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  Advance Praise for Lifestyles for Learning

  “Any parent or student who is thinking of entering college must read Lifestyles in Learning first before setting foot on any college campus. All too often colleges have become a vacation destination for students: who is in Division 1 for sports, who has the best gourmet food or the latest technology. Susan has melded her deep and profound background in nutrition and health, her keen humor, and her experience and knowledge of teaching college students who learn differently, to create a masterpiece of information that puts all the pieces together to teach us what it takes to learn, from the latest in our understanding of brain functioning to what we choose to think about. The successful college student will want to put this on their reading list. I know it's going to become a text for my students.”

  —Kathy D’Alessio

  M.Ed., Academic Advisor, Landmark College

  “Going to college is a lot easier than being in college. Susie Crowther has written a delightful book that unravels the college experience. It is smart, witty, and thoughtful. As tasty as junk food but healthy as bean sprouts.”

  —James W. Pennebaker

  Professor of Psychology at the University of Texas at Austin; Author, The Secret Life of Pronouns

  “In Lifestyles for Learning, Susan Crowther elucidates the science and art of lifestyle choices for young adults entering the cultural minefield of today’s college campus. With humor and refreshing honesty, Ms. Crowther shares her personal tribulations and decades of teaching experience as she takes us through key influences on learning and success: nutrition, exercise, sleep, and stress. For anyone facing learning challenges, her message resonates with the best that positive psychology has to offer: that each of us has control over the choices we make, the kind of life we aspire to lead, and the degree of success we earn.”

  —Jim Baucom

  Professor of Education, Landmark College

  “Crowther breaks down the process of learning into an accessible and digestible process, and provides an excellent overview of the circumstances necessary for optimal learning to occur. Lifestyles for Learning validates what higher education professionals have long suspected, that academic success requires far more than cognitive intelligence. Crowther brings to the forefront what most educators already know intuitively, that students need to be in balance (physical, emotional, spiritual, and psychological) to truly thrive in college. Higher education professionals finally have a resource that honors this intuition with science. The author’s ultimate goal is simple: help students become better learners, regardless of starting point or life circumstances. Lifestyles for Learning should be required reading for anyone wanting to better support students as they navigate the collegiate journey.”

  —Nova Schauss

  Academic Advisor & Student Success Specialist

  “I love love love the book and want to read it cover to cover and then backwards like the demonic messages on the Beatles white album. Perfect tome for the non-traditional student. It will be Invaluable. Make sure it is required reading for all of your courses.”

  —Joan McArthur

  Author’s college BFF

  “Lifestyles for Learning is a must read for all college freshmen and their parents. This savvy book identifies the multiple areas of stress that every new college student will encounter, and the often most overlooked remedy—creativity. Ms. Crowther explains how today’s students are pressured to make career decisions based on old beliefs about financial success and future employment trends, when current research in psycho-neuroscience indicates that happiness and career satisfaction is more easily achieved when such decisions are made from the passions of the heart. Based on case studies and personal experience, she provides concrete examples that demonstrate how the pathway to the heart cannot be accessed through the mind alone. Through illustrations and exercises, she shows how the arts, particularly a regular practice of visual journaling—journaling with words and images—can be the most direct pathway to the vast well of personal wisdom each of us possess. When students learn early on how to tap into this place of inner knowing that only the heart and soul can reveal, they will begin to re-define their life purpose based on what matters most to them.”

  —Barbara Ganim

  Author of Art and Healing: Using Expressive Art to Heal Your Body, Mind and Spirit; and co-author of Visual Journaling: Going Deeper than Words
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  Dedication

  For Lucas

  Be the chessboard, son.
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  Foreword

  From the earliest years of childhood, we prepare students for the academics of college. Yet, students head for campus unaware of potential threats to their well-being. With more demands on their time, sleep becomes an inconvenience, leading to reliance on caffeine and sugar to push through fatigue. Drinking and drugs are interwoven into college social life, making it difficult for a student to know if they (or their friends) are being social or becoming dependent. Many students silently struggle with depression, unaware of how to ask for help. In a relatively short time, a student's life can become unstable. Brain science informs us that young adult brains are vulnerable - actively rewiring, unplugging old connections and rebuilding new ones. The abrupt changes in lifestyle are stressful and divert brain activity to survival rather than learning.

  It's no wonder that many look back on their college years and ask, what could I have done differently?

  As I think back to my own college experience, I recall years of stress, sleep deprivation, and and burnout. Now, as an integrative physician with a focus on nutrition and brain health, I see young people experiencing the same pressures. What has changed? We desperately need a new way to help students navigate college years.

  Susie’s book, Lifestyles for Learning, offers a completely revolutionary approach, guiding students to the understanding that their whole being—soul, body, and mind—will be affected by the college experience. After all, students are more than their brains. She guides students to defend their opportunity to learn by choosing to nourish their health. Crowther reframes brain science, creating a narrative that helps students see that the emergence of self-responsibility is parallel to the brain’s natural process of reorganizing itself. As self-motivated young adults, they can anticipate and better understand the challenges of college life and thrive as they engage fully in all that college has to offer.

