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For the greatest educators in my life: my three children—James, Charles, and Victoria—and my mother, Sachiko. Thank you for inspiring me to write this book. I love you always and forever.





Introduction


Three’s Company


The house phone rang, and I ran to the kitchen to get it. It was 9:00 p.m.


“Hello?” I said.


“Hel-lo,” said an automated voice. “This is the Palo Alto Unified School District. We are calling to inform you that your student was absent from school today.” I spun around to glare at James, my oldest child, who had just started eighth grade, his second year in our new district. Then my phone buzzed with a new email alert and a text communicating the same message.


“James, you cut school today?!”


“Of course not, Mama,” he replied. “Why would you ask me that?” I immediately felt guilty for accusing him, but it hadn’t occurred to me that the school might have gotten it wrong.


This was the first week of school, and by the end of it, James was mistakenly marked absent three days. On the fourth day, he was sent to the principal’s office—and missed an entire class while they figured out they had the wrong James. This was a wholly different experience from the one we’d had in our last school overseas, where I grew accustomed to receiving calls from my children’s classroom teachers in the evening to discuss their progress. But here in Palo Alto, California’s top-rated school district, these regular calls confirmed my sense that something was very, very wrong. Were my kids even safe in school? What if they never made it to class? Would I hear about it? After all, the school had waited until 9:00 p.m. to let me know they hadn’t seen him all day!


It exemplified perfectly our educational experience in Palo Alto. My children were getting lost in a district I came to believe was struggling with a systemic lack of oversight, where students’ academic—let alone social and emotional—needs were getting lost in bureaucratic failures.


No wonder this was the first time in ten years that my kids didn’t love school. They didn’t even want to go to school anymore.


Welcome back to America.


  *  *  *  


This was our first time back in the United States after living abroad for a decade. Ten years earlier, called by the promise of adventure—and avoiding the uber-competitive rat race that is preschool admissions in New York City—my husband and I uprooted our preordained life in our hometown and moved halfway across the world to Hong Kong.


I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for when we got on that plane as a family with two toddler sons. And I didn’t know what to expect. But I did want my kids to be worldly, compassionate, inspired, and passionate about learning. I wanted them to be exposed to different cultures and develop empathy for different ways of thinking.


The years we spent abroad, starting in Hong Kong, then Shanghai, and then Tokyo, opened our eyes to new experiences and ideas in ways I could never have anticipated. Perhaps the biggest surprise of all was how well all of my children—three of them by the time we returned to the States—thrived in the distinct culture and education system in China and Japan. Instead of enrolling my kids in international schools meant to attract English-speaking expatriate families, I sent them to the local public schools. They transitioned from new culture to new culture, from public school to public school. Schools in Asia often seemed bare-bones and institutional from the outside, lacking heat, indoor toilets, and the technology that is almost inevitable at their American counterparts. Yet these schools ultimately gave my children some of the best educational experiences I could have hoped for.


As I saw how different, yet immensely effective, the school systems were in Asia, I was motivated to further my own education. While living in Shanghai, I returned to school for a master’s degree in comparative international education and became an education journalist and speaker in Tokyo.


The result was that I got quite the schooling over those ten years. My master’s course work, coupled with my firsthand experience as a parent of children enrolled in public schools in China and Japan, was eye-opening. I witnessed how the old-school education practices that had long fallen out of vogue in the United States, like rote memorization, gave my children an unparalleled knowledge base. I saw how the cultural priorities in China, like competitive learning, and in Japan, like the whole child philosophy and the way the community watches out for children, allowed me to trust the education system in a way my friends back home couldn’t.


But I hadn’t realized how sharp the contrast was until we returned home, and it became sadly apparent that our top-rated public school was nowhere near able to pick up where the Asian schools left off. By then, my sons were placing two years ahead in math, and their California schools weren’t prepared to challenge them. My middle son, Charles, had no fewer than five teachers in the course of fifth grade. Coming from the structure, rigor, and tried-and-true pedagogical methodologies I’d seen in China and Japan, this felt unnervingly chaotic. And I realized that this messy system is something that every American parent must wrestle with. Many of us don’t know any other way—there’s proof education can work so much better.


Thanks to our immersive experience in Asia, I know what public schools are capable of and that we should do better by our children. I believe we can.


My goal with this book is to empower you, my readers, to take the educational philosophies and practices that work so well in China and Japan and incorporate them in your own homes and classrooms. I want you to better understand how the education system works in the United States, so that you can more effectively advocate for your child. I want to offer you the tools to give your children a truly world-class education.


But first, I’ll tell you a bit more about me.


  *  *  *  


One of my first assignments for my master’s was to take a deep dive into my personal educational history to reflect on my own personal subjectivity, which could color my studies and learning. My professors called it the lens through which we see things: facing my upbringing would help me to understand my own background and biases. As you read this book, I ask you to think about your educational lens. Whatever your beliefs may be, I ask that you stay open to new ideas and unfamiliar practices you may find here.


Like religion and politics, education is one of the most contentious dinner table topics; we all have our own experiences that we can blindly and staunchly defend. Yet as disparate as they may be, we all strive to do right by our children—and that includes giving them the best possible education—while working through our pasts.


