Unbeknownst to Gloria, Liz is walking to an appointment on that same distant continent with vague thoughts of suicide slowing her pace.


On the laptop screen, a tiny animated graphic chases its own tail to indicate that the website browser is waiting for a response. Gloria removes her glasses to rub her eyes. We’ve been preparing Liz for almost seventeen years to get where we are now, she thinks. I guess I can wait thirty seconds for the student portal to load. She misses Liz, as loving parents do when their children are away from home. She reminisces about the Saturday afternoon she told her husband that she was pregnant. This child is our life now, she had said to Abel. We’ll both have to work even harder. Since that day, they have devoted the bulk of their time, salaries, and Saturdays to Liz’s education, with a singular goal for her: to succeed. They believe that if Liz can outshine her high school classmates in one or more ways, her chances of collegiate success—and ultimately professional and financial success—will improve dramatically.


When Liz was in elementary school, Gloria would leave work to pick her up after school and drive her to a private math and English tutoring center staffed by the local university. After tutoring, Liz and her best friend would walk the two blocks to their figure skating lesson, after which one of Liz’s parents would pick her up on their way home from work. When he was not on a business trip, Abel would help Liz with her homework while Gloria prepared a homemade lunch for their daughter to carry to school the next day. On most days, with Abel away, Gloria was both tutor and cook.


The laptop beeps, and Gloria’s attention snaps back to her research. She repositions her glasses as the familiar landing page resolves. Even before the global spread of deadly viruses that necessitated online learning, most schools had purchased learning management systems (LMSs)—software that made it simple for teachers to upload digital course content, take attendance, and post grades. Gloria knows from experience where to find the My Courses section of this LMS. She inhales, blows a quick sigh of anticipation, and clicks Biology 410. The next page lists assignments and test grades for the course over which Liz has poured the most sweat and shed the most tears. Her current grade is a B+. Any score over 94 on yesterday’s exam would boost her to an A–. Gloria finds the number in the column labeled Exam Three: 91.


Gloria studies the number, knowing that it will not raise Liz’s course grade into the A range. However, the online syllabus lists three more graded assignments. There is reason to hope. And to strategize. By most standards, 91 out of 100 is an outstanding grade. Unless, of course, most of Liz’s classmates scored in the high 90s. In that case, 91 is relatively low. Too low, in all probability, to make Liz’s final grade stand out. Unless…


Gloria touches an app on her phone that opens a list of individual and group contacts. She finds what she’s looking for near the top of the screen. This group chat, comprised of parents whose kids attend the same school and are poised to graduate in the same year, is also a silent measurement tool, a kind of rough probability calculator. She posts this message to the group:


Bio 410 still a grind for Liz. So much memorization! Yesterday’s test = 91.


The absence of an adjective to describe Liz’s numerical grade is a subtle way to tempt other parents—mostly moms—to share their child’s grades on the third exam; one way to learn how Liz’s academic achievement stacks up against that of her classmates; one way to decide whether some of the family’s disposable income should be spent on a biology tutor; and one way to refine Gloria and Abel’s calculation of their child’s chances of being admitted to a top university next year. One thirteen-word post in one group chat could harvest responses that will influence Gloria’s emotions, the parents’ investments, the family’s social status, and the direction of Liz’s education.


EXTREME OR EXTREMELY RATIONAL?


You may think that Gloria’s motives and methods are extreme. Yet when it comes to our children, we all want the best, and we are willing to make sacrifices to provide what is best. Perhaps Gloria’s behavior is rational, but the circumstances are extreme. Of course, rational is not always right. In 2019, the FBI’s Operation Varsity Blues exposed thirty-three parents who had paid more than $25 million between 2011 and 2018 to William Rick Singer, head of the Edge College & Career Network. Singer had used some of the millions to falsely inflate students’ standardized test scores, fabricate some of their achievements, and bribe college coaches and officials to arrange to have the children of the thirty-three coconspirators admitted to top colleges and universities in the United States.1 Few parents have the wealth to write checks for hundreds of thousands of dollars, and even fewer would leverage their privilege to bribe a school to admit their child. Yet the fact that some did attests to the pressure that many parents, in many parts of the world, feel today. This pressure—to give one’s child an advantage in an increasingly competitive and populated world, to acquire bragging rights about the prestige and selectivity of certain schools—has become the social-emotional pandemic of our time.