  Susie is experienced in helping students shift into self-reliance. She worked for 15 years as a college professor, advisor, and tutor, creating a course on college health for learning-disabled students. Susie uses analogies and stories that make the science of wellness accessible and easy to remember. For example, “Sleep Your Way to an A” helps students understand why the brain needs sleep to form memories. An experienced chef, Susie created the concept of FARE WELL foods (Fresh, Ripe, Whole, and Local) to help students understand how to nourish their brains and fuel learning.

  As you read Lifestyles for Learning, you’ll feel like you are sitting with a friend who is a great storyteller: knowledgeable and down to earth with a great sense of humor. Susie’s book is a welcome guide you’ll want to refer to again and again. If you are a student, it will shorten your learning curve and help you feel healthier, enjoy learning, and make the most of your college years. If you are a parent or counselor, it will provide insight and support for your student’s health and well-being.

  College really is an incredible opportunity. I am thrilled about Susie’s new book because I truly believe it will help students achieve all they desire from their college experience. Enjoy it in good health!

  Philippa Norman, MD MPH

  Integrative Physician

  Chicago, IL
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  Welcome

  Imagine you are living your life, and it is a good life. You have a lovely clean home. You have a personal chef, live-in maid, gardener, and chauffer. You have pets: a dog and cat, maybe a fish or lizard, too. Meals are prepared, three square meals a day, plus pancakes and bacon on Sundays. The cupboards and refrigerator are well-stocked with your favorite foods and healthy snacks. Your home contains comfortable couches, pretty painted walls, decorated rooms, houseplants, and full-spectrum lighting. There is a roomy shower and Jacuzzi bathtub that you use whenever you want.

  You have close friends whom you have known for years. You have unlimited time with them and spend your days swimming, riding bikes, going to all your favorite places, and just hanging out. Your community of coaches, teachers, and family members gives you a strong sense of belonging. You are happy, secure, and loved.

  One day, rather abruptly, it all stops. You must leave. You are given a short amount of time and space to pack, and you may pack only what is necessary. Someone forces you into a car and takes you to another place, somewhere completely unknown.

  When you arrive, you are put into a cell—a tiny room with bare walls and floors. There is a skimpy foam rectangle for a bed, a single table and chair, a bare floor, and concrete walls. Strangers are in the room. They don’t know where they are, either. There are strangers everywhere. No one knows anything. You don’t know where anything is. You don’t know where to go or what to do and there is no one to tell you.

  Everyone is crazy in this place. They have strange habits, so different from yours. They do things you’ve never done. They are loud and scary, staying up all night, screaming and crying. They are threatening, ignoring your boundaries, stealing and lying all the time. It never stops. You are surrounded by people, and yet, you are completely alone. You feel like a ghost in your own skin.

  People run your life. You are forced to do things that you do not want to do. You don’t know how to do the stuff they expect. No one is helping you. You have to do what they say or you will be in grave trouble. You are judged and punished when you do things the wrong way, even though you don’t know what it is you’re supposed to be doing.

  You are tired all the time. You have intense headaches and stomach aches. The pain is constant and unbearable. You have insomnia and are so exhausted that you explode with anger for no reason. You often don’t feel anything. You cry a lot when no one is around. You suffer hair loss and weight gain. You look in the mirror and don’t recognize who you see. You stop looking.

  You begin drinking and taking drugs. Sometimes this brings sleep. Sometimes, after drinking your sorrows away, you awaken with feelings that you have done something very wrong yet can’t quite remember. You sink even lower into depression and begin to have thoughts of suicide. A time or two, you attempt it, but only half-heartedly. Ironically, you cannot seem to muster the courage to end your life. Exhausted, confused, and alone, you give up. The work you are forced to do becomes unbearable. You hate the work, but have no power to leave. You are a slave, stuck in this prison.

  You are stuck here for years—about four or five, depending on your major.

  * * *

  Welcome to college.
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  Prologue

  When I was twelve years old, my whole family took the Mensa IQ test. I scored the highest—a gorgeous 164, which really pissed off my father and brother. Academically oriented, I loved reading and writing, aced test-taking, and excelled in classroom activities. I ranked 9th in my high school graduating class, with a 91% grade average. So, why did it take me twenty years to complete college? The obvious answers were that I was unprepared, didn’t attend classes, and didn’t do the assignments. But, the reasons for the italics—the real answers—are revealed in this book.

  In essence, it was due to lifestyle factors. I didn’t regulate my sleep. I experienced high levels of stress. I drank alcohol and did drugs. I smoked cigarettes. I gained weight. I didn’t move my body. I didn’t go outside. I cut myself off from friends and family. I basically stopped being me.

  I did do one thing. I wrote. I sat on my dorm room bed and wrote and kept writing. Then, I got a job. Writing and working got me through that time. Without the emotional release of journaling and the sense of purpose with cooking, my identity would’ve shattered completely.

  * * *

  Several years later, my husband and I embarked on a West Coast tour, promoting my first book, The No Recipe Cookbook: A Beginner’s Guide to the Art of Cooking (Skyhorse Publishing, 2013). Along the way, we discovered a small town in California named Weed. Being college educators and parents of two young men in their twenties, we totally had to make the stop.

