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To Dan, who always


~ and ~


To Sawyer and Avery, the soon-to-be adults we’re raising.




 


INTRODUCTION


Caminante, no hay camino, se hace camino al andar.


(Traveler, there is no path. The path is made by walking.)1





—Antonio Machado (1875–1939)


This is a book about parents who are overinvolved in the lives of their kids. It looks at the love and fear behind our overinvolvement. It looks at the harm we cause when we do too much. And it looks at how we might achieve better long-term ends—and help our kids achieve even greater success—by parenting differently.


I love my kids as fiercely as any parent does, and I know that love is the foundation for all we do as parents. But in my years researching this book I’ve learned that many of our behaviors also stem from fears; perhaps chief among them is the fear that our kids won’t be successful out in the world. Of course it’s natural for parents to want their kids to succeed, but based on research, interviews with more than a hundred people, and my own personal experiences, I’ve come to the conclusion that we define success too narrowly. And what’s worse, this narrow, misguided definition of success has led us to harm a generation of young adults—our children.


I came to know, care, and worry about young adults over the course of my ten years as freshman dean at Stanford University. I loved that work and found it a sheer privilege to be alongside other people’s eighteen- to twenty-two-year-old sons and daughters as they began to unfold into the adults they would become. My students made me laugh and they made me cry, and I rooted for them no matter what. This book is not an indictment of them or of their generation, people born after 1980—known as Millennials. Their parents, though—we parents, I’ll say, for I, too, am one of them—are another story.


I want to put all of my cards on the table. I’m not just a former dean at Stanford, I’m a graduate from Stanford and Harvard Law School as well. I’m writing this book not because of those opportunities, or despite them, but informed by it all, keeping in mind at every turn that my privilege and experience can be both a help and a hindrance in this analysis. And as I’ve said, I’m also a parent. My husband and I have two teenagers—a son and a daughter who are two years apart—and we are raising our kids in Palo Alto, in the heart of Silicon Valley, as energetic a hive of overparenting as you are likely to find on the planet. Whereas once upon a time I was a dean at a highly selective university tut-tutting the behaviors of overinvolved parents, in the years I’ve spent thinking about this topic I’ve slowly come to appreciate that I’m not much different from the parents I once rather breezily chastised. In many ways, I am the problem parent I’m writing about.


FATHER (AND MOTHER) KNOWS BEST


In the earliest moments our love is our umbilicus, our heartbeat, our body, and then our arms, our kiss, our breast. We bring them home to a sheltering roof and we delight weeks later when they make their first intentional eye contact with us. We nurture early babbles into first words and applaud as they gain strength to roll over, to sit up, to crawl. We scan the horizon of the twenty-first century and see an increasingly interconnected and competitive world that at times seems familiar and at times utterly not. We gaze down at our precious little ones with a promise to do all we can to help them make their way into the long life that lies ahead. There is no amount of direction on our part that will teach them to stand or walk before they are ready. But we are eager for their progress.


We see almost instantly that they are their own person, but we also want them to start where we left off, to stand on our shoulders, to benefit from all we know and can provide. We expose them to experiences, ideas, people, and places that will help them learn and grow. We want them to reach and be stretched by the kind of rigor and opportunity that will maximize their potential and their chances. We know what it takes to succeed in today’s world and we’re quite eager to protect and direct them, and be there for them at every turn, whatever it takes.


Many of us remember a time when, in comparison, parents were rather uninvolved in childhood. When a parent (usually a mom) would throw the door open on weekday afternoons and tell us, “Go out and play and be home for dinner.” Our parents had no idea where we were or exactly what we were doing. There were no cell phones for keeping in touch or GPS devices for tracking. Off we went into the wilderness of our block, our neighborhood, our town, our vacant lots, our parks, our woods, our malls. Or sometimes, we just snuck a book and sat on the back steps. Childhood doesn’t look that way today and many young parents don’t relate to childhood ever having been that way.


FATHER AND MOTHER HAVE CHANGED


When, why, and how did parenting and childhood change? Even a cursory hunt yields a bounty of shifts. A number of important ones take place in the mid-1980s.


In 1983, one shift arose from the increased awareness of child abductions. The tragic 1981 abduction and murder of a young child named Adam Walsh became the made-for-television movie Adam, which was seen by a near record-setting 38 million people.2 The faces of missing children began staring out at us over breakfast from the back of milk cartons soon after.3 Walsh’s father, John Walsh, went on to lobby Congress to create the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children in 1984, and to found the television show America’s Most Wanted, which aired on Fox beginning in 1988. Our incessant fear of strangers was born.


Another shift—the idea that our children aren’t doing enough schoolwork—arrived with the publication of A Nation at Risk4 in 1983, which argued that American kids weren’t competing well against their peers globally. Since then, federal policies like No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top have fomented an achievement culture that emphasizes rote memorization and teaching to the test against the backdrop of increased competition from students in Singapore, China, and South Korea, where such teaching practices are the norm. American kids and parents soon began struggling under the weight of more homework and began doing whatever it takes to survive school, as was illuminated in the 2003 book “Doing School”: How We Are Creating a Generation of Stressed Out, Materialistic, and Miseducated Students written by Stanford School of Education lecturer Dr. Denise Pope,5 and the 2010 film Race to Nowhere.6


A third shift came with the onset of the self-esteem movement—a philosophy that gained popularity in the United States in the 1980s that said we could help kids succeed in life if we valued their personhood rather than their outcomes.7 In her 2013 best-selling book The Smartest Kids in the World: And How They Got That Way, Amanda Ripley cites the self-esteem movement as a uniquely American phenomenon.8


And a fourth shift was the creation of the playdate, circa 1984.9 The play-date emerged as a practical scheduling tool at a time when mothers were entering the workforce in record numbers. The combination of more parents working and the increased reliance on day care meant fewer kids were going home after school, and it was harder to find either a location or a time for play. Once parents started scheduling play, they then began observing play, which led to involving themselves in play. Once a critical mass of parents began being involved in kids’ play, leaving kids home alone became taboo, as did allowing kids to play unsupervised. Day care for younger kids turned into organized after-school activities for older kids. Meanwhile, concerns at the turn of that decade over injury and lawsuits prompted a complete overhaul of public playgrounds nationwide.10 The very nature of play—which is a foundational element in the life of a developing child—began to change.


Observing such shifts among other things, in 1990, child development researchers Foster Cline and Jim Fay coined the term “helicopter parent” to refer to a parent who hovers over a child in a way that runs counter to the parent’s responsibility to raise a child to independence.11 Focused on giving advice to parents of young children, Cline and Fay had their finger on the pulse of important changes that took place in American parenting in the prior decade, and which are commonplace today, twenty-five years later. That means the oldest members of the helicoptered generation turned thirty circa 2010. They are also those known as “Generation Y” or “Millennials.”


In the late 1990s, the first of the Millennial generation began going off to college, and my colleagues and I at Stanford began to notice a new phenomenon—parents on the college campus, virtually and literally. Each subsequent year would bring an increase in the number of parents who did things like seek opportunities, make decisions, and problem solve for their sons and daughters—things that college-aged students used to be able to do for themselves. This was not only happening at Stanford, mind you; it was happening at four-year colleges and universities all over the country, as conversations with colleagues nationwide confirmed. Meanwhile my husband and I were raising our two little kids, and without fully realizing it we were doing a good deal of helicoptering in our own home.


THE BIG BOOM


Members of the baby boom generation, born between 1946 and 1964, were the first to earn the label “helicopter parent.” Their children are the older wave of the “Millennial” generation I’m concerned about. Baby boomers’ grandparents believed “children are to be seen but not heard,” and their parents’ standard retort was “because I said so.” In contrast and perhaps in response, as teenagers and young adults the baby boomers championed free thinking and the rights of the individual, questioned authority, and reshaped or outright overturned many fundamental paradigms and mores of American society.


Of course, boomers weren’t the first parents in history to hover over their kids like helicopters—in 1899 General Douglas MacArthur’s mother apparently moved to West Point with him and lived in a suite at Craney’s Hotel overlooking the Academy, where she could watch him by telescope to see if he was studying.12 But when the baby boom generation—at 76 million members the largest generation in American history until their own children were born—starts a trend, whether in fashion, technology, or parenting, it quickly reaches a tipping point. So perhaps it should then be no surprise that when Boomers became parents they managed to change the very nature of parenting in the United States.


