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To my husband, James—my own secure base

 

… a thing which has not been understood inevitably reappears; like an unlaid ghost, it cannot rest until the mystery has been solved and the spell broken.

SIGMUND FREUD, 1909
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Introduction:

The Mystery Underachievement

John and his parents are sitting at the dining room table. His father looks angry, his mother looks worried, and John looks discouraged. His father holds John’s report card in his hand.

“Son, how can anybody with your intelligence make four Ds and two Fs?” his father asks. “Your teachers say you’re not turning in most of your homework. And you didn’t hand in a project in science or social studies.”

Wringing her hands, his mother exclaims, “John, why don’t you do your work? You know you can do it! And you know we’ll help you if you need it.” John slumps down in his chair and looks forlornly at the floor.

“John, answer your mother when she’s talking to you!” his father snaps. “Why aren’t you doing your schoolwork?”

“I don’t know,” John mumbles.

His father shakes his head disgustedly. “Son, you’ve got to work harder. From now on, when you get home from school, I want you to go up to your room and I don’t want you to come down until that homework is done.”

“OK, Dad. I’ll try harder,” promises John.

This scene is played out in thousands of households across the country between parents and underachieving children. The parents feel frustrated because they don’t understand why their bright child isn’t doing his work. They feel anxious about his educational and career prospects, and they feel angry that he doesn’t work harder in school. They are even more frustrated because he can’t seem to come up with an explanation of why he isn’t doing his work.

For his part, the child feels discouraged about his poor grades and his inability to solve his problems. He knows he has disappointed his parents, and he is deeply disappointed in himself. But he is telling the truth when he says that he doesn’t know why he doesn’t do his work. And although his parents have accurately pointed out what he needs to do (work harder), and he genuinely wants to do better to please his parents and to feel better about himself, he will almost certainly fail to keep his promise to improve.

For some unfortunate children, underachievement seems almost inevitable, or at least understandable. Children living in impoverished environments grow up in an atmosphere permeated with hopelessness and helplessness. It is not surprising that many of these children, trapped within the vicious cycle of poverty and despair, have trouble succeeding in school. But many underachievers do not come from families beset by cultural and economic deprivation. Like John, they come from families that are able to provide the resources that support academic achievement. They are bright, even gifted youngsters who don’t do their work or who consistently perform at a level below their ability. Their underachievement is a mystery—to their parents, their teachers, and themselves.

If parents focus their attention only on the child’s current school situation, they will not be able to understand why he isn’t performing better. There is no good reason why John, with all his ability, can’t do his work—or rather, there is no good rational reason. But the key to the mystery of underachievement does not lie in rational processes or even in conscious processes. The key lies beneath the surface behavior—that is, the child’s failure to perform—in the internal set of beliefs that guide his attitudes and actions.

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON AN OLD PROBLEM

The view of underachievement presented here is based on attachment theory, which is an outgrowth of the psychoanalytic theory developed by Sigmund Freud. It also draws on research in developmental psychology, learning and motivation theory, and my own years of working with underachievers and their families. Attachment theorists, such as John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth, propose that all human beings are motivated to form close emotional bonds, or attachments, with other human beings throughout their lives, and that our capacity to form attachments has a great deal to do with our ability to function effectively in the world. People who have secure, loving attachments are able to accept and give help to others, develop satisfying relationships, and pursue their goals with confidence and enthusiasm. In contrast, those who have difficulty forming secure attachments develop a distrust of their own worth and competence and the willingness of others to help them meet their needs. Such insecurely attached individuals are plagued with chronic feelings of emptiness, dissatisfaction, and anxiety. They are unable either to reach their maximum potential or to develop and maintain fulfilling relationships with others.

According to attachment theory, the ability to form attachments is primarily based on the nature of the interactions children have with their parents and other caretakers during infancy and childhood. For children to develop secure attachments, they must be able to satisfy two basic needs. First, they must feel safe and cared for, and second, they must feel supported and validated in their efforts to explore their world. When children are fortunate enough to have reasonably warm, consistent, and supportive parenting, they have what we call a secure base—a sanctuary where they can meet their dual needs for nurturance and validation. Such children internalize an image of themselves as lovable and competent and an image of others as responsive and helpful. As a result, they have a secure base not only in the external environment in the form of their parents but also within themselves to comfort and encourage them wherever they go. Attachment theorists refer to these mental representations of the self and others as working models, indicating that the person’s internal images are continually undergoing modifications and adjustments, especially in the early stages of their formation.