  There’s not much to Weed. It spits out a few ratty restaurants and kitschy shops. The highlight of the town is a head shop featuring, well, All Things Weed: “I Heart Weed” emblazoned T-shirts, posters, key chains, mugs, book bags, ash trays, bongs, and thongs. We bought our sons Weed T-shirts. For our younger son, still in college, we bought a college-logo-style shirt stating, “Weed University: College of Higher Education.” The shirts came with free gifts: a beer pong ping pong ball and book of matches with “I Love Weed” inscriptions on them.

  I like to joke around with my boys, presenting a bit of the “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em” kind of attitude. However, as I think about these gifts, beyond the haha-jokey-cool aspects, I reflect more somberly about young adults in college and their culture. For years, I have taught students with learning disabilities (LD), in courses exploring educational psychology content: factors affecting learning, intelligence styles, media literacy, psychoactive substances, and stress management. We’ve explored LD diagnosis, LD law, advocacy, strategies, and accommodations. What all these topics have in common is health and wellbeing: how students live, what choices they make, and how these choices affect learning. In short, we explore the culture of college lifestyle.

  In these courses, we read that the drug culture for college students is less prevalent than the mainstream media leads us to believe. Some studies reveal that almost one third of surveyed college students report never drinking alcohol or smoking pot (Botvin, Life Skills). Personally, I’ve never met this third. During my teaching career, I raised two boys into young adults. I know about their lifestyle and observe different data. The students I encounter admit to using both substances, at least several times. At least half admit to smoking cigarettes, and I’ve caught some “non-smokers” in the act. Both of my sons have smoked pot and drunk alcohol. One son smokes cigarettes. These behaviors are what they admit to an authority figure. Recall the Cockroach Theory: for every one you see …

  Optimistic studies reveal how young adults are making smarter choices than we’re led to believe by the omnipresent media influences. I’m not seeing the smarter choices. I don’t see them in my own children, after bombarding them with healthy guidance, but at least they are making the choice to discard health. With most of the college students I see, there isn’t even a general understanding of health and wellness, allowing them to make an intentional choice. One of my advisees thought a diet of Twinkies and Captain Crunch was sufficient. I see students moving from their homes to their dorms without any knowledge of self-care, and quite frankly, it scares the hell out of me.

  Good health is no laughing matter. Gaining our sons’ approval with Weed T-shirts is not the answer to the cold reality that drugs and alcohol are the tips of the iceberg—the iceberg of lifestyle factors affecting young adults’ health.

  * * *

  It has taken thirty years to understand what happened to that intelligent eighteen year-old girl who failed so miserably. Working with college students was the catalyst, showing how significantly lifestyle factors impeded their academic performance and validating my own experience. Next, an article in Psychology Today, “Perils of Higher Education: Is College Bad for the Brain?” (Kotler, 2005) awakened an epiphany. The cover photo shows a graduate in his gown chugging a beer stein so large it completely conceals his face. There was something captivating about that image and the article’s title; I couldn’t take my eyes off them. That article prompted the creation of a wellness course. I understood how lifestyle factors affected academic health, but it took that trip out west to crystalize what had been brewing all along. The Weed T-shirt became the inspiration for this book you are now reading. I owe a debt of gratitude to my students for opening my eyes and heart. I am also in awe of life’s sweet serendipity, which introduced me to the article and T-shirt.

  Lifestyles for Learning discusses health simply. My struggle in higher education motivated the writing voice to remain accessible. A dear colleague says to her students, “If you’re bored writing it, I’m bored reading it.” We feel that way about research papers, yet seldom reveal the sentiment. Research papers are the emperor’s new clothes. Who are they trying to reach? Certainly not the people who need the message.

  My goal was to write a book that people could get. I hold no PhD, am not a full professor nor authority in the field of learning disabilities. What I am is a college graduate, health educator, college instructor, and mother of two college-attending sons. I gained wisdom from my own failures. Through hardships and successes, my sons and all those dear students taught me why this college thing is so hard. We are all part of the scar clan, and we welcome you, with your own scars.

  This book is intended for young adults considering, entering, and attending college. It hopes to inspire young adults; educators, therapists, and practitioners trying to understand these students; and the family and friends who love them. Ultimately, this book shares how particular lifestyle factors affect performance, in general: school, career, relationships, or wherever you may find yourself in this great big minefield of Higher Living.


  Lifestyles

  for Learning
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  THE CULTURE OF COLLEGE

  
    “I imagine that one of the biggest troubles with colleges is there are too many distractions, too much panty-raiding, fraternities, and boola-boola and all of that.”

    —Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X

    “College has become too abstract. People need to be learning how to do things, rather than be forced to contemplate abstract concepts, graduating devoid of any practical skills. Too many kids aren’t learning how to work.”

    —Temple Grandin, on college

    “College has given me the confidence I need to fail.”

    —Jarod Kintz, This Book Has No Title

  

  Welcome to college: the best and worst thing you will ever do in your life. Forget the ads and promises; you have no idea what you’re getting into. College hurls students into never-before imagined freedom, independence, and choice. Freedom comes at a cost, tantalizing students with unprecedented opportunities to manipulate and compromise every area of their young adult lives.