Because I inevitably bring a particular lens and perspective to writing this book, it seems only right to let you know what my childhood and education were like. Here is my lens.


For the first five years of my life, I lived in suburban Greenwich, Connecticut, with my parents: a Japanese immigrant mother who barely spoke English and a doting American father who was twenty-five years her senior. My father was nearing retirement at the time they separated, and I moved to Manhattan with my mother at the end of first grade, where she became a real estate broker and investor.


My mom was completely hands-off about my formal education, partly because she didn’t speak English but mostly because the US education system was culturally foreign to her. I missed lots of school events because she couldn’t understand the notices. From the beginning, I was expected to be responsible for all my own homework, studying, and projects. As an immigrant in the United States on a green card, she endeavored to raise me to be a “self-sufficient survivor.” She would say, “You never know when I could drop dead.” (She’s always been blunt.)


Every weeknight, I practiced the piano and studied Japanese with her by my side. She took me to a music conservatory every Friday after school and to Japanese school every Saturday. I had little time for playing with friends. I always felt a little out of place socially anyway; I was the only person in my grade whose second language was English (my first is Japanese), and I attended public school in Japan every summer, which also made me feel different.


For as long as I can remember, I was the poster child for school international days, teaching classmates perfunctory origami lessons. And like the stereotypical Asian, I won talent shows with the most recognizable or complicated piano pieces in my repertoire at the time. But I was envious of the most entertaining skits, like Jake Donovan and his fourth-grade boy band, who donned towels and lip-synched the Go-Go’s “We Got the Beat.” Jake was so cool, even imitating Belinda Carlisle.


In many ways, his was the world I wished I belonged to. Without many social connections and without siblings, I spent a good amount of time alone. Although my mother limited my television time, I snuck in my fair share when she went out in the evenings. Jack, Janet, and Chrissy on Three’s Company were like friends to me. TV gave me a priceless sneak peek into American culture beyond my small circle of friends and classmates. At home, we lived as a Japanese family, speaking the language and eating rice with chopsticks. I may have been born American, but I was always aware that I didn’t quite fit in.


I studied The Brady Bunch and Family Ties to get clues about what typical American families were like. I called my dad “Pa” like Laura Ingalls Wilder on Little House on the Prairie did. I wanted freckles and braids just like Melissa Gilbert on that show and went through a stage when I wore a bonnet to sleep. These shows rounded out my education. TV offered me a connection to what I wistfully thought of as a “normal life” in the United States. So please indulge me here, as each of my chapters is named after one of my favorite TV shows.


My mother, born in ravaged post–World War II Japan, worked incredibly hard to be admitted to university in Tokyo, making herself a complete outlier as a woman of that era in Japan. She invested every cent in her only child—me, a generation and world apart—to yield the highest outcomes, like she had produced for herself. Meanwhile, my father doted on me like a loving grandfather on our weekend visits, spoiling and rarely disciplining me—a sharp contrast to my mother’s love that was so focused on my achievements. In addition to his love, I also experienced his slowly declining health. On May 19, 1986, while I was in seventh grade, he passed away.


Shortly after that, my mother’s financial issues forced us to move to the suburbs, and I attended Rye Country Day, a private school in Westchester County, New York. School began to feel like a chore—a means to an end. It had to do with figuring out how to get A’s to make it to a good college. I did well enough to be accepted at an Ivy League college. But I had somehow made it that far without having developed much intellectual curiosity. I also managed to graduate from high school never having taken a European history, geography, or physics class. I felt like I cheated the system.


It was in Asia, not the United States, where I began to see critically outside of my own experience. Zooming out to see the bigger global picture, I gained an appreciation and understanding of all the wonders and pitfalls of the US system. It taught me that it was possible to give my children the best parts of my upbringing—growing up bilingual, bicultural, and resilient—but also to help them take ownership of their education, love learning, and love school, which I had not done.


My master’s program was the most challenging and exhilarating two-year academic experience of my life, rocking my view of everything I thought I understood about privilege and opportunity. That’s what planted the seeds for this book.


I expected to learn about other countries’ educational systems, but I was surprised to learn so much about my own. I grew increasingly disillusioned by our educational system, which keeps the wealthy on top while stacking up barriers in front of the majority. How could we compete on a global level if we were not developing leadership equally and fairly among our overall population, instead of just from a privileged few? Worse, how can this leadership guide the nation if it can’t relate to the experiences of average working people? The belief that education is the “great equalizer” felt like nonsense. Until that point, I’d never stopped to imagine what my life might have been like if I’d been born into poverty, with parents (or foster parents, or other guardians) who didn’t or couldn’t support my learning. I’d never seriously examined my own privilege before. Understanding the barriers to education and the inequalities—at home and throughout the rest of the world—made me see things more clearly.


  *  *  *  


Ironically, it was when I landed back in America in 2016, in time for my children to start second, fifth, and seventh grades, that I experienced the worst culture shock of my life. We came back to a world with erectile dysfunction commercials during family programming, a blazing inferno of a presidential election, and a culture that worships football players but rejects science. After spending years in cultures where it’s cool to be smart, I had almost forgotten how different attitudes are here.