But for some children, finding a secure base is not so easy. Many parents today were unable to obtain the kind of security and validation they needed as children from their own families. When they come to parenthood, their lack of a secure base during their own development, lack of support from others in their present lives, or both make it hard for them to provide their children with the kind of consistent encouragement that builds positive working models of the self and others. Other youngsters have such overwhelming developmental problems that they tax the physical and emotional resources of even the most supportive parents. In either case, such children internalize an image of themselves as somehow unlovable and incompetent and an image of others as unavailable and unhelpful. They have trouble feeling secure either in the outside world or within themselves.

When the child comes to school, she brings with her these internal views of herself and others, and they guide her interactions with teachers and peers. In fact, she tends to behave in ways that induce those around her to behave as her internal world tells her to expect. The child with a secure base is cheerful, eager to learn, and easily soothed when frustrated. As a result, she receives positive responses from teachers and peers that build feelings of self-esteem and motivate her to persist with challenging tasks. But the child whose base is not so secure expects that, others will be unhelpful, critical, and rejecting. Unconsciously she sets up situations in which she evokes those responses from others. And with every negative response, her internal belief that she is unlovable and incompetent is reinforced. So begins the vicious cycle of underachievement, as the child’s maladaptive beliefs lead to ineffective behaviors, followed by negative reactions from parents, teachers, and peers that reinforce her distorted internal perspective and further erode positive feelings about the self and its capacity to master developmental tasks.

I want to emphasize here that it is not the intent of this book to blame parents. Years of working with parents have taught me that all parents do the very best they can with their children, given their ability to obtain support and encouragement for parenting. Moreover, the assigning of blame that occurs so often with the underachiever is counterproductive, because it prevents the underachiever and the people trying to help her from relying on each other for support. Rather, this book is intended to alert parents to the need to identify and alter ineffective interactional patterns that inhibit their child’s academic progress. No parents wish their child to be an underachiever, any more than any child wishes to be a school failure. Unfortunately, however, ineffective interactional patterns tend to be passed down from one generation to the next, so that the best-intentioned parents often perpetuate the same inappropriate ways of relating to and communicating with their children that their parents used with them.

At the same time, however, this approach also stresses that parents are the most powerful change agents in the process of treating the underachiever. By modifying the way in which they interact with him, they can help him modify the inappropriate internal beliefs that give rise to underachievement. Throughout the treatment process, the focus is on communication. Parents are helped to understand the messages the underachiever is trying to convey through his bewildering and frustrating behaviors and to communicate more constructively with him. Because a person’s view of himself and others is shaped to a great extent by the way in which others talk to him and talk about him in the presence of others, this approach stresses identifying and practicing ways of communicating that enhance the underachiever’s feelings of self-worth and encourage his investment in his educational experiences. Parents are also helped to communicate more effectively with the other significant adults in the child’s learning environment—his teachers—so that they, too, can more effectively support his efforts to achieve.

This book is organized in three parts. Part One describes the pathways to underachievement. Chapter 1, “The Road to Underachievement,” describes the warning signs of underachievement in elementary, middle, and high school and traces the insidious progression of the undetected and untreated syndrome. Chapter 2, “Identifying the Underachiever,” helps parents learn to distinguish underachievement from other problems, such as the boredom of the gifted student, learning disabilities, and Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, and learn how to collaborate with teachers to obtain an accurate assessment of the child’s academic and social problems. In Part Two, parents are taken on a journey into the underachiever’s mysterious world. Chapter 3 describes the underachiever’s internal world, with the irrational beliefs underlying his baffling behaviors that sabotage his ability to succeed and drive parents and teachers to distraction. In Chapter 4, the profoundly negative effects of that internal world on the underachiever’s school experiences are revealed, including not only his classroom performance but also his relationships with teachers and classmates. Four styles of underachiever behavior are described, all of which derive from the maladaptive internal perspective described earlier.