  A college student is the Phoenix Rising. The child in you collides with the adult you will become. Everything shatters: identity, personality, philosophy, monogamy … you name it, it changes. Every aspect of development is knocked off balance: physical, physiological, emotional, social, residential, financial, psychological, and spiritual. There are surely a few more “-als”: cultural, financial, geographical, vocational, sexual … in short, auto-biographical. Name an area of life, and college challenges it. College may well be the singularly most volatile time in a person’s life.

  It’s supposed to be. The goal of college is to create what late educator John Dewey called “disequilibrium”—a knocking off balance, challenging one’s patterns and paradigms, in order to grow. That is a required part of the academic experience. Surely, all education encourages disequilibrium, but college imbalances everything. College reshapes our world, and it is a spectacular transformation; however, without guidance, it may be as terrifying as a bad hallucinogenic trip lasting for years.

  Attending college is bad for your health. All lifestyle factors come under attack: eating habits, daily movement, sleep cycles, social support, creative outlets, and coping strategies. Chemicals in the body change dramatically, with substance experimentation and medication modification. Sexual activity explodes, accompanied by sexually-transmitted diseases, love, and unplanned pregnancies. College is a breeding ground for untamed bacterial and viral havoc. Students herd into health services, documenting illness rates that rival epidemics. College is the opposite of a healthy lifestyle: mentally disorienting, physically disturbing, emotionally draining, and and soul crushing.

  Statistically, young adults face more depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and drug addiction than in any other time in their lives. Schizophrenia, the debilitating disease of delusion, emerges most often in young adult years. Suicide rate is highest in young adults between the ages 16-21. It’s no accident that young adults pay the highest car insurance rates. A college student’s lifestyle is a potential viable threat to their survival and, certainly, to their successful academic performance.

  The career that students have held for thirteen years—attending school—changes drastically. The job description changes and, more importantly, the boss changes. From the nanosecond that parents say goodbye, they are fired. Suddenly the child is in charge, but the promotion comes with two hats: employer and employee.

  The college student is the CEO of her life. Every decision is her own. This may sound empowering, and it is, but it is also devastating. At the same time she becomes her own boss, she loses her office manager and personal assistant—the great and powerful Mommy. Every single task of her daily life, managed until that kiss goodbye, is now up to her. That kiss changes everything.

  * * *

  With the new job title comes a new identity. College students are systematically interrogated and expected to have all the answers:

  “What’s your major?”

  “What’s your GPA?”

  “Are you seeing anyone?”

  “Do you have a part-time job?”

  “Who’s paying for your education?”

  “What are your plans after school?”

  And, the ever-popular: “What are you gonna do with your life?”

  College students don’t know where their campus mailbox is, much less what they’re going to do with the rest of their lives. It’s a moot question, anyway. No one knows what he’s going to do with the rest of his life! It’s common for people to major in one field and work in some totally unrelated field. Hardly anyone wears one vocational hat anymore. We play musical chairs, bopping along from one career to the next (when we’re lucky enough to secure employment). Nonetheless, we expect students to identify their paths after receiving their high school diplomas, as if their lives’ vocations are etched in ink next to their names.

  If only it were that tidy, but it’s not. For those who have earned your degrees, think back. Remember college? Mmhm. Okay, now really remember it. Hold on a second. Put down your phone … reflect for a moment. College. Is it all coming back? Just a bit more … Ahh, now you’re there. Now you got it.

  College demands all of you and expects you to defend it. College demands that you know who you are, what you want, and how to get it.

  College is serious stuff.

  BA Is the New GED

  It’s also serious business. Since the twenty-first century, college has become required reading among first-world inhabitants. If you want a good job, you must graduate college. If you want to make money, graduate college. If you want to be happy, graduate college.

  The BA is the new high school diploma, and in fact, the BA is really just a stepping stone to your real degree. If you want to make serious money and be seriously happy, you must acquire at least a Master’s degree. This is the new truth and this truth is well-marketed. College is Big Business—one of the most reliable forms of commodity we currently have in the States, beyond peddling mochaccinos.

  The truth is a myth and fantasy, a Hollywood ending. The ideal of college and its original quest no longer exists: the gathering of bright young wealthy male minds to postpone the eventual settling into Daddy’s company; the finishing place for society women to meet and marry; and later, the melting pot of intellectual curiosity, stirring ideas, beliefs, passions, and social actions. Institutions are transforming, replacing abstract liberal arts degrees with concrete technical training. Online models and distance learning now pervade higher education.

  Regardless of the shape, today’s college is considered prerequisite to “making it” in the world, securing the perfect career and social status. In the US, college has evolved into a coming-of-age symbol, like a car or trip to Europe. It’s something kids get when they graduate, because they’re supposed to. It’s not only kids who believe this; parents readily embrace this mindset. If you’re good parents, you send your kid to college. The epidemic of college continues to spread, despite the financial and lifestyle burdens it creates.

  At a time when we are outsourcing work opportunities, college is becoming one of the last great domestic products. It’s the last, best toy children receive before they are thrust into the real world. Increasingly, for both parents and their children, college is becoming a place to put off the inevitable, more pause than prepare. College is a holding tank before dealing with the reality of adult life.