The American Psychological Association’s news magazine, the Monitor, recently featured an article on the increased student self-referrals to college and university health centers for anxiety and depression. The story summarized research that validated what clinicians in secondary and postsecondary schools have been saying for decades: Student mental health is getting worse at alarming rates.2 The clinicians in counseling and psychological services at high schools and universities across the country get more referrals than they can easily handle.


In an earlier press release, the APA summarized findings from a Harris Poll survey of 1,018 adolescents and 1,950 adults in the US. The two groups were roughly equivalent in what they perceived to be a healthy level of stress: 3.9 out of 10 for teens and 3.6 out of 10 for adults. However, the teens’ self-reported stress levels during the school year—5.8 out of 10—far exceeded what they perceived to be healthy levels. During the summer, levels were lower—4.6 out of 10—but still unhealthy. According to the study, “Many teens also report feeling overwhelmed (31 percent) and depressed or sad (30 percent) as a result of stress. More than one-third of teens report fatigue or feeling tired (36 percent) and nearly one-quarter of teens (23 percent) report skipping a meal due to stress.”3 Follow-up studies in the APA’s Stress in America series have found that political discord, racial injustice, and the COVID-19 pandemic have all increased self-reported levels of stress.


To expand on the definition of stress we provided in the authors’ notes at the start of this book, let us consider the origins of stress. The source of stress can sometimes be extrinsic (coming from outside the person, such as from a parent or an upcoming exam) and can sometimes be intrinsic (coming from within the person, such as from ruminating about the worst thing that could happen). Just as stress can be a force exerted on objects (like a load of heavy, wet snow bending a tree branch), stress can also be a force exerted on people (like a load of difficult courses straining a student’s ability to keep up).


OK, but why is stress increasing among young people? If human stress is a state of physical, mental, and/or emotional strain or tension resulting from adverse or highly demanding circumstances, then we have to ask: Are we giving kids more difficult tasks than before? Or is task difficulty unchanged and kids’ coping abilities have taken a nosedive? Is it possible that tasks and abilities are both unchanged, but kids are misperceiving how hard life is and/or how well they can cope? All three of these factors have probably contributed a bit to the increased stress levels that young people report, even before the COVID-19 pandemic.4 We are here to report on a fourth factor: parents. Loving, well-intentioned parents.


PARENTS AS SOURCES


Stress has many sources and can take many forms, but the evidence suggests that none matches the emotional intensity of parental pressure. A recent study from Penn State University showed that out of 421 students (227 females and 194 males), 19.4 percent had contemplated suicide because of the enormous pressure from their parents to produce exceptional grades.5 Ironically, research conducted by the Pew Research Center suggested that the majority of American adults (56 percent) felt that parents put too little pressure on students.6 Just 15 percent felt that parents put too much pressure on students. However, adults in China, India, and Japan reported the inverse perceptions: 63 percent, 61 percent, and 59 percent of adults surveyed in those countries, respectively, felt that parents put too much pressure on students.


Whatever cultural differences exist in the perception and application of parental pressure, the actual harm to young people across the globe is undeniable. In response to heightened awareness of the intense pressure young people report, creative journalists and licensed mental health professionals have shared wholesome ways of coping with academic, athletic, artistic, and social stress—both online and in print. However, none has offered suggestions for preventing parental pressure in the first place. We believe that is because it cannot be prevented. We also believe that the problem will worsen until parents understand why parental pressure is inevitable and commit to transforming harmful pressure into healthy pressure.


Parents apply pressure because they care. No blog post, focus group, or scientific survey will ever change that. Moreover, parents themselves are under a great deal of pressure, both personally and professionally. Most of us also judge ourselves—and feel judged by others—according to how well our children are doing. For their part, mental health providers and professional educators continue to debate what constitutes the “right amount” of pressure. Nothing has changed all that. Until now.


The Unlikely Art of Parental Pressure is a clarion call to stop blaming parents for doing what comes naturally and to stop asking the wrong question. Forget “How much parental pressure is too much?” We owe it to our children and ourselves to start asking, “What kind of parental pressure is healthy?” and the related question: “How can parents transform harmful pressure into healthy pressure?” The answers are fascinating, hopeful, and practical. If you are motivated to change, even a little bit, then this book is for you.


Gloria’s story offers a glimpse of a parent under pressure. She has devoted herself to her daughter and immersed herself in Liz’s academic life. Her commitment may be excessive, but, so far, it is hard to see how Gloria’s behavior has made Liz suicidal. To understand the harm, we need to see things from the child’s perspective. We need to know what the pressure put on Liz by her parents feels like.