Part Three is devoted to the practical program of treating the underachiever. Chapter 5, “The Problem with the Solution: Why Treatments Fail,” describes common interventions for underachievement and helps parents understand why they don’t and can’t work, thus saving precious time in the treatment process. Chapter 6, which forms the heart of the treatment program, opens the door to change by helping parents communicate constructively rather than destructively with the underachiever. Parents first learn how to translate the underachiever’s frustrating and incomprehensible way of expressing himself and then learn five constructive communication strategies that help the underachiever modify his ineffective views of himself and others so that he can approach his school tasks with confidence and enthusiasm. Chapter 7, “The Homework Trap and How to Get Out of It,” offers seven practical strategies on all aspects of helping the underachiever manage his homework effectively, ranging from how to get him started on his homework to how to help him get it back to school. Although parents may think that there is little they can do to influence their child’s behavior in the classroom, this is certainly not the case! Chapter 8, “Teaming with Teachers,” describes eight practical techniques that encourage teachers’ assistance and commitment to the treatment process and help the underachiever develop more effective behaviors in the classroom. Because the underachiever very often presents behavior problems as well as academic problems, Chapter 9 provides parents with insight into the message hidden behind the underachiever’s misbehavior and offers strategies for helping him manage his negative feelings more productively. Finally, Chapter 10, “The Transformation Process,” describes how change occurs and provides guidelines for supporting the underachieve, his teachers, and other family members through the change process and dealing constructively with the inevitable setbacks on the road to recovery. Trying to understand and help the underachiever can be frustrating, but it can also be a deeply rewarding experience for parents as they learn and change together with their child.



Part One

Pathways to Underachievement




1.

The Road to Underachievement


Danny is an attractive seven-year-old second grader who lives with his parents and four-year-old sister in a middle-class neighborhood with excellent schools. Although he seems bright and has a good vocabulary, he completes very little written work in school. Instead, he spends his time playing with toys he has smuggled into class, fidgeting restlessly in his chair, or just gazing into space. Danny’s teacher tells his parents that she has tried everything to get him to do his work. His frantic parents are beside themselves with worry. They remind each other of how much Danny enjoyed preschool and kindergarten. His first-grade teacher did say he was “immature,” but she assured them he’d grow out of it. They can’t understand what has gone wrong or what to do about it.

Sam is a stocky thirteen-year-old seventh-grade youngster with an IQ of 135. Despite his ability, he has done poorly in school since fourth grade. Retained in sixth grade because he failed to turn in most of his homework, Sam is in danger of failing again. Since entering middle school, he has become the class clown, constantly trying to amuse his classmates and avoiding his academic work. After his last report card (three Cs, two Ds, and an F), his parents grounded him for two weeks and ordered him to write down his assignments in a notebook and have his teachers sign it every day. After three days, Sam forgot to ask his teachers to sign his notebook. After a week, he lost the notebook. Sam’s father is so angry that he is threatening to send him to a military boarding school 150 miles away.

A petite, pretty tenth-grade student, fourteen-year-old Annie is coasting through high school with Cs and Ds, despite excellent scores on ability and achievement tests. Although her grades were satisfactory in elementary and middle school, they dropped dramatically in ninth grade and have been marginal ever since. Annie’s sister, Sarah, a high school senior, is an honor roll student and has been accepted at a top state university. After Annie graduates from high school, she wants to move to Los Angeles and “get into the music business.” Currently, she is putting forth just enough effort to pass the subjects she dislikes or considers irrelevant, which is most of them. When her parents try to talk to her about the value of getting an education, Annie either tunes them out or storms angrily out of the room. Her parents are so distressed that they frequently argue about how to deal with their daughter. Both secretly wonder if their marriage will survive her high school years.