Based on their own values and experiences, and in the context of those various societal factors taking place in the 1980s discussed above, Boomers took a more involved role in the lives of their children. Whereas Boomers’ parents had been emotionally distant, Boomers were emotionally present in their kids’ lives, often becoming one of their kids’ closest friends. Whereas Boomers’ parents were hands-off, Boomers tried to control and ensure outcomes for their own kids and became their strongest advocates. Whereas Boomers’ parents adhered to hierarchy, structure, and authority, Boomers questioned these things with a vengeance and ushered in massive societal changes such as the sexual revolution, two income–earning households, a steep rise in divorce rates, and the perhaps not unrelated mind-set of spending “quality time, not quantity time,” with kids (that is, it’s not how much time we spend that matters, it’s how we spend the time).13 As parents, Boomers, ever accustomed to expressing their opinions, being heard, and getting their way, wanted to “be there” for their kids, whatever it took, still challenging the system, but now on behalf of their kids, often supplanting themselves as a buffer between their kids and the system and its authority figures. Even when their child is grown.


Looking at only the short-term results, a very involved style of parenting offers short-term gains in the forms of safety, opportunities attained, and outcomes secured. As with General MacArthur—who graduated first in his class at West Point—a very involved parenting approach seems, in some significant ways, to “work.” Seeing evidence that this was so, by the 2000s this very-involved style of parenting became less like the exception and more like the rule. My generation, Generation X (born between 1965 and 1980), followed the Boomers’ suit when we became parents, as did the Millennial generation (born between 1980 and 2000) as they became parents. The baby boomers are now grandparents, but, as with much they’ve contributed to American society, for good or for ill, their influence on parenting could be with us long after they are gone.


TO WHAT END?


A heightened level of parental involvement in the lives of kids obviously stems from love—unquestionably a good thing. But by the time I stepped down as dean at Stanford in 2012 I had interacted not only with a tremendous number of parents but with students who seemed increasingly reliant upon their parents in ways that felt, simply, off. I began to worry that college “kids” (as college students had become known) were somehow not quite formed fully as humans. They seemed to be scanning the sidelines for Mom or Dad. Under-constructed. Existentially impotent.


Tremendous good can be said about the baby boomers—they were drafted into and questioned the Vietnam War, lay their bodies on the line in the monumental civil rights and civil liberties struggles of their day, and fueled the greatest economic growth our nation has ever seen. But did Boomers’ egos become interlaced with the accomplishments of their children to such an extent that they felt their own success was compromised if their children fell short of expectations?14 And did some of these parents go so far in the direction of their own wants and needs that they eclipsed their own kids’ chances to develop a critical psychological trait called “self-efficacy”—that is, what eminent psychologist Albert Bandura identifies as “the belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations”?15 There’s a deeply embedded irony here: Maybe those champions of self-actualization, the Boomers, did so much for their kids that their kids have been robbed of a chance to develop a belief in their own selves.


Did the safety-conscious, academic achievement-focused, self-esteem-promoting, checklisted childhood that has been commonplace since the mid-1980s and in many communities has become the norm, rob kids of the chance to develop into healthy adults? What will become of young adults who look accomplished on paper but seem to have a hard time making their way in the world without the constant involvement of their parents? How will the real world feel to a young person who has grown used to problems being solved for them and accustomed to praise at every turn? Is it too late for them to develop a hunger to be in charge of their own lives? Will they at some point stop referring to themselves as kids and dare to claim the “adult” label for themselves? If not, then what will become of a society populated by such “adults”? These were the questions that began to gnaw at me and that prompted me to write this book.


These questions were on my mind not just at work but as I made my way in my community of Palo Alto, where the evidence of overparenting was all around me—even in my own home. Too many of us do some combination of overdirecting, overprotecting, or over-involving ourselves in our kids’ lives. We treat our kids like rare and precious botanical specimens and provide a deliberate, measured amount of care and feeding while running interference on all that might toughen and weather them. But humans need some degree of weathering in order to survive the larger challenges life will throw our way. Without experiencing the rougher spots of life, our kids become exquisite, like orchids, yet are incapable, sometimes terribly incapable, of thriving in the real world on their own. Why did parenting change from preparing our kids for life to protecting them from life, which means they’re not prepared to live life on their own? And why do these problems I’m writing about seem rooted in the middle and upper middle classes? After all, parents care deeply about doing a good job and if we’re fortunate enough to be middle- or upper-middle-class, we have the means—the time and disposable income—on our side to help us parent well. So, have we lost our sense of what parenting well actually entails?


And what of our own lives as parents? (“What life?” is a reasonable response.) We’re frazzled. Worried. Empty. Our neighborhoods are photo-worthy, our food and wine are carefully paired, but with childhood feeling more and more like an achievement arms race, can we call what we and our children are living a “good life”? I think not. Our job is to monitor our kids’ academic tasks and progress, schedule and supervise their activities, shuttle them everywhere, and offer an outpouring of praise along the way. Our kids’ accomplishments are the measure of our own success and worth; that college bumper sticker on the rear of our car can be as much about our own sense of accomplishment as our kids’.


In the spring of 2013 I attended a board meeting for an organization that provides financial support to Palo Alto’s public schools. In casual conversation afterward as the parents were taking one last piece of coffee cake and heading out into their day, a woman who knows of my work pulled me aside. “When did childhood get so stressful?” she pleaded with a faraway look. I put my hand on her shoulder as tears slowly filled her eyes. Another mother overheard and came toward us, nodding her head. Then she leaned in, asking me, “Do you know how many moms in our community are medicated for anxiety?” I didn’t know the answer to either question. But a growing number of conversations like this with moms like these became another reason to write this book.


The dean in me may have been concerned about the development and prospects of young adults who had been overparented—and I think I’ve made better choices as a parent thanks to spending so much time with other people’s young adults. But the parent in me has struggled with the same fears and pressures every other parent faces, and, again, I understand that the systemic problem of overparenting is rooted in our worries about the world and about how our children will be successful in it without us. Still, we’re doing harm. For our kids’ sakes, and also for our own, we need to stop parenting from fear and bring a more healthy—a more wisely loving—approach back into our communities, schools, and homes. Through research woven together with real-life observations and commonsense advice, this book will show us how to raise our kids to become adults—and how to gather the courage to do so.




 


PART 1


WHAT WE’RE DOING NOW



 

1

KEEPING THEM SAFE AND SOUND

THIS IS HOW IT STARTS

Childhood is the most researched phase of life, and parenting occupies sizeable shelf space in any decent bookstore. The takeaway for any parents who are paying attention (and we’re all paying attention) is that it is our job to keep kids safe and sound. It is basic. It is biological.

Among the photos in my son Sawyer’s baby book, there’s one of him at seven months of age in which he stares out at the camera, unsmiling. The camera captured only a little baby lying at a slant atop a slide, but I recall that my strong hands were holding him in place just beyond the camera’s eye.

It was Sawyer’s first trip to the park, his first trip down a slide, and as I look at the picture I can still hear myself and my husband both chirping, “It’s all right, baby, we’re right here.” From the look on my son’s face, we hadn’t managed to be convincing.

When I see the photo I recall the dread that filled me that day as my baby lay perched at the top of that small slide. It couldn’t have been more than four feet off the ground, and my husband and I were on either side, but still I worried. Would Sawyer be afraid as he traveled that short distance? Would he get to the bottom, plop out onto the rubbery ground, and maybe bonk his head? Would he have an unpleasant experience we might—should—have prevented?

Over the years when I’ve sat nestled on the couch with Sawyer looking at the images of his earliest childhood, I’ve characterized the fear in his eyes as his. But these many years later I wonder if my baby was just mirroring what he saw in his dad’s eyes and my own. How does a parent travel from that place of wanting to utterly protect an infant to the place of letting them go out into the waiting world?

PREVENTING ACCIDENTS

In a world of abundance and advanced technology, we feel capable of ensuring that no child will get hurt in any way and have faith in our ability to exert control. Toward that end we’ve made the world much safer, more predictable, and kinder for kids. It starts when our babies are in utero where every facet of pregnancy is monitored. Once born, our children enter homes completely safeguarded for their protection.