The most disappointing part was the school district itself, which was ranked the number one school district in California. Because the United States lacks a centralized federal policy for almost every aspect of public education, each state has its own funding formula for public schools. Districts can draw on local tax revenues to supplement what they receive in federal and state funds. This gives wealthier districts more leeway in hiring teachers; they can offer higher salaries to more qualified candidates, while districts in tax-poor areas cannot. It had never before occurred to me to question the way our educational dollars are spent so unevenly among different districts, even ones that are right next to each other.


So much about what we encountered in Palo Alto made me want to pull my hair out—technology overuse in the classroom, low academic expectations, wasteful expenditures instead of investment in teacher professional development, high teacher turnover, corporate influence over public education—that I realized I needed to do something about it. That something is this book.


To write this book, I drew on my experiences and graduate education, but I also spoke to thought leaders and educators to get their perspectives at seemingly countless education conferences throughout the United States. I discussed the challenges facing our schools with professors in our colleges of education, school principals, teachers, PTA leaders, school board members, state legislators, and our nation’s legislators on Capitol Hill. While in Palo Alto, I also took advantage of the experts in my own backyard at Stanford University. I feel privileged to have been able to speak with some of the top minds in the country about the challenges facing our education system. They have given me hope, and they have pushed me to look deeper for long-lasting solutions to our most complex educational problems.


In addition, I visited schools all over the country to see what’s working and what isn’t. I traveled to schools in Palo Alto and nearby Los Angeles; in New York City and elsewhere in New York State; in Utah, Florida, Texas, and Washington, DC. I toured thriving and struggling public schools, including charter schools and magnet schools. I visited some of the country’s most elite private schools in New York City and boarding schools in New England.


The United States is a wonderfully diverse nation, where life can be very different from one area to the next. Each child’s education is determined not at the federal or even state level but often at the district/local and school and even classroom level. Because of our country’s size and demographics, no one solution can meet the needs of every individual, every family, and every community. But there’s a lot to be learned from the nations that have surpassed us in education, helping us to shift our perspectives.


During our time in Asia, all three of my kids loved learning; they became trilingual (English, Mandarin, and Japanese) and multicultural. Ultimately, the alternatingly crushing and euphorically rewarding experience transformed me into a stronger and far more empathetic woman and mother than I ever thought I could be.


  *  *  *  


To be sure, no school system is perfect. Even at the best schools along our travels there were downsides. In Shanghai, there was a lack of creativity, and in Tokyo, gender-based expectations of girls limited their aspirations about possible career paths. And the pressure and demands that Japanese schools place on mothers is hugely problematic for working moms. The common theme I found in Asia was a reverence for education that is cemented by a unified team of teachers, parents, and students. I learned to appreciate seeing preschoolers sitting at desks, engrossed in academic puzzles. I grew to find joy seeing my children following the opposite of a personalized learning curriculum; instead, every student in the entire nation in the same grade learned the same material at the same time. Children’s success is not left to chance, corporate interests, or the socioeconomic backgrounds of their parents.


The Chinese and Japanese high school graduates I’ve met are literate, independent, hardworking, and disciplined. Their knowledge comes from well-respected teachers, high expectations, mastery of content, and problem solving. They finish middle school two academic years ahead of US students in math.1


Schools in top-performing countries teach to mastery. That was the big aha! for me: in the United States, whether students score a 58 or a 98 on a test, they all move on to the next lesson just the same.


Children also learn different social values in Asia. In Japan, students take care of their own schools: they are the janitors and lunch servers, and every day they have classroom chores to attend to in addition to their studies. They’re also expected to get around on their own by the time they start elementary school at age six; they walk to and from school and take public buses and trains unsupervised, a freedom that most American parents couldn’t imagine for safety’s sake—or legal reasons. One Maryland couple nearly lost custody of their children for letting them visit a park alone in 2015!2


By the end of our journey, we had lived in three of the world’s top global economies: the United States, China, and Japan. Each of these countries plays a tremendous role in the financial, industrial, and technological systems we all depend on. And the outcomes of their respective education systems support the economic success of these countries and our greater world. Both Shanghai (the City of Shanghai participated separately in 2009 and 2012) and Japan have consistently earned top scores on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), an international test administered by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) every three years.


In the 2015 test, US students scored slightly above average in reading (497 points out of 600) and science (496) compared to other OECD nations, and 20 points below the OECD average in math (470). Japan scored 516, 538, and 532, respectively.3


There are legitimate concerns that the place of the United States as a global leader will fall if we can’t reconceptualize our education system to offer all citizens a fair shake at top-quality schooling. Show me a school, and I’ll show you that country’s future.


  *  *  *  


At the end of our decade of nomadic living, I knew it was time to bring our family back home to the United States.


I wanted to instill in my children an intrinsic sense of their identity as US citizens and to appreciate how that citizenship afforded us opportunities to live overseas. After returning, however, I found myself longing for the days when my children came home with graphite all over their sleeves from writing all day, teachers seemed to know my children better than I did, and the popular kids were the smart kids. I don’t have all the answers about how to fix our educational ills, but I can provide a unique perspective, backed up by academic research and personal and professional observations, on the local school systems in three top-performing nations.