  You’d think this overzealous enthusiasm would be due to universal financial accessibility, but nothing is further from the truth. Our nation holds the highest college debt of any westernized country with some of the lowest financial assistance for higher education, while offering the least amount of job security. The only thing a college degree guarantees is student loan debt; still, college graduates earn a sense of entitlement with their degrees. They’re college graduates, for Chrissake—better than a T-shirt Folder at the GAP or ‘Za Slinger at Dominos! Only, they’re not. College students graduate, only to find themselves competing in the workforce for the same jobs as younger, less qualified applicants who make better candidates, because they have lower expectations and are willing to work for less money. If they’re lucky enough to secure a job, college graduates use their hard-earned paychecks to pay down their never-ending student loans.

  The harsh reality is that a college degree no longer implies success. More young adults are applying to, transferring from, and dropping out of college. For those that do graduate, more young adults are unemployed and living at home.

  College is hard enough when you are qualified and prepared, but if you are a student who has learning challenges, attending college is akin to paddling your way out of a tsunami. That does not stop learning-challenged students from applying to college. In fact, their numbers are increasing, becoming an integral part of the higher learning population.

  Learning disability (LD) laws have initiated a surge of support centers and learning accommodations. In addition to accommodations, colleges also institute policy changes: pass/low pass/fail grades and forgiveness policies for failed classes. Critics challenge how assignments are modified and grades inflated. It’s tempting to blame learning-challenged students, but that may be too easy. More likely, expectations have shifted; college is a universally encouraged choice for anyone graduating high school. Some states are implementing free community college incentives. Whatever the reasons, scholarly expectations have been reducing for decades. Graduating from college isn’t the rigor it used to be.

  Colleges are becoming the thing they once loathed—degree factories. However, this should not be viewed as a stigma. Factories are places that manufacture a product. In this case, the factory manufactures a degree. It’s not an evil conspiracy, but rather, good business sense. If more learning-challenged students are coming of age, and more non-traditional students are applying to college, then colleges need rebranding to accommodate new demands. For busy people, veterans, working parents, and distance learners, online and for-profit schools have burgeoned on the scene.

  In a business model, when the customer changes, the product often follows suit. Colleges currently follow business models and are transparent about this shift. Following a business model, colleges modify expectations in order to keep the customer happy. If a student fails, college revenue fails. Schools receive funding for graduation rates, versus enrollment. Colleges, like all businesses in a shaky economy, shift from being product-driven to profit-driven. It’s not solely the colleges’ fault; all businesses rely on creative problem-solving to stay afloat. Our economy drives our motivation.

  The problem isn’t that colleges now embrace business models nor is it that expectations are changing. The problem comes when people buy a product that they cannot afford and do not use. College students’ minds are garages filled with expensive unused toys. During a recent presentation, Temple Grandin, popular learning disabilities advocate, summed it up candidly: “College has become too abstract. People need to be learning how to do things, rather than be forced to contemplate abstract concepts, graduating devoid of any practical skills. Too many kids aren’t learning how to work.”

  * * *

  I can hear my students, now. “Geez, way to be hating on college, Mrs. C.” Guess what? I’m all for college! I went to college. My husband went to college. Our sons went to college. My brother and sister went to college. My folks were educated beyond their Master’s degrees and held professional careers. I teach at a college, for Pete’s sake. I live and breathe higher education.

  But, college is not for everyone. It never was and never will be. For the money it costs versus the outcome it yields and lack of job security it provides, college is no longer viable in many situations. College is certainly not for the person who is unqualified or unprepared. It may not be worth it if attending puts one in debt for the comparable cost of purchasing a house. It is also not worth it if the only reason someone goes is because someone else believes they should go.

  Crazybusy Culture

  What’s happened to the typical college student? How are students different than they were years ago? Every generation experiences dramatic change. Due to its malleable nature, a child’s brain may be neurologically different from his parents’. Brains wire uniquely; this “wiring” is what psychologists call nurturing. It’s all that life-stuff we do to the brain after nature has formed it. How has the nurturing changed for today’s college students?

  One major change is the family environment. Contemporary home life is completely different than the last generation’s. The nuclear family—spouses who marry, have their own biological children, and remain married—is nearly extinct. These days, it’s more conventional for spouses to divorce than remain married. Many couples have children out of wedlock, and single mothers are the norm. Alternative child-acquisition techniques such as adoption and fertility intervention are commonplace.

  During my Master’s degree program back in 2000, I participated in a student panel, Diversity Within the Family Unit. At the time, I was a divorced mother of two half-brothers and never married the second son’s father. Starkly aware of my “colorful predicament,” I figured the college invited me as the resident freak.

  How wrong I was. In addition to me, the panel represented: a lesbian couple; a couple whose husband had transgendered into a woman (which might make them a lesbian couple, too); a single mother who had chosen artificial insemination; a couple who had intentionally adopted several severely disabled children; and an elderly couple who were raising their granddaughter, due to their drug-addled daughter’s inability to parent.