We’ve also made the world beyond our home as safe as possible for kids. Between 1978 and 1985 every state enacted laws requiring children to be in car seats, and mandatory seat belt laws soon followed.1 These laws sounded the death knell for cherished freedoms—like the “way, way back” of the family station wagon—but the goal of saving kids’ lives was by far the greater concern. At the same time, the American National Standards Institute approved the first-ever bicycle helmet standard and by 1994 more than a third of the U.S. population was covered by a bicycle helmet law. Efforts to safeguard children also led to increased use of helmets and pads for things like roller skating, ice skating, and skateboarding. Without question, these laws and practices saved lives.

We parents took things a step farther, though, personally functioning as bumpers and guardrails between our kids and the world, as if our kids will be totally safe as long as we are present. I was thinking about this the other day when I saw a parent and child crossing the street together—it could have been any city or town. The mother walked confidently. Her son, a kid of about eight years, was a step behind wearing earbuds and staring at his cell phone. The mother looked left and right and left again, and then she and her kid proceeded through the intersection. The kid never once looked up. Soon after, I read about a product called MiniBrake for kids’ bikes that lets a parent operate a brake on the child’s rear tire via remote control if the kid nears a busy street.

*   *   *

School is the critical first locus of opportunity for our kids’ intellectual development, but just getting them to and from the place leads to safety concerns. We resolve this by being alongside them as much as logistics allow.

When our kids are little many of us escort them to school to make sure they’re safe, and often we carry their stuff to lighten their load. I chuckled recently at the sight of a dad with a tiny, bright pink backpack strapped across his broad shoulders as he biked the three blocks home from the local elementary school behind his daughter, who couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. It was adorable. But that afternoon, and on many more afternoons before and since, I’ve wondered, When is a kid old enough to carry her own stuff? And What degree of independence is right for an elementary school kid? Seeing parents so proximally close to elementary schools in my town, I wanted to investigate how far-reaching this trend might be.

I spoke with a mom named Lora in an Ohio suburb who told me of a mother who escorts her third grader onto the school bus every day. And yes, the kid is healthy and able-bodied. She told of a father who bikes the mile-long trip to and from school right behind his daughter; he sounded just like the dad with the pink backpack in my town, except his kid is a sixth grader. Even when school is within walking distance and although carbon emissions are a mounting concern, many of us drive our kids. Often, we don’t stop escorting at the school doors.

I spoke with a family friend named Ellen Nodelman, who since 1969 has graced the halls of Rockland Country Day School, a private, pre-K through twelfth grade school located across the Hudson River from Manhattan, in the town of Congers, New York. Ellen began on the faculty in the English department at RCDS, then continued teaching and serving as academic dean and college guidance counselor. Over her forty-plus years in those roles, she was eyewitness to the rising phenomena of parents at and beyond the school gate.

Half of the kids at RCDS take school buses, “and a good half of the kids who could take the bus are driven by a parent,” says Nodelman. Rather than just drop kids off, parents of younger students will sometimes come inside the school with their kid, and some want to come right into the classroom with them. “We try to keep them from coming beyond the main lobby. If they could do what they wanted they would spend the whole day in class with them.” She adds, “We’ve had some ask.”

*   *   *

Then there’s the cell phone—a recent enough development in the lives of parents and child communication so as not to have caused helicopter parenting, but that certainly facilitates the ability to helicopter if the tendency is there. Researchers call it “the world’s longest umbilical cord.”2

Take, for example, the mother of a Beverly Hills high schooler who insisted her son text her hourly on his way to and from a beach outing with friends. It was the drive, not the boogie boarding in the Pacific Ocean, that scared her. Or the Stanford parent who contacted the university to say he thought his daughter was missing because he hadn’t heard from her in over a day. Or the parent of an American college student on a study abroad program in New Zealand who called the program director terribly worried that her son hadn’t answered his phone since returning from a hiking trip in the mountains (she knew he was back on campus because she tracks him by GPS).

Parental vigilance and technology buffer the world for our children, but we won’t always be there to be on the lookout for them. Raising a kid to independent adulthood is our biological imperative and an awareness of the self in one’s surroundings is an important life skill for a kid to develop. When we’re tempted to let our presence be what protects them, we need to ask, To what end? How do we prevent and protect while teaching kids the skills they need? How do we teach them to do it on their own?

THE OVERBLOWN FEAR OF “STRANGER DANGER”

Many of these safety precautions—regulations, gear, parents helping kids cross streets and brake their bikes and travel to school—aim to protect kids from accidents, but we’re also very concerned about humans who might intend to harm our kids. Toward that end, we teach children never to talk to strangers; supervise them in any outdoor play that still exists; accompany them almost everywhere; and keep them right by our side in the grocery aisles. Decades-old childhood rituals have been impacted. Take Halloween, for example. Kids used to scamper through neighborhoods gleefully gobbling up candy offered by neighbors and strangers. But today in my community children as old as twelve or thirteen are escorted by parents who hover at driveway’s end and who will check each and every piece of candy for a razor blade or needle before the child is permitted to gorge themselves silly (which really isn’t allowed anymore, either).

You might think these precautions are well founded, when in fact almost all reports of razor blades and needles in Halloween candy have been debunked as hoax or prank.3 And the overriding concern about stranger abduction is also based on rare incidents. Evidence suggests that the initial airing of the 1983 movie Adam—about the 1981 abduction and murder of a child—was the catalyst for the fear of stranger abduction that is commonplace in America today.4 In the early 1980s, child safety advocates falsely claimed that hundreds of thousands of children were disappearing every year, by lumping together runaways and kids “kidnapped” by noncustodial parents with the very few cases of stranger abduction that were actually taking place. Today our smartphones and 24/7 Internet access amp up the frenzy, alerting us at a moment’s notice when anything bad has happened to a child, anywhere in the world. Our fears continue to be fueled by the media, whose ratings go up when they tell scary stories. Parents all over the country have told me matter-of-factly, or wistfully, that kids just can’t walk alone anymore. Why? “Because of pedophiles.” We perceive that our nation is a more dangerous place, yet the data show that the rates of child abduction are no higher, and by many measures are lower, than ever before.5

The U.S. Justice Department published its first study on “missing, abducted, runaway, and thrownaway” children (NISMART-1) in 1990, and its second, and most recent, study in 2002 (NISMART-2). NISMART-2 showed that an estimated 797,500 children were reported missing in that one year, and of that number, just 115 children were the victims of the most serious, long-term nonfamily abductions called “stereotypical kidnappings” (40 percent of whom were killed). While NISMART-2 was conducted some time ago, we can have confidence that the number of “stereotypical kidnappings” today is now no worse and likely lower, because FBI statistics show the number of missing persons of all ages went down 31 percent between 1997 and 2011, “and the numbers of homicides, sexual assaults, and almost all other crimes against children have been dropping, too.”6

Let’s put these data into context. In 2014, the U.S. population was approximately 318 million, and 74 million of those were children. If 115 of those were victims of stereotypical kidnappings, and 40 percent of them were killed, that is an infinitesimal number. Children abducted by strangers represent .01 percent of all missing children.7 The other 99.99 percent of children reported missing have been erroneously thought by caregivers to be missing, taken by family members, have run away, or have been thrown away (meaning their families do not want them to return). It is a cruel myth that more and more children are going missing and that most missing children have been abducted by strangers.

Of course, serious harm coming to any child is an unspeakable tragedy, and real child predators are out there even though very few commit stranger-to-stranger crimes. But why do we base our daily decisions about our children’s comings and goings on a one-in-a-million chance that our kid could be killed by a stranger, when, as the Palm Beach Post reported in 2006, in any given year a child is more likely to be killed in an equestrian accident (1 in 297,000), as a result of youth football (1 in 78,260), or as a passenger in a car (1 in 17,625)?8 Taking the long view, we need to teach our kids street smarts, like the importance of walking with a friend instead of alone, and how to discern bad strangers from the overwhelming majority of good ones. If we prevent our children from learning how to navigate the world beyond our front yard, it will only come back to haunt them later on when they feel frightened, bewildered, lost, or confused out on the streets.