Along with sharing my family’s experiences in this book, I also provide practical and actionable advice so you can take what I learned and make it work for you. I explain the ins and outs of school districts, demystify what to look for when evaluating a school, and suggest ways to enhance your children’s school learning with valuable home activities and supplemental programs. I realize that not all of this advice will be useful for every reader, so take what you want from this book—what feels right for you and your family. I want you to feel truly empowered when it comes to your child’s education.


My hope is that by reading this book you will come away with ideas for how to improve the educational experiences of the children in your lives, whether you’re a parent, teacher, grandparent, or even a bystander on the subway. And I hope to make you laugh a bit along the way as you share my moments of stumbling, falling, and picking myself back up.


This is the book I wish I’d had before we boarded that plane to Hong Kong. You don’t have to spend a decade abroad to gain this knowledge. I did, and I’m ready to share.
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NEW YORK


2006


James: About 2 years old


Charles: About 8 months old




CHAPTER 1





The Wonder Years


The Wild World of NYC Preschools


My husband, Alex, and I were at an authentic hole-in-the-wall Thai restaurant in the Murray Hill section of Manhattan having dinner with a couple looking to buy an apartment in New York. Despite priding myself on being the most worldly in the bunch, I was embarrassed to be the only one who couldn’t get through the tom yung goong soup without tearing up from the spice.


“We want to be within a few blocks of Brick Church,” the woman explained. “We’ve already started going there.”


Right away, I knew why: they were both highly educated, ambitious Harvard Business School graduates with a newborn baby girl. A lot of the time, what followed was talked about coyly with a little restraint, but not today. “We’re just going there for the preschool,” she said with a New Jersey accent, loud enough for the entire restaurant to hear. “It says that to qualify for preference, families must have joined the church at least two years prior to November 1 of the year they are applying. So we’re on time!”


I forced a smile that hid my sense of resignation. The Brick Presbyterian Church ran one of New York City’s most exclusive preschools, and the city did not offer universal public pre-K at that time. Some NYC preschools are reputedly harder to get into than Stanford (which now has an annual 4 percent acceptance rate), and that may be true. Thousands of parents apply each year, and some schools have fewer than thirty openings a year, including the ones reserved for church members and legacy kids (kids whose parents or siblings went to the school). Applying for preschool in New York is a competitive, Olympic-sized sport.


But joining a church so your kid can go to school there later? Ugh. I was pretty sure they weren’t Presbyterian before.


More to the point, the school spelled it out clearly: you not only had to be a member of the church but a “financially contributing member” for at least two years to get preference into the preschool. Even then there were no guarantees. So this couple could buy an apartment in the “right” location, switch religions, throw big checks into the collection plate each Sunday, and still possibly not get a spot. It felt that they were selling their souls to get their kid into preschool—and their daughter was only five months old at the time!


That didn’t seem to faze them.


“She’ll go to Brick, and then Spence or Chapin for kindergarten,” the woman declared. These are two of New York’s most exclusive all-girls’ schools. “I mean,” she continued, “it’s all about the exmissions.”


Exmissions. The taboo word for where the kids get admitted after they finish preschool. Most NYC private preschools have an exmissions staff that works with parents to guide them on how to write “first-choice” letters, addressing which of their child’s strengths to emphasize and which weaknesses could be framed as positives, and which ongoing school would be the best match.


“Then our daughter can go on to Harvard, like we did!” Well, she didn’t actually say this, but she may as well have. She was beaming with pride as she was setting her wheels in motion. Her husband didn’t beam back. He was stoically British, and she was a boisterous American. Despite the fact that both were still using their Harvard email addresses a decade after graduation—the email version of vanity plates—it was an odd pairing. She went on about how the preschool was going to set their daughter up for life because it was connected to the best schools. Finally she said, “Garrod! Stop kicking me under the table!”


I felt like we were in a Saturday Night Live skit.


And the thing is, as ill as I felt about the whole thing and as much as I wanted to bolt out of the restaurant, I didn’t hate her for it. They were doing exactly what they aspired to do. They were making it in Frank Sinatra’s “if you can make it here, you’ll make it anywhere” New York. They had their eye on the prize, and that’s the only way to get ahead in this city. I got it.


My aspirations for my family were different. I didn’t know exactly what they were yet; I just knew by my visceral reaction to this couple that I needed to change the preordained path I was starting down with my two children, where they would face no real-life hiccups.


I had two little boys—a baby and a toddler—and I would be lying if I said I wasn’t getting nervous about the whole school thing. I had thought that our midtown apartment wasn’t close enough to most of the “good” preschools uptown. I had also started asking my husband if we should move. It was hard not to get caught up in the craziness, even when I knew it was craziness, because what other option did we have?


All I knew about education came from growing up in New York City. How did parents in other places navigate this time in their kids’ lives? Were moms in Oregon also trying to navigate which preschools their one-year-old would go to and how they’d finagle their way in?


We were competing with every other parent around who was moderately to obscenely wealthy, some of whom could pledge major donations to the school prior to admissions (which, of course, schools all say has no bearing on acceptances. Clearly). We were even competing with celebrities.


Aside from that, parents also hired counselors to guide them through the preschool application process. For $150 to $400 an hour, some parents hire a private coach to guide them through the applications. For preschool! This counseling runs the gamut depending on what you are willing or able to spend. You can hire a consultant who will know how to get your six- and sometimes seven-figure donation into the right hands at the right school, or you can work with a consultant just to help you figure out how to apply to a New York City public middle school.