All three of these youngsters are underachievers. Underachievers can be found in every grade in school, from kindergarten to graduate school, in both sexes, across ethnic and socioeconomic groups, and in every occupation. What is underachievement? Underachievement is a discrepancy between ability and performance that persists over time. Underachievers do not wake up one morning and suddenly decide not to do their work. Nor do they wake up after years of performing poorly in school and suddenly decide to change—not without understanding and help. Underachievement can occur at any level of intellectual ability. Some underachievers are gifted, with superior intellectual ability and special talents. Others have mild to severe learning problems that are compounded by their lack of effort in the classroom. In a sense, we are all underachievers. Every individual, by virtue of being human and being born to less-than-perfect parents in a less-than-perfect world, is something of an underachiever.

Underachievement can reveal itself as early as preschool, or it may first surface at transitional points, such as second grade, fourth grade, seventh grade, the first year of high school, or even later. All too often, however, the early warning signs of underachievement are overlooked or minimized by parents and teachers. The progression of underachievement is often so insidious that many children, especially those who are very bright, highly verbal, or both, are not identified until late in their school careers. Nevertheless, careful observation reveals the operation of the child’s maladaptive views of the self and others, even in the early elementary grades.

THE UNDERACHIEVER IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: EARLY WARNING SIGNS

Mrs. Finch is conducting a reading group in a corner of the room with six first graders while the other pupils work on the morning’s independent assignments. Greg, a pudgy, freckle-faced youngster, twirls his pencil and wiggles restlessly in his chair. As he looks at his papers, an anxious expression comes over his face. He begins drumming on his desk with his pencil, first softly, then louder and louder until Mrs. Finch looks in his direction.

“Greg, stop making that noise.” she commands.

Looking abashed, Greg stops drumming, but he still does not begin working. After a few seconds, he picks up one of his papers, leaps out of his chair, startling the children seated near him by the sudden movement, and walks back to Mrs. Finch.

“Greg, why are you here?” asks Mrs. Finch in an impatient tone.

“I don’t know how to do this,” he mumbles, waving the paper in her direction.

“Where were you when I was giving directions?” demands the teacher. “You know there are to be no interruptions while I’m having a reading group!”

Rebuffed, Greg trudges slowly back to his seat. Even now, however, he does not begin to work. After a moment, he reaches into his desk, pulls out two small action figures, and begins to enact a battle with them. The fighting becomes fast and furious, but because it is conducted in silence, the teacher does not notice. Greg’s papers lie untouched on his desk.

Here, even in first grade, the operation of the budding underachiever’s distorted internal perspective—and its devastating effects on his classroom performance—are already apparent. Because he believes that he is incompetent, he feels incapable of performing tasks on his own. But because he also believes that others will be unavailable or unhelpful if he seeks assistance, he unconsciously behaves in such a way that he induces those very reactions. Unaware of the maladaptive beliefs underlying his irritating behavior, his teacher responds in the rejecting manner he anticipates, further confirming his negative views of himself and others.

As the deleterious effects of the child’s internal world become more and more apparent in the classroom, parents may attempt to reassure each other and themselves by downplaying or normalizing his inappropriate behavior, especially when the underachiever is a boy.

Renardo, who had been a happy-go-lucky youngster in the warm, playful atmosphere of his kindergarten class, was overwhelmed try the academic requirements of first grade, a demanding teacher, and the loss of his status as the smartest youngster in his class. By October, he was acting out his anger and frustration by distracting himself and others when the teacher gave instructions, failing to complete his work, and even provoking fights with other students.

“I know Renardo isn’t paying attention and is acting up a little in class, but are those really such serious problems at his age?” inquired Mrs. Johnson, a hopeful tone in her voice. “I’ve been talking with my friends who have children, and they say you just have to expect boys to get into trouble in school.”

Inattention, lack of productivity, and aggressive behavior are most definitely not normal. They represent the child’s unconscious attempt to communicate to his parents and teachers that he is feeling overwhelmed by his school experiences—and that he desperately needs their help. Although the underachiever is often able to maintain adequate grades during elementary school because of his intellectual gifts, the signs of the latent underachievement syndrome become increasingly observable over time:

• Performs well when given one-to-one attention but is restless and unproductive when required to work independently

• Has trouble beginning and completing tasks

• Withdraws attention when parents or teachers give instructions

• Becomes distractible and distracting when not the center of attention

• Has difficulty relating positively to peers (may be revealed in complaints that others are “bothering” the child)