Look, I’ve felt these fears, too. Even though I’m familiar with these data and as a result, theoretically, should know better, I’ve succumbed to the myth of stranger danger. I remember the first time Sawyer walked home alone from a friend’s house through our low-crime, upper-middle-class neighborhood. He must have been about ten, it was twilight, and the walk was ten minutes at most. Even knowing what I know about our fears being way overblown, even knowing what I know about the importance of developing independence in our kids, I felt my heart beating in my throat and had to work very hard to focus my mind on other things as the minutes ticked by until my boy was safe at home.

Terrible things happen everywhere in the world. But terrible things have always happened and they are statistically less likely to happen today than in previous decades. Yet we hear about bad things wherever they’ve happened and mere moments after they occur. Our evolutionary fight/flight responses are triggered but we never have the experience of fighting back or running away from the stressor, so we stay on heightened alert.

Evolutionary biologist Robert Sapolsky is an expert on human stress. In Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers: A Guide to Stress, Stress-Related Diseases, and Coping,9 now in its third edition, he explains how a fear of the bad things that might happen can cause us harm.

When we activate the stress-response out of fear of something that turns out to be real, we congratulate ourselves that this cognitive skill allows us to mobilize our defenses early. And these anticipatory defenses can be quite protective, in that a lot of what the stress-response is about is preparative. But when we get into a physiological uproar and activate the stress-response for no reason at all, or over something we cannot do anything about, we call it things like “anxiety,” “neurosis,” “paranoia,” or “needless hostility.”

Thus, the stress-response can be mobilized not only in response to physical or psychological insults, but also in expectation of them. It is this generality of the stress-response that is the most surprising—a physiological system activated not only by all sorts of physical disasters but just thinking about them as well.10

Basically, the 24/7/365/worldwide news cycle is a recent development in human existence and we haven’t evolved to cope with it yet. There is such a thing as too much information.

CRIMINALIZING COMMON CONDUCT

Even if we aren’t personally fearful, we are socializing ourselves to feel negligent unless we are on constant alert for predators. A child alone outside is such an uncommon sight that when we do see unattended children we fear something is wrong. Has the child wandered off from the attending adult? Or worse, is the child unsupervised? The police or child protective services might get called.

A South Carolina woman named Debra Harrell was jailed in 2014 for child abandonment after allowing her nine-year-old daughter to play at the park while Harrell worked her shift at McDonald’s. Harrell was released on bond a day later and soon regained custody of her child, who had been placed in Social Services; but, as of this writing, her Department of Social Services case is still ongoing with a court date pending.11

Writer Kim Brooks was arrested for leaving her four-year-old son alone in the car for five minutes on a cool day, and then had to hire a lawyer to defend herself from a charge of “contributing to the delinquency of a minor,”12 which, if proven, could have resulted in her kids being taken away from her. A person some would call a Good Samaritan had been in the parking lot and recorded a video of Brooks’s child alone, then contacted the police.

But were the strangers who saw Brooks’s son and Harrell’s daughter acting as Good Samaritans or as fearmongering safety vigilantes? No harm came to Harrell’s daughter or Brooks’s son; the potential for harm is what constituted the mothers’ criminal offenses. These are just two of the over a dozen recent published cases in which parents (almost always mothers) have faced criminal charges for behavior that was not only commonplace a generation ago but is arguably a necessity today, in the sense that kids can’t literally accompany parents at all times. Kids are twenty times more likely to be killed by relatives than strangers13—but vigilante fearmongerers acting as Bad Samaritans are ready to indict a mother just trying to do her best under trying circumstances, a mother whose kid has suffered no actual harm. These vigilantes are a real threat to worry about. And their numbers may be sizeable.

“Free-range kids” crusader Lenore Skenazy is trying to take on these vigilantes. In the back of her book Free-Range Kids14 is a practical tool for parents who encourage their kids to be outside, unaccompanied: It’s a perforated form that can be filled out and placed in any kid’s backpack or even safety-pinned to their shirt. The form reads, “I am not lost. I’m a Free-Range Kid” and goes on to explain the rationale.15 It sounds absurd. Dystopian. But it’s also a practical, proactive counter-response to those who would fear we’re thoughtlessly letting our kids play alone outside. Of course, that perforated form pinned to our kid’s T-shirt might give a neighbor a chuckle and some measure of reassurance; the police, on the other hand, may nevertheless condemn us for violating the as-yet-unwritten code of when it is perfectly appropriate versus illegal to let our children play or roam freely.

Danielle and Alexander “Sasha” Meitiv of Maryland are “Free Range Kids” adherents, and regularly allow their ten year old to take his six-year-old sister to and from the neighborhood park, the public library, or the local 7-Eleven without either parent.16 One day in early January 2015, two different neighbors called the police to report that the children were walking alone. The police quickly arrived and escorted the kids home in a police cruiser, and the officer had rather unkind words for the parents and asked the kids what they would have done if they’d been grabbed by a “creep.” Child Protective Services soon asked the Meitivs to sign on to a “safety plan,” but Sasha refused to sign anything before his attorney could review it. At this, the CPS worker told him, “If you don’t sign, we will take your kids right away,” and then the CPS worker called the police. Ironically, the Meitivs’ two children normally carry one of Skenazy’s “Free Range Kids” forms around with them, but didn’t have it on them on the day they and their parents were apprehended. Would it have made a difference? Likely not. The state—through its police force and child protective services office—currently speaks with a far louder voice than Skenazy or her followers.

Middle-class parents like Kim Brooks and like the Meitivs may have the money and disposable time to handle the vagaries of the legal process, child-protective services visits, and fines. But poor and working-class parents like Harrell—who makes $8 an hour and had her daughter play in the park while she worked precisely because she could not afford day care or summer camp—confront this irresolvable conflict on a regular basis. There is an encroachment by police into our liberties that feels frightening,17 and perhaps a sinister anti-women-in-the-workplace mind-set at work here, whether implicit or explicit I don’t know. What I do know as sure as if I’d endured it myself is that the psychological toll taken on Brooks, Harrell, and the Meitivs is incalculable.

And what of the children who see their parents’ judgment questioned in this very public and scary way? What of the children removed off to foster care—which in some circumstances is a harrowing tale of its own—while their parents battle the legal system? What are children to think of this?

A woman named Amanda was a member of my team at Stanford and coordinated the research efforts for this book. She is the mother of two young boys, raising them with her husband in the rural outskirts of Silicon Valley. Her older son, Roland, at four years old, is very much into trying out things and exercising his independence. Normally, Amanda is more than happy to let Roland try doing things for himself, like loading the washer and dryer or helping with meal prep.

Recently, Roland has repeatedly been asking if he could be left by himself, either at home or in the car, to avoid being dragged along on quick errands. Amanda believes he is more than capable of waiting patiently and safely occupying himself for a brief span of time without the constant observation of a parent or other responsible adult. However, knowing how often “neglectful” mothers have been making the news lately, Amanda had to explain to her son that strangers and the police would not like this and could get them into trouble.

Roland laughed out loud and said that he wouldn’t be doing anything bad, and so he shouldn’t get “busted.” Amanda explained to her son that it was the other way around, that strangers and the police would think that it was she, the parent, who was doing something wrong by leaving a child alone, thinking that he wouldn’t be safe without an adult always watching him. Roland replied incredulously, “Why don’t people know that I can behave and can be safe all by myself and I am just fine?”

Perhaps little Roland had been listening to National Public Radio, which in summer 2014 reported that in Japan it’s not uncommon for kids as young as seven and even four to ride the subway alone.18 In the same breath the reporter stated that in the United States “somebody would call Child Protective Services.” Our definition of neglect has stretched to prevent parents from determining when their children are ready for even a modest amount of autonomy, and sacrifices developmentally appropriate skill building to fears of the unknown. While we might write off the Japanese as crazy, our American insistence on children being observed and accompanied at all times makes us look like the crazy ones. Ironically—and quite cruelly (if you pause a moment to think about it)—the unexamined harm these days is that our kids grow up believing that an evil stranger, a fellow shopper in the grocery store, or worse, a neighbor offering candy at Halloween wants to do them harm or that their own parent is putting them in harm’s way.