In addition to hiring consultants, parents had their kids take “preschool prep” classes so they’d do better in interviews—even for interviews for admission to preschool. Sometimes they call it a playdate, but it’s clearly an interview. Most of the time they talk to the kids with the parents in the room; a couple of schools bring the kids to a different room while the parents quietly have heart palpitations in fear of how Avery or June is going to screw up her chances of finger painting at this elite academy. Heaven help her if she proves that she isn’t reliably potty-trained.


Some preschools want docile kids. Some are looking for creative thinkers. They all want bright kids, of course. And each school has a cutoff date for birth dates. Some will take only 3.1s or 3.4s. I never understood if that meant 3 years and 1 month old or 3 and a tenth years old.


There are private preschool admission workshops that run more than a year in advance. And a directory of Manhattan’s private preschools, with more than four hundred pages, is available on Amazon. People are not messing around here. They are asking former US presidents to write letters of recommendation. They’re hiring ghostwriters to write admissions essays. They’re trying to get their toddlers to learn an instrument or a second language just so they can claim a special skill to stand out among the other applicants.


Not only is it extremely difficult to get into these schools, there’s also huge competition just to get an application. When I was starting this process in 2004, before the age of online applications, there was one simple system: the day after Labor Day, you had to call the admissions line at each preschool just to request an application. The school limited the number of applications because each completed application (with application fee—cha-ching!) also meant a tour of the school and potentially a family interview. The administrators simply didn’t have the time to do that for the thousands of people who would apply for the very limited open slots.


You needed to have other people helping you to cover your list of potential preschools. Your best friend might call Bank Street, Madison Avenue Presbyterian, and Christ Church, while your mother-in-law covered Episcopal, Brick, and All Souls, and you handled Horace Mann, Montessori, and, of course, the 92nd Street Y if you’re Jewish.


You had to figure these things out early. Without a plan, your child would never get into the right school and would never become the neurosurgeon she could have been.


It was important. This was our children’s future on the line.


  *  *  *  


What I believed intuitively then—and would later verify as a fact—was that socioeconomic status is the most important factor in a child’s education in the United States. People with a lot of money can send their kids to the best private school or live in areas with great public schools and supplement their kids’ education with outside enrichment opportunities, starting from birth. People with little money or education may not know how to direct their children toward academic excellence; they also likely don’t have a genuine choice about which schools their kids will attend.


Students in the United States are affected by socioeconomic backgrounds more than students from other developed nations are. According to Miles Corak, an economics professor at the City University of New York, the intergenerational earnings elasticity (IGE) has gone up in the United States. The IGE measures the correlation between parents’ income and their children’s income in later life. Ideally, the number would be zero, which would mean their children’s earning capacity wasn’t depending on their parents’; this would indicate that everyone has equal access to mobility. The US IGE has increased from less than 0.3 fifty years ago to nearly 0.5 today, which is higher than in almost every other developed economy.1


A 2015 report from the Pew Charitable Trusts and the Russell Sage Foundation went even further in examining the IGE in the United States. The authors estimated that there is indeed a high correlation between parents’ income and their children’s income in the United States today. For adults in the 50th to 90th percentile for income, their male adult children have an IGE of 0.68 and their female children, 0.63. The report concludes that “approximately two-thirds of parental income differences within this region of the income distribution persist into the next generation.”2


Schools are one important way to intervene in cycles of inequality. If all schools are funded equitably, we will see major differences in outcomes. By “equitably,” I don’t mean that every school gets the same exact funding; each school should be funded according to the needs of its particular student population.


With equitable funding, top teachers will be more likely to work in impoverished areas, and all students will have access to appropriate resources to support their mental, physical, emotional, and social growth, according to their needs. Every student can thrive and grow. Based on my experiences in China and Japan, where teachers are widely respected and supported with adequate economic resources, I suggest this is possible in the United States as well.


The Hamilton Project, an economic policy initiative based at the Brookings Institution, delved deeper into the relationship between poverty and education in the United States. They found that kids living in poverty score worse on standardized tests, have lower graduation rates, and are far less likely to go to college, which means that their earning potential is significantly reduced.3 The difference is striking: less than 25 percent of fourth graders who qualify for free or reduced-price lunch at school scored proficiently on the standardized math exam, whereas about 60 percent of other fourth graders score at or above proficiency levels. In other words, the vast majority of low-income kids are failing to meet standards—whether they get promoted to the next grade or not (and they usually do, even when they’re not ready to move on).


Performance among kids in low-income households dropped when they made up more of the school’s population. When just a few kids qualified for free lunch in a school, those kids performed better than those in districts where low income is the norm.


So how are US schools funded? Ninety percent of money for education comes from state and local budgets,4 so less tax money is available in impoverished areas. Schools are counting on scarce federal dollars (less than 10 percent of the total for every school in the United States on average) to make up some of the difference. There are huge differences in educational spending per student when you add up state, local, and federal dollars—for example, New York ($21,206 per year on the primary and secondary levels) versus Utah ($6,575) and North Carolina ($8,687)—even after accounting for cost of living differences.5 Some districts spend their education dollars wisely, on, say, teacher training and textbooks, and others blow it on bells and whistles like bouncy chairs (to be discussed in Chapter 12).