• Has difficulty relating positively to siblings

• Displays frequent temper outbursts or abrupt mood changes

• Makes incessant demands but is never satisfied with anything for very long

• Requires caretaking on some tasks beyond the age when it is appropriate

• Has difficulty organizing school materials and belongings at home

THE DOWNWARD DRIFT BEGINS


Because the fundamentals of reading, mathematics, and written language are taught in the early grades, underachievement that goes untreated or is treated unsuccessfully in elementary school has devastating effects on the child’s academic progress. Gaps in important skills, concepts, and problem-solving strategies incurred through inattention and lack of practice make subsequent learning much more difficult and may never be fully remedied. Lack of appropriate intervention leads to further declines in achievement, setting in motion the child’s downward drift in the educational system, a process that, tragically, can begin as early as first grade.

Mrs. Parker dabbed at her eyes with a tissue as she reread the note from her daughter’s teacher. “Miss Smith says that she wants to move Curtissa down another reading group. I don’t understand what’s happened! Curtissa did so well in kindergarten last year! Miss Smith says she doesn’t pay attention in class or finish her assignments. I know she can do the work that the top reading group is doing, I just know she can!” She fumbled in her purse for another tissue.

Untreated, underachievement in the elementary years not only interferes with mastery of later academic tasks, it has a profoundly negative effect on the child’s view of himself as a learner. The underachiever does not just fail to acquire basic skills and knowledge. He learns that he is unsuccessful in the most important task of his young life: being a student. Even very young children quickly begin to think of themselves as dumb, slow, and had it they are unable to make satisfactory progress in school. These painful feelings are then acted out in battles between parent and child at home and teacher and child at school over the smallest requests for independent effort—effort that the child fears may he unsuccessful.

“It takes forever to get Henry ready for school in the morning,” complained his mother “His books and materials are scattered all around his bedroom, and there he is in front of the TV watching cartoons while I’m trying to fix his lunch. And he still needs me to tie his shoes. When I tell him he’s eight years old and big enough to do it himself, he just keeps whining for me to help him until I give in.”

THE UNDERACHIEVER IN MIDDLE SCHOOL

During the middle school years, the manifestations of the underachievement pattern change somewhat under the developmental pressures of approaching adolescence. Overactivity and restlessness decline, often to be replaced by a dreamy detachment that is just as detrimental to learning and performance. Overt opposition in the classroom may also subside, leaving a passive, covert hostility that is equally successful in resisting teachers’ pressure for productivity. At home, the underachiever becomes moodier, more irritable, and increasingly resentful of her parents’ efforts to motivate her.

“I just don’t know what to do about Larry,” confessed his father, shaking his head regretfully. “He’s not applying himself in school, but any time his mother or I try to talk to him about it, he complains that we’re ‘bugging him’ and shuts us off. If we keep trying, we end up in a shouting match. I guess it’s just a stage he’s going through, but he’s making family life miserable for everyone right now.”

These behaviors—and the underachievement syndrome from which they arise—are not indicative of a time-limited stage through which the child is passing and from which she will eventually recover. On the contrary, the middle school underachiever who does not receive appropriate assistance develops into a high school underachiever whose maladaptive habits and attitudes are even more firmly entrenched. The warning signs of underachievement in middle school include:

• Interprets suggestions, advice, and feedback as criticism

• Displays excessive sensitivity about her own feelings but lacks empathy for the feelings of others

• Adopts an “I don’t care” attitude about achievement

• Shows a shift in patterns of friendship toward lower-achieving peers

• Begins to restrict communication with family members about her thoughts and feelings, especially those related to her school experiences

• Often complains that teachers are unfair, mean, and “dumb”

• Shows an increasing specialization of effort, with satisfactory, even excellent, performance in one or two subjects or extracurricular areas and mediocre performance in the rest

• Lacks the capacity to entertain herself and complains constantly of being bored at school and at home

• Complains that others in the family receive more attention or material objects than she does