FENDING OFF THE FEARS OF FRIENDS

When I began to come to terms with my inclination to overprotect my son Sawyer and daughter Avery (who is two years his junior), and looked ahead to the college years and imagined the degree of self-reliance I would hope they’d have by then, I began focusing on how to provide more opportunities for independence during childhood. I began trying to put independence in their way, so to speak.

I’ve been doing it for a few years now. Here is a recent example. One night when Avery was in seventh grade, she told me that she and a friend were going to meet at their school that night to decorate the locker of another friend whose birthday was the next day. She was telling me this as we were doing the dinner dishes. I was perfectly comfortable letting her bike to the school despite it being night; the school is 0.3 miles from our house and we live in a very safe suburb. In fact, I’ll go so far as to say I wanted her to do it because I want her to build her independence. But the friend’s mother was very uncomfortable with Avery biking alone in the dark and offered to drive her there and back. Avery texted her friend, “No thx, I’m happy biking.” After more pushback Avery texted, “My mom WANTS me to bike.” But fear won out; the friend was already being driven and they could just as easily swing by our house. We’d look like some crazy renegade outlaws if we declined. There I stood wiping my hands on a dish towel wondering how I grow my kid when the fears of people around me will hold her back. I also worried a tiny bit what these parents must think of me.

When I met with a small gathering of parents in northern Virginia, a mother named Jane expressed a similar concern. 19 “You feel like a violent, crazy rebel. There’s a perception that there are greater dangers when, in fact, it is safer now.” Jane was comfortable letting her eleven-year-old daughter walk home alone from a Girl Scout meeting at night, but the meeting host wouldn’t allow it. “But she’s a girl,” friends later said to Jane. “How can she walk alone?” Jane is interested in teaching her daughter how to be smart in the world and not a victim. She says she wants her daughter to learn to put on her “‘Don’t take no shit’ face.”

When Avery started taking the commuter train to San Francisco for a camp the summer before eighth grade, I knew I needed to teach her about that face. And I did. We rode the hour-long route together for three days, and then she rode it on her own. As with Sawyer walking home alone from a friend’s house for the first time, my heart was beating a hasty exit from my chest when I picked her up the first day she’d ridden the train alone. But from the look of confidence on her face, she’d matured a year in a day.

Yes, even those like Jane and me who are looking for opportunities to push our kids toward independence have latent fears. “I admire the Free Range Kids lady (Lenore Skenazy),” Jane told me. “But no one wants to be the parent who was so laid back that they end up on the news that night because something terrible happened.” I agree; it’s hard to navigate this cultural minefield. We’re talking about big fears and the overreaching control that follows, but what we’ve really got to ask ourselves is How much freedom does a developing human need?

MISSING OPPORTUNITIES FOR GROWTH

One telltale indicator of this shift in attitudes about keeping our kids safe and sound is our view of babysitting. When I was a child of about nine or ten (late elementary school/middle school) I began babysitting children in my neighborhood in northern Virginia. Mothers hired me for daytime duty—in some communities it was called being a “mother’s helper”—and I’d look after the child(ren) for a few hours, make a snack, entertain them, put them down for naps, and answer the phone and door. By age twelve, I was babysitting for one family regularly on weekend nights and earning minimum wage. Today, the National SAFE KIDS Campaign recommends that no child under the age of twelve be left at home alone and certainly not with responsibility for caring for younger children.20 Fourteen states now have regulations on the books stating the minimum age allowed for leaving kids home alone, varying between age six (Kansas) and fourteen (Illinois), and the median is age ten.21 While there are no state regulations about the minimum age for babysitting, the rule of thumb in many places is fourteen to sixteen years of age. (And yet, quite incongruously, thirty states allow sixteen-year-olds to marry without a parent’s consent; in the remainder the minimum age is seventeen or eighteen.)

When you add the concerns about letting kids stay home alone to the concerns about letting them be out of the house alone, the amount of freedom enjoyed by American kids today shrinks to a fraction of what it was for their parents, and a fraction of a fraction of what it was for their grandparents. We seem interested in preparing our kids to live within a one-mile radius from us for the rest of their lives and uninterested in the life skills that only develop from increasing independence.

Even the Girl Scouts of America—those green-vested merchants of mints—has let safety concerns erode the opportunity to build independence. Their official handbook now states that some degree of adult involvement in cookie sales is required for girls as old as eighteen.22 While I’ve never seen a girl that old supervised while selling cookies, I’ve seen plenty of middle school–aged girls sit passively, smiling, while the parents handle inventory and payment. Don’t worry—the girls still earn a badge! But, I wonder, for what?

PROTECTING THEIR FEELINGS

And speaking of badges: Millennials have been called the “Everyone Gets a Trophy” generation for good reason. In what seems a misguided attempt to protect kids from hurt feelings, parents have made sure kids are rewarded for every little effort. Since the 1980s, American children have been recognized with badges, certificates, ribbons, and trophies for participation—as if just showing up is an achievement in and of itself and needs to be marked in parchment, plastic, or tin.

We heap praise on children for anything and everything. From toddlers hearing an exuberant “Perfect!” for a stick figure drawing, to children hearing a loud “Good job, buddy!” at the baseball diamond just for swings and misses, we applaud kids no matter how unimpressive the effort (“Good job, you put your shoes on”) or how backhanded the compliment (“Good job, you didn’t hit Billy”).23 Should kids get some kind of award or reward no matter now plain their achievement? Is this merely a way of showing unconditional love? Some think so.24 Others say this leads to a false sense of what it takes to excel, and a belief in entitlement to recognition and promotion that will dog them in the workplace years later.

Amanda Ripley, author of the 2013 book The Smartest Kids in the World, which looks at how American students compare academically to kids around the world, homes in on the trophy-for-everyone movement, also known as “the self-esteem movement,” as an inhibitor of academic progress and a contributor to America’s poor ranking on international standardized tests.25 In the 1980s, “American parents and teachers had been bombarded by claims that children’s self-esteem need to be protected from competition (and reality) in order for them to succeed.” The result, as psychologist Hara Estroff Marano, describes it in her cri de coeur against what she calls “invasive parenting,” is a “nation of wimps.”26

OVERUSING THE “BULLY” LABEL

Sometimes kids are bullies. When my godson was an eighth grader, a bunch of high school kids bullied him on Facebook for being gay. It was brutal. When bullying happens, kids need parents and other advocates to help them disentangle themselves from it and recover.

But as Susan Porter wrote in Bully Nation,27 in a lot of situations we parents label something a bullying incident when it’s a normal passage through child development and socialization (though unfortunate, and very hard to watch). In a culture where any child who makes someone else’s child feel unhappy can be labeled a bully, the accusations parents levy against other people’s children occupy a large place in the mind and heart of any school leader today. Porter encourages parents and educators to avoid the bully label and instead help children develop the resilience needed to handle the harsh social challenges of life.

Olaf “Ole” Jorgenson is head of school at Almaden Country School, a private preschool through eighth grade school located just down the road from me in San Jose, California. Ole has been a teacher and administrator in both public and private school settings for more than twenty-five years, in Seattle, California, Hawaii, and Mesa Unified, the largest school district in Arizona, as well as schools in Asia, Europe, and Latin America.

“Bullying is a problem in schools everywhere,” Ole tells me.28 “It has always been a problem and probably always will be. But true bullying—intentionally disempowering or isolating individuals and systematically demeaning and hurting them over a period of time—has not increased. It is no more common now than it was when I began my career twenty-five years ago.” He continues, “The accusations parents make today about children as ‘bullies’ are often inhumane and sometimes just incomprehensible. Intelligent people who raise and love their own children vilify or even criminalize the behavior of other children, down to the elementary and even preschool grades. It’s alarming and deeply saddening.” Ole has a kind voice, and I can hear his concern over the phone. “People who work with kids know that relational aggression is developmentally appropriate. Yes, it’s hurtful and mean-spirited and our parental instinct is to protect our children from harm. But kids need to learn how to get over being maligned. When you label another child a bully, particularly a little child, you’re imposing intentions that child simply isn’t developmentally capable of.”

Ole says it’s important to get a handle on this epidemic of the perception of bullying not just for the sake of the accused but for the child who has been hurt. “When you intervene on behalf of your child, your child becomes the victim. You’re expressing the message ‘You’re incapable, you’re not sturdy enough to resolve this yourself, you need me to come in and take care of this for you.’” You are, in essence, disempowering your child.