Spending on public education in the United States took a nosedive after the Great Recession beginning in 2007. By 2015, three-quarters of the education cuts carried out between 2009 and 2013 were restored, mostly in the form of increased local and state taxes collected. Federal contributions have remained steady at just below 10 percent. As with the distribution of education funding in general, the uptick in funding has not been distributed evenly among states and districts. For example, California raised its education spending 10 percent between 2013 and 2015, but it still spends $1,000 less per student than the national average.6


While it is easy to point to economic inequality generally as the source of our troubled education system, we can pinpoint where disparities contribute most to educational gaps. Many factors are at play here—for example:


• Preschool. Getting a jump on learning by engaging young children’s brains as early as possible has been proven to have a major impact on kids. According to researchers at Harvard’s Center on the Developing Child, “more than 1 million new neural connections form every second” in a child’s first few years.7 Take advantage of your child’s amazing potential for development in his or her early years. You can pick a preschool with an academic focus, or make sure you’re providing academic support at home.


• Teacher training. Every teacher should be well qualified to teach students with a variety of learning styles, backgrounds, and challenges. It’s hard to attract well-qualified teachers to impoverished areas: it can be more challenging to teach kids who are starting at a lower point, schools in low-income areas are often less secure, and teachers don’t want to receive a lower salary. As it is, in 2017, the OECD reported that US middle school teachers on average made less than 60 percent of the salary of those in other professions with the same level of education; this number falls well below the OECD average of 88 percent.8 In addition, in the face of shortages, US schools in most states lower standards for teachers, granting emergency credentials that typically require only a bachelor’s degree and no teaching experience. You can guess how that turns out. (I’ll come back to this in Chapter 9.)


• Parental involvement. Parents are becoming more involved with their children’s education, but there are still challenges. Often parents have a single-minded focus on supporting their children’s schools (via the PTA, for example), while not attending directly to their kids’ learning.9 Also, parental involvement can look quite different outside the school setting. Parents who can afford it may enroll their kids in private lessons, tutoring programs, educational camps, and so on, extending their finances to the limit. Some parents take out loans and work second jobs to pay for these programs. In addition, many towns and cities have free enrichment programs at museums, libraries, and even on school grounds when classes aren’t in session.


• Kids’ responsibilities. Kids living in poverty often have extra responsibilities compared to other kids; they may be expected to do more work around the house, babysit siblings, run errands, even work outside the home. They may also have additional stresses; if they’re worried about where they’re going to sleep or whether they’re going to eat that night, it’s understandably more difficult for them to focus on schoolwork.


Back in New York, I had narrowed our choices down to academic preschools as opposed to play-based, Montessori, or progressive schools. It was what I felt most comfortable with and what I felt I could best support at home.


Although there were no guarantees, my husband and I were much more likely than many others to get our kids into our preferred ongoing schools later simply by riding the wave of our parents’ choices—an unfortunate truth about our elitist and nonmeritocratic educational system.


My family had significant advantages that made me less worried about our school options in New York City. I had lived in New York since second grade and had attended Dalton, one of the nation’s best private schools, through middle school. My husband’s family was dripping with academic credentials; he had attended Trinity, another of the best private schools in the country. It’s sort of the Ivy League of K–12, and many parents want their kids to go there because they often lead to Ivy League colleges. It had worked for my husband and me (we wound up at, respectively, Princeton and Dartmouth), and I figured it would work for our kids too.


Being an alumnus carried weight, which was why we were suddenly getting so many playdate requests. Conversations with acquaintances from work and social groups with young kids would inevitably find their way to it:


Little Timothy’s mom: Where did you grow up?


Me: In New York City, actually.


Little Timothy’s mom: Oh, really? Where did you go to school?


Me: Dalton.


Little Timothy’s mom: How nice! [Pause.] You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you and your family to come over for dinner. Are you free on Friday night?


I was fooled the first couple of times into thinking these were real invitations to connect just for the sake of friendship, but before long, I realized these parents were often courting us to find out if we could pull any strings for their kids. Why would I do that when I’m stressing about how to get my own kid in during the same year? I wondered.


At least we got some nice home-cooked meals in the process.


These experiences were only slightly less shocking than dinner parties where parents discussed how much donation money it took to get kids into the Ivies. Right after “Please pass the butter,” came “How much does it take to get into Harvard?”


“Legacy gives you a leg up, but if you give a bone, your chances go up to 75 percent.” (Bone is code for $1 million.)


“When you give $5 million to Harvard, you get a nice letter of thanks, but if you give even $500,000 to Middlebury, the president flies to your house to thank you.”


“It’s much cheaper to get into Dartmouth, though, right? Teru, how much do you have to give to get in there?”


“I don’t know,” I mumbled. It was jarring to hear it put out there so openly. I wanted to believe the majority of students got in based on their academic credentials, despite mounting evidence that money and athletics were key—and that status begets status.