• Assigns blame to others for her own problems

As the child moves through the middle school years, changes in the curriculum and greater demands for autonomy conspire to reveal the latent underachievement pattern. With competence in reading taken for granted, formal reading instruction typically disappears by seventh grade, to be replaced by instruction in grammar and literature. At the same time, demands for independent reading in the various subject areas dramatically increase. The underachiever who spent her time daydreaming or being disruptive during first and second grades, when the basics of phonics and reading comprehension are taught, finds that she has trouble decoding the words in her textbooks, much less understanding and applying what she has read. Similarly, the departmentalized nature of instruction in middle school means that the underachiever must now cope with several teachers and several classroom changes instead of one or two. Although departmentalization exposes the child to a larger number of potentially helpful attachment figures, it also reduces her opportunity to use her teachers as secure bases because she spends less time with each of them. Moreover, the youngster who had difficulty keeping up with her classroom materials when she spent most of her day at one desk in one room must suddenly manage a locker and six or seven acts of books, notebooks, handouts, and assignments. Once in the classroom, she spends most of her day listening to whole-class instruction or working independently, when paying attention and persisting on her own are the very two skills in which she is most deficient.

Meanwhile, the underachiever’s continuing mediocre academic performance and petulance, opposition, or demandingness at home and in the classroom make it more and more obvious that something is wrong. At school, teachers try to coax, lecture, or nag her into better performance and behavior. At home, the battle over homework intensifies. But the more parents and teachers urge the child to try harder, the more the voices of her internal world cry out that she is bad and incompetent and does not deserve to succeed or receive help from others. Because her anxious parents and teachers do not understand her internal perspective, they feel rejected and angry at her lack of response to their efforts to help her be more successful. Gradually they become more negative and controlling, and the child becomes more resistant in return, trapped in a vicious cycle of failure, rejection, and alienation. Now the child feels bad for two reasons: first, because she cannot be the kind of successful student she longs to be, and second, because she has disappointed the parents and teachers she wishes so much to please. Small wonder that she has little energy left for her schoolwork.

In his sixth-grade classroom, Derrick usually complied with the teacher’s instructions, but he put forth only as much effort as was absolutely necessary to scrape by. Nor did he complete most of the assignments he took home.

“Mom asks me all the time about how I’m doing in school,” he related in a dejected tone. “When I don’t do my work, she gets upset and reminds me of how much she wants me to get a good education. It makes me feel really bad about the way my grades are.” As he slumped lower in his chair, his tired expression and depressed posture made him look older than his eleven years.

Although middle school presents the underachiever with an expanding array of choices in terms of coursework and extracurricular activities, her parents notice that she seems to be deliberately circumscribing her educational experiences. Instead of using middle school as a platform for launching herself in new and exciting directions, the underachiever seeks to avoid her perceived inadequacies in favor of concentrating on the fewer and fewer areas in which she is proficient. She talks about wanting to be on the softball team but never gets around to signing up. Or her grades may be so poor that she may be ineligible to participate in any sport. She agrees that the Drama Club might be interesting, but when her parents ask why she hasn’t joined, she tells them, “That’s dumb stuff.” Rather than take an additional elective class, she opts for a study hall. Close observation reveals that she is carefully noncompetitive, avoiding leadership positions even in areas she enjoys. Confronted by her parents and teachers with her lack of effort, she denies concern about her poor grades and states that she “just wants to be average” or doesn’t care about “that dumb old math.”

Beginning in middle school, the underachiever often tries to shore up her self-esteem by focusing excessively on her peers rather than participating in academics, sports, or other activities in which competition—and evaluation—are inevitable. Alarmed parents realize that they are well acquainted with fewer and fewer of the underachiever’s friends, much less their parents, and that many of those friends also seem to be underachieving in school and having trouble developing meaningful educational and career plans. In her desperate search for some form of validation, the underachiever may attach to a peer group that, because of the insecurities of its members, fails to support achievement. On the contrary, members are implicitly discouraged from working to raise their grades because such improvement would excite envy and anxiety about their own lack of accomplishment. Often they have special labels with which to designate and ostracize achievers: nerds, geeks, dweebs, eggheads, and so on. Membership in an antiachievement peer group also helps underachievers deny that they have a problem. Basking in the glow of peer acceptance, they find it easier to shrug off their teachers’ and parents’ concern about the seriousness of their academic situation.