  There was one freak show representing. Let’s call her Lisa, since that is not her name. (This is Martha Beck’s joke, from her bestselling memoir, Expecting Adam, and it’s wonderful. Thank you, Martha.) Lisa is a Christian woman who married her high school sweetheart, bore three healthy children, and has remained monogamously married to this day.

  You would’ve thought Lisa entered the panel wearing only edible panties while huffing on a crack pipe. During the Q & A, someone asked Lisa if she was a virgin when they married. Her affirmation caused deep snorts, smirks, and a few indiscreet elbow jabs at neighboring participants. Lisa’s marital virginity and serial monogamy caused a flurry of curiosity. The glaring audience began asking her barbed questions, each one more directed and judgmental than the last. With every hesitation (Lisa is a nice woman, after all), the audience grew more brazen and vindictive. The whole scene felt very lynch-y. I kept scanning the audience, the panel, and Lisa, barely restraining from screaming aloud, “Why the hell are you-all getting so upset? She’s the only normal one here!”

  Lisa touched a nerve, and remember, this was back in 2000. Since then, family dynamics continue to grow more interesting. Ask any adult in the United States how they are, and they will respond, “Crazybusy.” There may be cutesy versions: “I don’t have a minute to spare; I don’t have time to breathe; I’ll sleep when I’m dead; I’m out flat, out of control, out of my mind.”

  In my generation, people used to be busy. Somewhere between 1980 and 2000, people progressed from busy to crazybusy. Nowadays, being so busy that you incite mental illness isn’t impressive enough to warrant attention. You have to be so busy that you have no time to inhale oxygen into your lungs and exhale carbon dioxide back into the atmosphere.

  The truth may be that people want to avoid weird people and icky obligations, and the polite way of doing so is to say, “Gosh, I’d love to, but I’m busy.” Eventually, everybody used that particular nugget. Being busy was no longer a viable excuse, so one had to up the ante, declaring, “Gosh, I’d love to, but I’m crazybusy.” Then, in an effort to cover one’s tracks, one had to become crazybusy to make one’s excuses appear legitimate. The moral of this story is to heed the late Kurt Vonnegut’s advice: “We are what we pretend to be.”

  * * *

  Life is transient and global and constantly changing, and that is an exciting concept; but, in order to create this zesty new world, some things had to give. Extended families are really extended. People can live anywhere in the world, so families have scattered. Where relatives used to stay close—geographically, therefore emotionally—contact is reduced to the occasional yearly visit. Kids grow up without knowing their extended family and learning from them. Kids used to learn how to do things: cook, garden, care for animals, fix cars, and build stuff. They would learn special skills that their families loved: playing music, fishing, skiing, camping, and constructing model trains and planes.

  Family meals have drastically changed. Moms would cook and kids would help, and everyone would eat together. Meals were an opportunity to be together, sharing stories and telling about the day. Mealtime was a communal time to bond, laugh, argue, and resolve issues. Cooking and eating are at the core of our existence, yet are ignored in our modern way of life.

  Eating has taken on a more robotic and dismissive quality these days. “Fast food, on-the-go, grab ‘n’ gulp, in-and-out, convenience”—these are the phrases that describe our relationship to eating. Today’s meals are in-transit: in the car, on the field, and in rehearsals. Meals are shoved into our bodies on the way to appointments and activities. Eating has taken on a perverse stigma. It is a cumbersome interruption of our workflow, rather like stopping to refill the car with gas. Every minute spent eating is a minute that could and should be spent being productive and making money. My husband jokes about the American male who eats over the sink. Ah, in jest there is truth. People eat over the sink, at work cubicles, in class, on the phone, while driving and commuting. Maybe you’re reading this book on an airplane while munching on a bag of nuts, which you will later tonight refer to as “lunch.”

  If eating is a lost art, cooking is dead. No longer a legitimate part of our lifestyle, cooking is demoted to a luxury hobby. Some consider cooking indulgent, and some people even consider it inferior and submissive. A parent who spends time cooking is an archaic homebody who could be out there in the real world earning a living with a career, really providing for the family. Some people just think it’s too expensive to cook. Consequently, young people miss learning this invaluable life skill.

  Learning practical skills from family, like cooking, has been replaced by the modern activities of screens, organized sports, and monitored play dates. Parents spend more time observing their children, yet less time interacting with and teaching them. In the past, when kids weren’t learning skills from their parents, they were as far away from their parents as possible. Parents used to kick kids out the door after breakfast with a perfunctory, “Go play,” expecting them to return home only for lunch and dinner. The rest of the time was spent playing in the neighborhood.

  Life for kids used to be a freer time. They moved their bodies and breathed outside air. Kids learned how to be kids through other kids. They learned social behavior through games like Kick the Can and Capture the Flag or they made up their own games. Kids made the rules and regulated them, redirecting each other. My father told me that if a parent came by to intervene, kids would gather up their stuff and move to another field.

  Parents now organize everything for their Precious Flowers. Today’s parents may protest, “The world is more dangerous nowadays. Children need constant supervision.” For the majority of US citizens, most of the time, life is not life-threatening. Unless you are growing up near the Gaza strip or in a developing nation (one might consider the urban projects as developing nations), life is pretty peachy with occasional shocking incidents. No child should be observed 100 percent of the time. Even prison inmates have moments of privacy.