Ole gives me a few examples. “I was on playground duty, standing over by the foursquare courts. A second-grade boy came sprinting over to me holding his ball, and burst into tears. A girl followed closely behind him, looking mortified. I got down on my knee, stroked his shoulder, and asked the boy what was going on. ‘She bullied me! She bullied me!’ the boy cried. ‘She said the ball was out but it was in. I saw it! It was in!’” The sadness in Ole’s voice is palpable as he relays this story. “Where did a seven-year-old kid get this language?” he asks aloud. Ole used the foursquare situation to teach the kids the concept of a “do over.” But, clearly, bully/victim labeling has permeated even our children’s consciousness.

And parental misunderstanding of this terminology has become both comedic and sad, as another of Ole’s anecdotes shows: “On the third day of school a couple of years ago, parents in a family new to our school demanded to meet with me because they were concerned about ‘serious bullying’ in our preschool. I was alarmed and immediately invited them in to talk. Bullying in preschool? I had my notebook out and was leaning forward in my chair, listening. Turns out their child had been bonked in the head with a plastic shovel in the sand play area. Was I aware of this? they wanted to know. The answer was no. Later I would learn that the teacher had observed the incident, came over immediately, and had separate conversations with both children involved. She then brought the two children together so the aggressor could apologize, and sent them off running, observing them playing together happily for the rest of recess. In other words, it was resolved appropriately. But these parents sitting in my office wanted action taken. They wanted the other child (whom they continually called ‘the bully’) moved to a different class, with disciplinary consequences. They even suggested that maybe the ‘bad’ kid should be suspended or expelled. The children were preschoolers learning to work stuff out in the sandbox, with an adult’s guidance. What do I say to these people?” Ole asked rhetorically. “Where do I even start?” He did find the words for these particular parents. But the problem persists in schools everywhere.

PLAYING IT SAFE—ON THE PLAYGROUND

Playgrounds seem to threaten the perfect storm—accidents, abductions, mean kids—so if you visit one today you’re likely to find plenty of parents there to prevent all of these harms. We Americans are also prone to narrating and praising play, as Pamela Druckerman wrote about in Bringing Up Bébé in which she compared American parenting to French. In France, autonomous and independent play is highly valued, so the adults are much more likely to sit passively or chat among themselves on the sidelines.29 In the United States the constant stimulation of our narration and praise can be exhausting for both parents and kids, and can make play less fun, according to Druckerman.

When writer Suzanne Lucas moved from Philadelphia to Switzerland with her two young kids, the difference in playground behavior was eye-popping. The first time she took her five-year-old to a Swiss playground, Lucas was overwhelmed by the equipment, which included zip-lines for sailing from tree to tree, and boards, nails, and hammers for building tree houses. Lucas stayed right beneath her daughter the whole time, “totally stressed out” to see her playing with all of this terribly dangerous stuff. Then she looked around and saw that she was the only parent at the playground. “It wasn’t that the other parents were sitting on a bench reading a book,” Lucas told me. “I was the ONLY parent at the playground.”30

American parents and caregivers are actively involved in play—up at the swings, under the monkey bars, or next to the slide, as my husband and I were with Sawyer, with hands at the ready to catch a fall or prevent a scrape. Psychologist Wendy Mogel writes of the important life lessons that come from trial and error, in The Blessing of a Skinned Knee,31 but twenty-first-century American parents seem to have equated “good” or “successful” parenting with ensuring our kids never experience even minor, short-term pain.

Parents aside, the playground structures themselves in the United States have become so safe and devoid of even the remotest possibility for imaginative play that many kids find them downright boring. Asphalt and gravel have given way to rubber and synthetic flooring designed to cushion falls; wooden structures have given way to colorful plastic; almost everywhere, anything that could trap a head or pinch a finger has been replaced. Hanna Rosin’s 2014 Atlantic article “The Overprotected Kid” made this point by giving us a glimpse of a contrast, a modern-day playground in North Wales, United Kingdom, that looks more like a city dump than a place for kids, though kids have a tremendous amount of fun there.32 Rosin’s article spread like wildfire through social media, as readers faced a close-up view of how playgrounds—and by extension fun, and perhaps childhood itself—have changed. “New playgrounds are safe, and that’s why nobody uses them,” wails the headline of another recent article.33 Play today is likely to be in the great indoors instead, around a digital device of some kind.34 Meanwhile in 2012, an article in the highly respected journal Pediatrics reported that childhood obesity is quickly eclipsing childhood injury as a leading cause of morbidity, a change the Pediatrics article attributed in part to safety concerns overriding meaningful playground play.35

STUDYING ABROAD—WITH PARENTS

Tim Barton is the director of student services for the College of Global Studies at Arcadia University located in Glenside, Pennsylvania, on the outskirts of Philadelphia. Arcadia sends three thousand American students abroad each year—some of these students attend Arcadia full-time, but the vast majority come from an assortment of over three hundred American colleges and universities. I spoke to Tim one day near the end of the spring semester in 2014.36

The majority of students who go abroad with Arcadia have a positive experience. Still, there are plenty of parents who have expectations and anxieties as their kid ventures out into the world, and it’s Tim who gets an earful when they’re unhappy or worried. I ask Tim what’s typical.

He tells a story of a female student who was headed for study abroad in London. On the morning of the student’s scheduled arrival Tim got a call at 5:00 a.m. his time, 10:00 a.m. London time, from the student’s father, who hadn’t yet heard from his daughter. “You need to tell me if my daughter is okay!” the father yelled. “I need to know!” Tim immediately got online and tracked the young woman’s flight. “Sir,” Tim said, “she’s probably not gotten through immigration or customs yet. My staff is there but they are collecting one hundred students. It’s not possible for them to identify your daughter individually just yet.” The father was irate. “This is unacceptable,” he told Tim, yelling. “You’re running a flimflam organization.” Then the father hung up on Tim.

Tim—not yet out of bed—contacted his London staff to let them know of the father’s concern and to ask them to call back when they’d made contact with the daughter. Some time between when Tim was getting dressed and having breakfast, the father called him back, this time with a tone of sheepish relief. “She’s there. She’s okay,” said the father with an audible exhale. “She updated her Facebook status, and I saw it.”

The father shared a laugh with Tim about now knowing how he rated vis-à-vis his daughter’s friends, and soon the call was over. But inside Tim was thinking, “Do you realize an hour ago you were threatening me? Do you realize you said very inappropriate and rude things to me?” The father had offered no apology, but Tim gets it. “Parents just want to do what is best for their son or daughter,” he says. “They’re not mean people, not jerks. They’re afraid. My job is to help them understand what’s going on.”

If you think about it, we worry when we don’t hear from our kids only because it is now possible to be in constant touch. Merely ten to fifteen years ago it was impossible to check up on kids like this. Before cell phones, when kids went to the beach, it was impossible for them to call home; before cell phones, kids called their parents once a week at most from college (from the payphone in the dorm hallway, and only when long-distance rates were cheapest); before cell phones, kids went off to study abroad and sent letters and made the occasional phone call home. Just because we can be in constant contact, does it mean we should? Is it good?

Remember the boundless freedom of a college road trip to an away football game, a beach for spring break, or to see an indie band playing in the middle of nowhere? It was characterized by too many friends in too small a vehicle, doing rock-paper-scissors to see who would drive, with plenty of music, and whatever food and drink we could scrounge. The summer after my sophomore year of college, I drove from Washington, D.C., to Wisconsin and back—via Tennessee—in one weekend, just to attend an annual backyard party called Hammerfest run by a gorgeous boy. (That may be the very definition of “lovestruck.”)

These adventures still happen today, but for many college students their parent comes along for the ride via cell phone. Can a kid still call it an adventure if their cell phone logs a parent’s unanswered texts and calls, and if the kid knows they’d better check in with us lest we be terrified? Thank God for Facebook—even if they’re ignoring our mounting pleas for attention, we can at least see a status update and know they’re safe and sound.

Yes, we wince even when imagining harm coming to our kids, and it’s our job as parents to keep our children safe. But we should open our eyes to the many ways in which hypervigilance keeps them penned in from the more liberated life they deserve to live and that in turn would prepare them for adulthood.
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PROVIDING OPPORTUNITY


THE CHECKLISTED CHILDHOOD


When I think back on all that my partner Dan and I have tried to do for our kids, I see that our first effort to provide the best opportunities began with the desire for a particular nursery school.