When the Wall Street Journal analyzed the data for the University of Notre Dame, the University of Virginia, and Georgetown University, reporters found that legacy applicants have twice the odds of acceptance compared to the overall applicant pool; that rises to four times the odds at Princeton. But Harvard “wins” this race, with legacy applicants admitted at five times higher rates.10 Certainly many of these kids do have the credentials to be admitted owing to the high level of academic attainment of their parents, but so do many other applicants. At a time when many top schools claim to be diversifying, this preference for legacy applicants is a smoke-and-mirrors game that favors keeping the status quo in place, which means that the wealthy will continue taking up spots at elite schools. And this is also at a time when US university tuitions are skyrocketing and increasingly cost prohibitive.


  *  *  *  


Education has the potential to be the great equalizer. Horace Mann, the nineteenth-century education reformer influential in the creation of US public schools, believed that a good education was a birthright of all children and would create social harmony. (Ironically, tuition at the highly esteemed private Horace Mann School in New York City is $51,000 per year as of this writing.) Education becomes an equalizer only when equitable resources are applied to all schools, not when the wealthy districts get all the best teachers, best libraries, and so on.


Former Connecticut governor Dannel Malloy talked to U.S. News & World Report about why Connecticut ranks so well in education (number three in the country in college readiness of high school students, number one in twelfth-grade literacy, and number three in overall education of the populace at large), and he pointed first to its preschool enrollment, which is ranked second in the country.11 “I’ve been a big advocate of pre-K,” he said, “and closing the gap between people who can otherwise afford to pay privately for pre-K and those folks who live largely in urban areas but some rural areas who have not been able to send their children to pre-K. We’ve created thousands of additional education spots for them because we know that the best educational buck spent is in the early years. Having kids start school earlier leads to better results at 12th grade.”


He’s absolutely right: kids’ brains are most primed to learn when they’re very young, and yet we do little to take advantage of that time. Preschool shouldn’t be optional in this country. Why do kids in wealthy families get to start their schooling up to three years earlier than kids whose parents can’t afford private preschool if there are no free preschool spots available? If we’re ever going to live up to the idea that education is the great equalizer, it starts there: providing an equal start with qualified teachers for all.


Children who go to school earlier than kindergarten have significantly better outcomes than children who do not, all the way through adulthood. A recent analysis of twenty-two high-quality studies from 1960 through 2016 found that children who attend early childhood education (ECE), defined as any schooling from birth to age five, go on to have lower rates of special education placement (a difference of 8 percentage points), lower rates of grade repetition (7.9 percentage points difference), and higher high school graduation rates (9.4 percentage points difference).12 Of course, people who graduate from high school and beyond tend to earn more than those who do not, so what you earn as an adult can be traced back partly to what you learned before you were five years old. Researchers estimate a minimum rate of return of three to four dollars for every dollar spent on early childhood education.13


In the United States, the median annual salary of ECE teachers is $28,990 a year,14 a figure not likely to tempt those who could earn more in other fields. The average education level of an ECE teacher is a two-year associate’s degree.


In addition, preschool programs are different in different states, with some reaching a far greater percentage of the low-income student population through programs like Head Start, others with more limited hours, using different curricula, and so on. Head Start is a comprehensive federal program that offers low-income parents access to free preschool, in addition to health and nutrition services. According to a 2016 report from the Hamilton Project, Head Start increased high school graduation by participants up to 20 percentage points.15


Formal education at a school and learning at home in a child’s early years literally sets a child up to learn for the rest of her life. We cannot recover the early years of a child’s brain development.


To be honest, I hadn’t substantially researched the significance of preschool when my first kid reached preschool age. I learned a lot of this information along the way, especially after my oldest, James, started preschool. In the process of writing this book, I have been able to combine my knowledge from enrolling my three kids in preschools in three countries, along with academic research. Here, I offer my suggestions for getting ready for the preschool years.




Prepping for Preschool


• Enroll your kids in an academic preschool if you do not plan to supplement academics at home. (For tips on supplementing at home, see Chapter 5, pages 78–79.)


• Look for ways to support your child’s learning (academic, social, emotional) at home and at school.


• Read. Read. Read. All the time to your child. From an actual paper book. And discuss, even when you think she can’t yet. Make eye contact, and use expression.


• Make free time for creative and unstructured play.


• Look for free preschool spots in your district well in advance of your child’s start date.


• Seek out enrichment activities through local libraries, museums, community centers, concert halls, religious organizations, and so on, many of them free and open to the public.


• Form or join a parent support network for all the latest and greatest gossip, finds, and tips. You may find a group for your school on Facebook, but plan in-person meet-ups rather than relying on online posts. You’ll learn insider scoops that people would never post in public. Introduce yourself to familiar-looking parents and expand your network to share issues and build resources.


• Learn about the elementary kindergarten curriculum in your district. What skills and activities can you practice with your child at home to help her smoothly transition into kindergarten? For example, how familiar should she be with the alphabet? How high is she expected to count?


• Stay on top of the curricular pipeline and learning expectations from kindergarten (and through high school!). Ask teachers on day one for the curriculum for the year, and ask how it’s followed or modified. Ask how children are assessed, which textbooks and resources will be used, and how you can support the learning at home.





The New York City private school culture made me want to scream. I listened to parents bad-mouth little children who got into the “good” preschools (“She’s not even smart!”). I heard mothers act sweet to each other and then tear each other apart privately for applying here or there. At the same time, I felt insecure enough to get sucked into it. What choice do I have? I wondered.