  My generation grew up with one television. One. It was located in this thing called a “family room,” where families converged together, at the same time, in human form. Everyone watched the same thing. Show selection was controlled by adults and TV time limited. If you didn’t like the show, you didn’t watch television. Video games didn’t exist. Only the occasional war movie or western television show would offer that much violence. If you wanted to engage in combat, you did it outside, in person, with the rest of the neighborhood kids. When inside, we played quietly: card and board games, playing with dolls (action figures), puzzles, and reading. Modern quiet time is primarily screen time.

  Telephone use was vastly limited, compared to modern modality. Phones were auditory; you talked and listened only, with no texting or photos. Phones had cords attached to separate receivers, so you were landlocked in a room. My friends and I would invent code words during phone conversations. “The stars are shining,” was code for “My folks are in the room.” If I said, “Apple pie?” that meant, “Did you go all the way?” (Kids, we didn’t hook up. We went all the way.) People shared the phone line and scheduled times to talk. (Even weirder is how our folks shared telephone lines with neighbors, which actually seems more like today’s internet).

  Phones didn’t exist in college, except for pay phones. Without cell phones or email, students had to use corded dormitory phones located in the hallways. Students were confined to leaning against the wall, like Will in Good Will Hunting, David in War Games, and more recently, Piper, in Orange is the New Black. Some privileged students had telephones in their dorm rooms, but these phones were corded, too. Because there were no personal cell phones, there were no phone distractions in the classroom. If professors were boring, students had to resort to a rudimentary distractive technique known as “doodling.”

  Before electronic mail, people wrote letters, with writing implements called pens and paper. You would write a letter, mail it, and wait. A few days later, your recipient would receive it. A few days later, they would reply and mail their letter. And a few days after that, you would receive their reply. I imagine that sounds a bit like the Pony Express did to our generation.

  These small details were huge, in terms of communication. You had to actively plan when to have a phone conversation. Parents and long-distance partners would schedule weekly check-in dates, for example, Sundays at 7:00 pm. With no computers or cell phones, there was no texting. Parents could not constantly text, “Where are you?” and “What are you doing?” Contact was not the instantaneous luxury of today; making contact was an intentional act. (While dating, my grandparents would talk weekly on the phone. In anticipation for her conversation, Grandma Esther would dress in a preciously light voile dress, which she accessorized with delicate yellow silk stockings.)

  Without screens, students went to the library to study. They relied on printed media for academic information: books, journals, magazines, and articles. The library’s resource room was utilized for its informational tomes instead of its contemporary function of hosting napping graduate students. Without computers, there was no Google. One had to physically seek out information, ask someone, or look it up in a book. Family and school were primary sources of information and values formation. Without the web and streaming shows, screens were limited to television’s fixed schedules (no TiVo). Students rarely had their own televisions in their rooms; instead, they watched television in the residential lounges. Video games did not exist, so there was no temptation to stay up all night playing.

  College was still considered a privilege rather than an expectation, and fewer people attended. Higher education was an expensive lengthy luxury for those who wanted to enter specific professional fields or had expendable funds to expand their intellect. The remaining population worked.

  In previous generations, if you were learning-challenged, you typically did not attend college. If you did, you worked twice as hard and still struggled mightily. There were no learning disabilities, or rather, they were not legally recognized. I tell my students, “When I was in high school, there was no ADHD. You were just considered an ass.”

  Learning disabilities (LD) were legally recognized in 1973, but similar to most civil rights, were slow to gain implementation. For a culture to change, it needs a few million people to shake their heads yes or no, in unison. Back then, most people just shrugged their shoulders at the mention of an LD. In the 80s, knowledge of LD was as rare as AIDS, and news of its diagnosis received as warmly.

  * * *

  Since the 70s, every decade brought an increase in technology, college attendance, and LD awareness, until a tipping point seems to have been reached. Students are expected to attend college and use technology. Everyone has heard of LDs and many students have some diagnosis: an LD; behavioral disorder such as ADHD (Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder), OCD (Obsessive Compulsive Disorder) or CD (Conduct Disorder); some diagnosis that affects the learning process like depression, stress, or anxiety disorders. If students do not have a diagnosis, they know someone who does. Test the hypothesis. Does anyone in your family have at least one such diagnosis? No? Do they know someone? Sure they do.

  With an odd combination of crazybusy culture, sedentary lifestyle, and an increase in learning and behavioral diagnoses comes an increase in medication. Most people are medicated these days, and not just the adults. Again, ask around. It’s less common to find someone who’s on nothing. During annual physical exams, the nurse asks me to list all current medications I am taking. I reply, “None,” and await the accusatory leer. “None? Nothing?” At that moment, I can relate to my friend Lisa. Living medication-free is abnormal. I feel like apologizing for not being on something, as if somehow, I’m neglecting my health.

  At a time when it is increasingly more difficult to fund, flourish, and find employment with a college degree, young adults are increasingly expected to attend. The myth is vibrant in today’s society, and the pressure is on. One must not only be a college graduate. One must employ a renaissance mentality to one’s life. Children are forced from birth to adopt a crazybusy lifestyle just like their parents’. All their lives lead up to college, and their whole life depends on their successful journey through it.