As undergraduates at Stanford in the 1980s we learned of Bing Nursery School—a storied institution on the edge of the Stanford campus, which serves as laboratory for the psychology faculty (who conducted the famous “marshmallow test”) and as the first educational stepping-stone for 450 lucky two- to five-year-old children each year. By my late twenties Dan and I had been married a few years and were ready to start a family. So, after finishing up my work at Stanford one day, I stopped by Bing to pick up an application. However, conceiving a child proved to be harder than our health teachers had threatened in high school, and our dreams gave way to months of reproductive disappointment and doubt. In June of 1999, after a small amount of medical help, as is common for so many of us these days (which may actually contribute to the vigilance many of us bring to parenting), our son, Sawyer, was born. Two days after bringing him home from the hospital, I found the Bing application, filled it out, and told Dan we needed to go turn it in. Immediately. It must have taken us ten minutes to get Sawyer properly strapped into the infant carrier, and another ten minutes to get the carrier properly strapped into the car. We tried to time our trip so Sawyer wouldn’t need to nurse somewhere along the way. I was moving rather gingerly, having had a C-section. But we wanted our child to have a shot at Bing, and we feared we might be hurting our—his—chances if we delayed submitting the application by even a few weeks. Maybe we’d seem uncommitted. We felt we couldn’t take that chance. Off we went, forgetting the diaper bag.…


Two years later, Sawyer was admitted to Bing’s “Two’s Room”—the precious experience for two-year-olds that precedes the regular nursery school experience for three- to five-year-olds. He spent a few hours three mornings a week in a play-based environment that felt charming, precious, and idyllic. Truth be told, I think Dan and I felt rather charming, precious, and ideal, too, just getting to be members of the storied Bing community. We beamed from behind the one-way glass along with the other chosen parents as we watched our progeny stack blocks, work puzzles, play dress-up, and paint. It was a magical place and a glorious start for any child.


By Sawyer’s third birthday I was beginning my role as Stanford’s freshman dean and Sawyer had moved up to one of three larger nursery school classrooms. By his fourth birthday, his sister, Avery, was beginning her own experience in the Two’s Room. Avery went on to follow Sawyer through Bing, and off into the Palo Alto Unified School District—ostensibly the best public schools in the area and among the best in California and the nation. We felt we were successfully doing what we could to provide a strong educational foundation for our kids.


Now, however, I see the situation slightly differently: Bing is a truly terrific nursery school and it turned out to be a great fit for our two kids. But maybe another nursery school would have worked just as well and maybe it wasn’t necessary to risk my post-op stitches and the stability of our newborn’s early days to get that application in the very week he was born.


*   *   *


Dan and I may have been among the more comically ambitious new parents but we were not alone in our urgent hope to provide good prospects for our children. Even when a kid is barely a twinkle in her parents’ eyes, parents these days believe (with good reason) that a college degree will be essential if that child hopes to succeed in today’s economic marketplace. And from very early on—again, out of love as well as fear—parents arrange for each child to have as many enriching experiences as possible, so that the kid will be able to compete in middle school and high school and then get into a “good” college (much more on this later). This checklist of enrichment activities—including school activities but also outside of school—kicks in early.


By the time our kids get to elementary school, the in-school checklisted childhood begins to kick into full gear. We know their schedules and their teachers’ names. We e-mail teachers and keep track of assignments. We watch them do homework and check it for errors. Once upon a time, parents saw their child’s grades on a quarter or semester basis; today, parents access online portals where grades are uploaded weekly if not daily. An Atlanta mom told me she learned her son had failed a test before he’d even gotten home from school that day—and before he himself knew.


Once our kids are old enough to have curricular options, we tell them what to study. We arrange tutoring to rectify less than great grades and seek out additional academic enrichment. We determine which extracurricular activities done now will be valuable in maximizing our child’s chances at Ivy League academies later on, and schedule those. We decide what sport they’ll specialize in and get them the kind of practice and coaching that gives them a chance at an elite team. We explore which summer camps best augment their school experiences. We research which public service opportunity to embrace. We drive them to every one of these activities. Boredom never happens. It isn’t on the schedule. And we should know, because we’re on top of it all. Being on top of it all has become what we do.


THE SPORTS AUTHORITY


Nowhere is this more true than in organized sports, where we worry that if we’re not vigilant our kid will miss out on playing time, a starting spot, the better coaches, the elite squad, and a chance at a college scholarship. In many communities we’ll even “redshirt” our kindergartener—a term taken from NCAA rules that limit a college athlete to four years of eligibility but that allow a student to play in the fifth year (when they are likely to be stronger and larger) if they sit out their entire freshman year.


In the kindergarten context, “redshirting” refers to the practice of keeping otherwise academically and developmentally ready child back one additional year to give them an advantage in sports. It means that kids who turned five in spring or summer might be held back so as to start kindergarten at well over six years of age. Although parents who want to redshirt their kid and administrators who allow it may not have thought through the implications of bringing puberty into elementary school, there’s no question that being more physically developed than your peers portends greater success on the playing field. Malcolm Gladwell illustrates this point in his book Outliers: The Story of Success with the example of professional hockey, which is disproportionately played by men born in January through March of any given year; basically they were bigger when the time came to enroll in pee-wee hockey, and being bigger as a four- or five-year-old meant being better, and over the years all of the subsequent incremental goodies associated with being better came their way.1


Whereas kids used to play a mix of sports, many of us now want our kids to specialize in a sport at an early age. The upside of early specialization is the chance to excel to a degree that will attract the attention of a college recruiter—which might yield an advantage in college admission and a scholarship. The downside is that kids’ bodies can end up overdeveloped in some areas and underdeveloped in others, leading to injury.


Seeing this downside, in 2000 the American Academy of Pediatrics issued a policy statement discouraging the practice of kids specializing in a single sport prior to adolescence. More recently, an ongoing clinical study by Loyola University Health System has been looking at over twelve hundred children playing a variety of sports who came into the clinic either for physicals or for treatment of injury. In 2011 the researchers found that athletes who were injured “had a significantly higher average score on a sports specialization scale than athletes who weren’t injured.”2 Long hours spent pursuing one sport year-round means that sports injuries previously only seen in professional athletes are now on the rise in childhood.3


My daughter, Avery, now thirteen, has danced for the past ten years, and I’ve seen the leg and foot injuries that arise among the most intense dancers and heard of similar types of injuries as well as back problems with gymnasts. The number of kids requiring surgery for severe injury from pitching (said to be the most dynamic motion in sports) has skyrocketed, by some estimates occurring sixteen times more often today than thirty years ago.4 And the number of young children visiting the ER for concussions—whether from football, hockey, soccer, baseball, basketball, gymnastics, or cheerleading—has doubled in the past decade.5 Maybe a bad back, ankle, knee, or pitching arm won’t set you back too much in life, but a concussion can lead to permanent brain injury and even death.6


We’re not just ensuring our kids play and perhaps specialize in sports; we’re also amping up what it means to be a spectator. A generation ago parents would only attend the really big games—if that. Now we’re at every game regardless of its importance, and often on the sidelines at every practice, rain or shine. As vice president of the United States, Al Gore was the nation’s quintessential example of the good father (or mother) by making a point of never missing his son’s games.7 For we regular folk, leaving the office early or arranging to be back from a business trip just in time to get to our kid’s game has become proxy for having our priorities intact. It’s the new face of the 1980s “quality time” mantra.


Not only do we show up for games no matter what, we’re very visible and vocal, perhaps to impress upon our kids that we care, or because everyone else is doing it and we don’t want to appear uncommitted, or perhaps to try to exert some control over outcomes. We cheer like hell, and we’ll also step in to question the coach, umpire, or referee. Kids’ sports are one arena in which parents often fail so badly as role models that our behavior requires apology.8 Dr. Tim Walden (not his real name), superintendent of a small, suburban school district in Massachusetts, is a seasoned high school administrator and occasional coach for his daughters’ softball teams. In both roles he deals with parents who seem to believe that they have a final say in what their kid is going to be doing in school or on the field. Tim says with a deep sigh that on the part of many parents, there’s now “an erosion of trust, or a lack of understanding of the construct of an authority figure.” Due to the sensitivity of the topics he will discuss in this book, he asked to be anonymous.