“Look, I’m just not into school, OK? I’m making Cs and that’s fine with me. Cs aren’t bad,” protested twelve-year-old Joan, tossing her long dark hair back with a disarming smile. “I just wish Dad agreed with me”

But as the child’s work habits and performance become more and more dysfunctional, the feedback she and her parents receive from the school becomes increasingly negative. Teachers tell the parents, “She’s smart but she’s lazy. She’s got to buckle down and study harder. You need to make her take more responsibility for her work.” Unfortunately, this kind of advice gives neither parents nor child any meaningful help. On the contrary, it further diminishes the child’s flagging self-esteem and the parents’ sense of competence as parents. When children are unable to develop good feelings about themselves as students and to feel positively about others who are guiding their learning experiences, they are likely to abandon the effort to obtain satisfaction from school. Instead, to defend against the depression and anger they are feeling at their lack of success, they may seek immediate gratification from external sources, such as attention from peers, alcohol or drugs, or risk taking, rather than rely on healthy, self-generated gratifications that foster personal growth. The child who has not developed an internal image of herself as an active agent involved in an ever-increasing mastery of her environment develops an inner emptiness that makes her vulnerable to exploitation by others and to the desire to exploit others to gain some sense of mastery.

THE ASSIGNMENT OF BLAME


Underachievement that is not identified and treated impairs not only the child’s educational development but also the relationship between parent and child, the marital relationship, and the atmosphere in the family as a whole. After years of unsuccessfully trying to help their child, parents feel anxious and discouraged about their own ability and worth as parents. They may think, Why is my child doing poorly in school when other children are doing well? What am I doing wrong? What is my spouse doing wrong? What’s wrong with my child? All too often, that anxiety and frustration turn to anger. They begin blaming themselves, each other, the child’s teachers, and the child himself for not being able to solve the problem.

This assignment of blame only makes matters worse. In a two-parent family, accusations deprive both parents of the psychological support so desperately needed in the helping process. A single parent already lacking support for parenting may blame him- or herself, compounding the self-doubt and anguish that so often accompany divorce. At the same time, the frustration parents direct against the school makes it all the more difficult for them to team with the child’s teachers. Instead of working to understand and solve the problem together, parents and teachers may end up so alienated from each other that cooperation is impossible. Similarly, the underachiever who is told that he is the source of the problem and needs to straighten up and get his act together is helped only to find a focus outside himself at which to direct his negative feelings: his unempathic parents. The emotional distance between parents and child looms larger with each passing year.

THE UNDERACHIEVER IN HIGH SCHOOL

Regardless of how unsuccessful the underachiever has been in elementary and middle school, he and his parents are seldom prepared for the shock of the transition from the relatively sheltered and nurturing environment of middle school to the impersonal world of high school. First, the underachiever entering high school is almost certain to suffer from academic skill deficits that have gone unnoticed and unremedied, so that he finds himself in classes that may he an appropriate match for his ability but are considerably over his head in terms of his achievement. Moreover, his poor study habits and behaviors, which his middle school teachers may have accommodated to some degree, are suddenly no longer tolerated. He is expected to assume responsibility for his academic work or suffer the consequences.

“I can’t believe it! I didn’t turn in my English project on the exact day it was due, and then Mrs. Barnett wouldn’t accept it at all!” complained a shocked and angry ninth grader. “Back in middle school, teachers used to let us hand in late work. Now I’m going to flunk English for the six weeks!”

At the same time that the underachiever is struggling to cope with the greater rigor of his school situation, he is confronted with the full force of the developmental challenges presented by adolescence. Not only must he move out into the world and achieve greater independence from his family, he must make a series of educational and career decisions that will have a profound impact on the rest of his life. To the underachiever, who possesses so few internal resources to sustain him through this difficult period, these tasks are not exciting challenges to be mastered but additional opportunities for defeat and humiliation. And who is available in his new learning environment to guide him on his perilous journey? As much as his teachers may want to help, they must concentrate on meeting the daily instructional needs of 120 or 150 different youngsters. His guidance counselors are just as overwhelmed with mountains of paperwork and all too many troubled students who need their immediate attention.