  The crazybusy lifestyle worships productivity and parental control, but sorely neglects the key factors necessary to function successfully: food, sleep, stress management, movement, creativity, connection, and moderation. Without these in place, even the smartest young college student may flounder.

  [image: image]

  COLLEGE: ACADEMIC OR MENTAL INSTITUTION?

  
    “If your son or daughter is in college, the chances are almost one in two that he or she will become depressed to the point of being unable to function; one in two that he or she will have regular episodes of binge drinking (with the resulting significant risk of dangerous consequences such as sexual assault and car accidents); and one in ten that he or she will seriously consider suicide. In fact, since 1988, the likelihood of a college student’s suffering depression has doubled, suicidal ideation has tripled, and sexual assaults have quadrupled.”

    —Richard Kadison, MD, College of the Overwhelmed

  

  A Crisis in College

  When I was six, I wanted to be a brain doctor. I wanted to be a brain doctor before I had any real idea what that meant. I pictured doing research in a lab with people hooked up to wires and monitors, tracking their thoughts and feelings. I’d spend my days figuring out how we did things and why we did them. Fascinated by the idea, the words rang in my mind … brain doctor … brain doctor. I would become famous and travel around the world, helping people. That’s what brain doctors did, after all. I was going to be a big, famous brain doctor.

  When my friends and I played with Barbie dolls, I played brain doctor. Barbie was Ken’s therapist. Ken was really messed up and Barbie possessed keen insight into Ken’s suffering. I would prop him up on a couch made out of a small bean bag puppy. Ken lay down on the therapy couch, while Barbie sat on my lap probing his psyche.

  When I was about ten years old, two movies were released that profoundly affected me: The Exorcist (1973) and Carrie (1976). Supernatural concepts such as channeling, possession, and telekinesis invaded my brain doctor fantasy. The vision shifted to paranormal activity. Intuition, E.S.P., and pre-cognition—these phenomena fascinated me. I attempted bending spoons and moving objects with my mind. I pictured what would happen in the future and predicted what cards were when face down. I practiced and practiced, and not much seemed to happen. No matter. I predicted my future with absolute accuracy: to be a famous paranormal brain doctor.

  Duke

  Did you know that Duke University has a parapsychology department? I did. Back in 1980, it was the only parapsychology department in the United States, and Duke was the only college to offer a bachelor’s degree in parapsychology. That was it! Fait accompli. How amazing that a university would have not only courses in parapsychology, but an actual department, an actual major. Plus, Duke was such a cool school, complete with a Division I basketball team. Parties and parapsychology awaited me.

  I fantasized about receiving my doctorate in parapsychology and spending days in the dreamy world of research: writing grants, conducting experiments and, of course, presenting my astounding findings. My path was clear. I found my calling. Along with brain doctor, the phrase keynote speaker entered into my vision. I would chant these mantras as I hummed along the remaining high school days.

  A friend and I visited Duke University in early December. She was considering Vanderbilt University and decided to tag along for a fun southern college experience. We stayed in a dorm with a student host. The eerie gothic grey buildings, the mild weather, the humungous basketball stadium, the quaint, cool college town … it was perfect. I felt at once excited and serene, at peace with myself and confident that I was visiting my future home for the first time. I glided around campus with arms swinging, the warm winter breeze blowing softly against my toughened Vermont skin.

  During the weekend visit, television broadcasts exploded with news that John Lennon had been shot in front of his apartment building, The Dakota, in New York City. Not even the news of Lennon’s assassination could squelch my ecstasy.

  I would be a brain doctor, conducting research on plants and mice and then humans, studying E.S.P. and intuition and clairvoyance and pre-cognition. A pioneer in paranormal science, I’d propel noetic sciences into the twenty-first century, illuminating the sixth sense and forming new theories. I’d be a famous keynote speaker, traveling throughout the world, but mostly in Australasia and Europe. I’d discover fantastic research breakthroughs. Of course, I would write compelling and humorous narratives like Bill Bryson, but my real power lay in public speaking. I’d be a funny, magnetic presenter: the cool, hip scientist who breaks complex ideas down into clear, witty doctrines—Carl Sagan meets Deepak Chopra meets Malcolm Gladwell meets Louis C.K.—the kind of person people flock to and quote and tell all their friends about and can’t wait to see again.

  I apply for early admissions to Duke University. Three weeks later, I am rejected.

  Plan B

  I had no idea that early admissions was more competitive than regular admissions. Of course I should apply for early admissions, because I really, really wanted to go! (Rather like a girl sleeping with a guy on the first date, to show him how much she really, really likes him.)

  Immediately stalled and completely stunned, I had no idea what to do. Duke was the only school to which I had applied. I had not considered rejection. There was no Plan B, no safety school, and no state college. Never once did I seek advice from a guidance counselor, because I didn’t need it. I never thought of re-applying for regular admissions, because I couldn’t bear that horrible feeling of rejection a second time. I needed a college. An admissions counselor from Bryn Mawr College visited our high school. They presented a slide show in the library. Their buildings resembled Duke’s.
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