LIZ—STUDENT, AGE SIXTEEN


After months of coping on her own, Liz self-referred to Counseling & Psychological Services for what she describes to me as the “double whammy” she faces: “I’m freaking out trying to pull As in all my classes, but if my parents knew that I was seeing a psychologist, they would freak out. Right now, I could be using this free period to study bio or practice Tchaikovsky. Plus, you know that mental health problems—any problems, really—are juicy gossip for the other moms.” Liz pauses. “I guess that turns out to be a triple whammy, not a double. Now you know why I think about dying, Dr. Thurber.”


When I ask how it is possible for other students’ parents to know that she is seeing a therapist, Liz looks at me quizzically. “Through apps, Dr. Thurber. Apps.”


For years, I have known that the moment children enroll—from preschool to prep school to university—parents flock to smartphone messenger apps to start comparing notes on their children’s experiences. In Asia, Africa, and South America, most parents are on WhatsApp. In China, Korea, and Japan, the dominant apps are WeChat, Kakao Talk, and Line, respectively. Parents in North America, Australia, and Europe are split between Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp, with English-speaking parents taking to Facebook pages and Instagram (owned by Facebook), often to brag about their progeny but in a less organized way than on any of the dedicated messenger apps. All of this happens quickly. For example, on December 13, 2018, Harvard University notified the 935 early-action applicants to whom it had offered admission from a pool of 6,958. By the next day, the private Facebook group Parents of the Harvard Class of 2023 was live and quickly grew to 490 members.


Parents’ preferred platforms vary, but the apparent purposes of these online communities has remained constant: lighthearted social support and the casual sharing of school information. The reality is that when Liz confides in her mom that she received a 98 on a calculus test, her mom shares her grade with the other parents in the group chat within seconds. Low scores, of course, are typically not shared—a practice that aligns perfectly with the worldwide custom of curating our virtual lives in a way that amplifies accomplishments.


The real peril results from Liz’s mother having the password to her account on the school’s student portal and/or its LMS. For most students, it feels only mildly controlling to have their parents know what the homework is and when it is due. Grades are different, at least at this age. Consciously or unconsciously, many parents feel that grades reflect performance and performance reflects talent. Talent can get you into a top-tier school, and top-tier schools are international symbols of prestige, both at the secondary and postsecondary level. Of course, prestige carries weight in some circles, but it never carries the day. How did pride in our kids become more about which school’s name is on the diploma than which student’s name is on the diploma?




LIZ SIGHS AND RAISES HER EYEBROWS. “MY MOM KNOWS when I have a test coming up, of course. A day after the test, she gets online, like every half hour or something, to see my grade as soon as the teacher posts it. Half the time—and this is just one of the crazy parts, Dr. Thurber—other parents and students know my grade on a test before I do.”


“Your mom’s getting on a messenger app and posting your grade in a parent group or two, even before you have a chance to see it yourself,” I say, trying to summarize and understand at the same time.


“Exactly. Well, sometimes she just posts that I did really well but leaves out the number. Either way, a lot of those moms are then telling their own kids what I got, or that I did well or something, even though it’s technically none of their business.”


“Not even technically. Ethically.” I try to be empathic without sounding too surprised or judgmental.


“I don’t know what’s worse,” Liz continues, “the fact that other kids are coming up to me, all snarky, like, ‘Oh, so you got an A– on that last math test. What did you miss?’ or, like, the fact that these other kids get crap from their parents like, ‘I heard so-and-so got an A. You could get As, too, if you studied harder. Maybe we shouldn’t have sent you to that expensive school in the first place.’”


Liz’s voice sounds softer now and a bit distant. “No wonder half my friends are suicidal. They’re working their asses off—sorry—getting like four hours of sleep a night, and the people who are supposed to be their main supports are telling them, ‘You’re not working hard enough’ or ‘You’re not worth the money’ or ‘You bring shame to this family.’”


“You’re getting pressure from all directions: your parents, other kids, your teachers, and yourself,” I say, starting to feel helpless. “They make you feel ashamed sometimes.”


“Lots of kids get pressure from parents. That I can handle, even when they threaten to pull me out of school if I get Bs. I’m sure you’ve heard that before, Dr. Thurber. You know, like, ‘We’re not paying this crazy tuition for you to get Bs and then go to some no-name university.’” Liz looks up at me, and I can see that her eyes are getting teary. She continues, “But what’s really messed up is that I feel pressure from this kind of… competition… or comparison… with other kids that is totally parent-generated.”
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