This lack of respect for school administrators and coaches stands in stark contrast to parental attitudes a generation ago. Billy Fitzgerald coached baseball and basketball at Isidore Newman School in New Orleans from 1975 to 2014. His tactics won championships in both sports as well as the reverence of his players—NFL quarterback Peyton Manning being one of them. When former players came together in 2003 to renovate the Newman gym and name it after Coach Fitz, “the money poured in” not only from the former players but from their parents, who reminisced that “Fitz did all the hard work.”9


But in that same year of the planned renovation and dedication, Coach Fitz’s current crop of baseball parents felt anything but reverence toward him. The team had won the state championship in their division but went on to accomplish few goals over the summer, and after the final summer game Coach Fitz had delivered a sobering speech to his team, naming the flaws he saw in each kid. The kids went home and told their parents about it, and many of the players’ fathers complained to the school headmaster about Coach Fitz. Soon, efforts to get rid of Coach Fitz were under way. The irony about kids’ sports today is that we want our kids to have opportunities for challenge, rigor, and growth without their feelings getting hurt.


“The past was no longer on speaking terms with the present,” wrote one of Coach Fitz’s former players, Michael Lewis, a writer for the New York Times.10 Coach Fitz was summoned to the headmaster’s office and told to modify his behavior. He did so, and remained at the school for ten years after the summer of his sobering speech. He retired in 2014 from the school whose gym does indeed bear his name.


OUR CHECKLIST, THEIR LIFE


From early extracurricular activities to homework to sports, we tirelessly examine and revise our kids’ checklist of experiences, certain that if we—they—just do one more thing, it might be enough to win them the big prize: admission to a highly selective college. High school guidance counselors—usually called college counselors at private and independent schools—know better than anyone that parents have become a highly involved force in the college admission process. A counselor’s job is to know a kid’s accomplishments and interests, size up their potential, and help a kid come up with a list of colleges to which to apply, including “safeties” on the one hand and “stretches” or “reaches” on the other. With parents’ opinions and expectations very much in play, counselors have to perform a delicate balancing act between advising and supporting a student and responding to the concerns and opinions of the parents. When tension arises in the form of a kid and parent disagreeing about which schools should be on the list, counselors sometimes act as a buffer, if not a shield, between kids and parents. The guidance profession tends to attract people who are good at this kind of thing.


Amy Young is one of these diplomatically adept folk. She is director of college counseling at Avenues: The World School, a brand-new private school in the heart of New York City with administrators and teachers culled from elite New England and New York prep schools. Avenues was so new when I met with Amy in the spring of 2014 that she hadn’t yet had a class of seniors. But Amy has been in the business for a while—most recently at Riverdale Country School, an elite private school in New York City—and she knows that when the time comes, the set of schools to which her students are admitted will have an enormous impact on public perception of Avenues. She is, of course, concerned about the school’s reputation, but she’s even more concerned about protecting her students from the fallout that can come when parents are displeased with admission options and results.11


It’s particularly hard for Amy when she’s looking at the list of safeties and stretches with a student and his or her parents, and the student says, “I’m perfectly fine with these college options; I just want to go where I’ll be happy,” but the parents disagree with the schools on the list. That’s where Amy’s job is to stand with and for the kid. “I’m trying to preserve their college application process as a growth experience. Trying to preserve their ability to make their own choices and feel good about them. Trying to help them cope with the fear that they’re disappointing the people around them.” At Stanford, I saw the other end of this process, when parents are still trying to control decision making at the college level. When parents trample on their child’s desires, the kid might accede, wither, or grow defiant.


Three thousand miles west of Amy at Avenues is Tom Jacoubowsky, assistant principal for guidance at Henry M. Gunn High School, one of two public high schools in Palo Alto and the school my kid, Sawyer, attends, and Avery will attend. Gunn is a public school with approximately nineteen hundred students. The guidance caseload at Gunn is 270 to 1—a much more favorable ratio than the California average of over 400 to 1, but above the 150-to-1 ratio at many elite public schools around the country, and well above the ratio of most private schools such as Avenues. Yet while Tom and his team have five to ten times the caseload of someone like Amy at Avenues, they also have all the pressures of guiding the sons and daughters of Silicon Valley glitterati and Stanford faculty. I met with Tom to talk about this book in November 2013, shortly after Sawyer had started his freshman year at Gunn.12


Tom says what goes into a college application—what literally gets written in there—has changed dramatically since he was a teenager growing up near Palo Alto. For example, part-time work used to be a big part of a Palo Alto teenager’s life. Nowadays, not so much. Tom says, “Kids don’t work anymore and if they do work they don’t arrange the work they do—their parents arrange things like internships for them. And they do it just to get into college.” Like all good college or guidance counselors, Tom encourages his students to write about who they are and what matters to them. It can be hard for a kid to write anything meaningful about an activity if the primary “why” behind it is that their parents manufactured it or urged it on them in order to increase their chances for college admission. “The college admission deans say they don’t want this done-just-for-college stuff, but those kids continue to get admitted, so…” Tom looks up at me with a shrug, then a smile.


In May 2014, I spoke with yet another of these gifted guidance counselors, Catharine Jacobsen, senior college counselor at Lakeside School in Seattle, a highly selective private school for grades 5–12 famous for being Bill Gates’s alma mater as well as the school to which many Microsoft execs send their kids.13 Despite the stress innate in her work, Catharine comes across as cheerful, confident, and reassuring. She is also a mother of two, so she very much gets the parents’ perspective.


Catharine has been at Lakeside since 1992. “I have this intrinsic belief that kids are very capable, and know what they want and how to ask for it as long as there are reasonably friendly and responsive parents available, who are not insisting on their own agenda,” she said. Then she told me about a recent conversation she’d had with parents of one of her high school students. The parents were trying to come up with suitable summer activities and classes for their son and Catharine sensed they were looking for opportunities with “ingredients” or “labels” that would impress a college admissions officer. “They were assessing their son as they would assess a potential employee at Microsoft,” she said. During this and other conversations with parents, Catharine tries to educate parents and kids about the holistic nature of the college admission process—meaning that admissions officers try to assess the whole person based on a review of all information presented. She also tries to convey what can seem missing in a college applicant who has excelled with “ingredients” procured by someone else and bears “labels” of someone else’s making.


Friends often ask me for advice on getting their kid into an elite college. If they’re married or in a committed partnership I joke, stay together. It relieves some of the tension inherent in the conversation but it’s also based on fact; reviewing the forms of my incoming freshmen at Stanford in any given year, 70 to 80 percent of them seemed to come from two-parent homes. My quip about staying together is also a way for me to signal that the loving relationships we model for our kids play a huge role in our kids’ upbringing, sense of self, and ultimate success.


Of course, this is not what people are asking me. They’re asking about a particular project, trip, experience, or internship they’re evaluating for their kid. And in my community, which is full of well-educated, high-achieving, highly connected people, parents have access to—or can manufacture—some pretty amazing things. I tell them what matters most is that the activity be in furtherance of their kids’ actual—buzzword “authentic”—interests, that it be a deepening of something the kid is already curious about, or is something new but related to interests the kid already has.


I tell everyone who asks that admissions deans may seem to be interested in what you’ve racked up by way of accomplishments, but what they really want to dig into and find is a sense of who you are. What matters to you? What are you curious about? What makes you tick? What do you like to think about? Once the admissions team knows from grades and scores that you’ve got the intellectual ability to do the work on their campus, they will want a sense of the traits and characteristics you’ll bring to the classroom and college community. So I tell my friends that there’s a bit of danger in having your kids do this and that just for college admission; your kid will have a hard time writing meaningfully about the experience, and if it was a super-fancy thing it can look less like evidence of who they are and more like evidence of who you are, that is, your affluence and influence. These are hard conversations to have, particularly with people accustomed to using their money, influence, and power to achieve outcomes for themselves and their kids. I tell this to my friends even though, as Tom Jacoubowsky noted, the kids with the A+ checklists of activities on their college applications are often accepted by their top-choice schools because I believe it’s best for kids.
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