“You want to know how students get to see the guidance counselors in this school?” asked one overworked and overwrought counselor. “Well, it helps to be suicidal!”

Unable to ask for the support he so desperately needs, the underachiever reacts with anger and despair.

Marty leaned far over the high school conference table in his agitation. “It’s awful in ninth grade,” he said bitterly. “They just dump you up here and forget about you. They expect you to be able to get along on your own. Nobody really cares what you do.”

The combination of the pressures of adolescence and the demands of the high school environment produces the following signs of underachievement during this period:

• Has trouble using teachers and other school staff as sources of support

• Fails to develop meaningful educational and career goals

• Engages in a pattern of self-defeating behavior with regard to educational or career planning (for example, “forgets” to ask for recommendations from school counselor for college application)

• Increasingly withdraws from the family in favor of relying on peers for approval

• Becomes attached to an antiachievement peer group or a group that focuses excessively on socializing rather than on achieving

• Becomes overly involved with one or two relationships to the exclusion of others

• Displays clowning or defiant behavior in school, especially in classes that are outside the underachiever’s perceived competence

• Withdraws from competitive and evaluative situations

• Suffers from chronic feelings of anxiety and depression about his lack of success, masked by an “I don’t care” attitude

• May turn to external sources of stimulation, such as drugs and alcohol, to relieve feelings of emptiness

The high school years can wreak havoc on the underachiever’s relationship with his parents as well as on his educational and career prospects. Although some contention between parents and teenagers is part of the process of growing up, the underachiever’s tendency to perceive others as unreliable and unhelpful can turn every attempt at communication into a confrontation. To parents, it can seem as if their child has vanished, leaving an inaccessible and incomprehensible alien in his place, while to the underachiever, it seems as if his parents are less capable of understanding him than ever. Parent and child alike feel overwhelmed, angry, and desperate, and each in his own way comes to believe that there is no support to be had from other family members.

“When I get home from school, I throw my books on the bed, hit the refrigerator, and get ready to meet my friends just as soon as I can,” recounted Ryan. “When Mom asks me where I’m going, I just say, ‘Out.’ and take off before she can get on my case about anything.”

Ryan’s mother had a different version of her son’s behavior. “He acts like this is a hotel instead of a home,” she said despairingly. “He comes in after school for something to eat and goes out and we don’t see him again until eleven o’clock or later that night. If his father or I try to talk to him about it, he just doesn’t pay any attention.”

As parents often discover to their distress, the high school years not only herald an expanded range of educational options, they offer additional opportunities for the underachiever to act out his distorted internal belief system. Today’s teenagers seem to have an unlimited number of ways of expressing unhappiness and lack of direction. The underachiever who has been inattentive and hyperactive at school and irritable and defiant at home is likely to expand his negative behavioral repertoire as he gets older. The seven-year-old who comforts himself for a perceived rejection by his teacher by playing secretly with action figures instead of doing his classwork may evolve into a sixteen-year-old who cuts classes, abuses drugs or alcohol, or engages in delinquent behavior to defend against his feelings of inadequacy.

As the high school years proceed, the underachiever’s self-defeating behaviors are likely to become more entrenched because of his increasing dependence on the peer group for comfort and validation. Although all adolescents are susceptible to peer pressure, the underachiever, with his meager supply of self-esteem, is especially vulnerable. To gain some sense of validation, the underachiever may take on the role of school rebel or class clown, giving up on the effort to obtain adult approval in favor of approval from peers. Unfortunately, in an antiachievement peer group, approval is assured for certain kinds of antiauthoritarian behaviors, many of which interfere with achievement not only for the underachiever but also for his classmates. But the temporary increase in self-esteem the adolescent obtains for his defiant performance soon recedes, leaving him feeling empty and despairing again, because validation earned for negative behavior cannot construct an internal image of the self as a lovable, capable person.

Mike lunges into class as the final seconds of the bell are echoing, clutching his books in one hand. He pulls up short at the teacher’s desk, does an elaborate double take, and then, grinning broadly, proceeds to his seat with a peculiar loping stride, setting down his feet very quietly but taking very long steps. The walk is both comical and defiant. The teacher, Mr. Dobbins, ignores him, but the class titters.
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