I’m not sure if those preschool parents were proud of trying to pull strings to get advantages for their kids, but when everyone seems to be doing it, then you’re disadvantaging your kid if you don’t, right? And, frankly, we all do whatever we can to help our kids. But how was I supposed to teach my kids a moral code if this is what was all around us? Was I going to let them absorb the lesson that entitlement starts in preschool? That kids born into rich families get to skip the line and grab spaces at colleges they didn’t necessarily earn their way into? That the most “successful” kids never have to deal with failures or frustrations?


Even John Allman, the headmaster of the esteemed and monied private school Trinity, openly acknowledged the issue in a bombshell letter to parents in 2017, referenced in a September 22, 2017, article in the New York Times: “Can Prep Schools Fight the Class War?” In it, Allman called for renewed efforts to build community by teaching children to “serve the common good and to give generously to others for the rest of their lives.” Without more work toward socially redeeming purposes, he worried that parents look at Trinity as a “credentialing factory” and that its students will wind up as adults on “a comfortable perch atop a cognitive elite that is self-serving, callous, and spiritually barren.” He even went so far as to worry that Trinity had become no more than a “very, very, very expensive finishing school” for the majority of its students.


These schools can create and sustain a pipeline, a path to top universities, and those who follow this path can eventually wind up with a job that pays at least as well as their wealthy parents’ jobs. The pipeline isn’t just about learning. It is also about access to more advantages. But there needs to be more awareness and social responsibility to the greater community.


The list of donors and current parents at some preschools is a who’s who of Wall Street. I wasn’t comfortable as a child or now as a parent surrounding my kids with privilege and excess, pressured to measure up socially. Yet I felt like I was swirling around in a vortex, getting closer and closer to the center. I resisted the pressure to insert my kids into a system that perpetuates inequality. I felt lucky to have escaped my own childhood without adopting those same values myself. But I didn’t know how to get out without giving up on the idea of my children getting the best education. And I wasn’t sure what “the best” education even really meant.


My own schooling at Dalton and later at Rye Country Day was excellent—the best money could buy. I felt confident taking tests and filling out applications for college. I won awards. I had the social capital to know who to ask for answers for any question I had.


On the flip side, along with that elevated education came snobbery and elitism all around me: black-tie bat mitzvahs at the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan on the weekend, holiday cards from classmates’ families showing them in front of the Taj Mahal or at the Louvre on extravagant vacations, and a disdain for any of the 99 percenters who didn’t have live-in housekeepers. And I remember the devastating personal blows I had to deal with, like my father’s poor health and then his death, which made me feel even more different. Being bicultural and raised by a single immigrant mother added a deeper and sometimes painful dimension to my life. My schools were not diverse by any stretch of the imagination and made no effort to change their student body. I didn’t wish the same experiences for my children, but I wanted my privileged Caucasian-looking children to earn grit their own way. I also wanted to raise them to embrace people from different cultures as their equals, in a way I never felt accepted as a child.


I wanted to give them experiences money couldn’t buy, that would teach them culture, independence, and all the things kids don’t learn when their parents are “networking” their childhood. But how could I?


It seemed that their whole future was preordained based on making the right chess moves now, even when those moves felt wrong. Why was I was falling into lockstep with the crowd around me? I’d never been a follower before, and my circumstances made me question everything.


Many people flee New York City when they have kids. They arrive there after college graduation for jobs, but then they get married, settle down, and wind up at a crossroads: Do they stay in this uber-competitive world, move to the suburbs, or go back to their hometown to raise kids? In New York, either you get out or you declare, “Game on!” and bare your teeth. But we had nowhere to go. This was our hometown.


  *  *  *  


Then Alex came home one day and dropped a bomb.


“I got an offer for a huge promotion.”


“That’s fantastic!”


“It’s in Hong Kong.”


I breathed in and out. Once.


“Let’s go!”


That’s all it took. I didn’t need to think it through or weigh the pros and cons. I wanted a way off the crazy Manhattan ride, and this was it. Hong Kong! How better to completely shake things up? We could give our kids experiences money couldn’t buy, and my children could start their education in a place I was familiar with: Asia. What could be better?


It was so spur of the moment that I didn’t even know what I expected to find. But Hong Kong didn’t scare me at all because as a kid I’d spent summers in Japan visiting my grandmother, and I loved it; I figured Hong Kong would be very similar. Japan had its downsides, of course—it’s largely culturally homogeneous, with often inflexible gender roles—but I respected it a lot because of its community-driven values and work ethic. It’s what led me to be an Asian studies major in college. (There were obviously big gaps in my education, considering I couldn’t imagine much of a difference between Tokyo and Hong Kong. I discovered later just how ill informed I was.)


Alex had also majored in Asian studies. He studied Mandarin long before many people in the United States realized they should learn it. China seemed of little importance to the global economy when he was in school, and it was unusual for a white guy to learn the language. But he was a bit of a quirky intellectual.


When we’d met at a mutual friend’s wedding in 2001, he wasted no time letting me know his intentions that night: “If this goes well, we’ll be living in China one day.” Neither of us realized it would come to fruition five years and two babies later.


Hong Kong was not mainland China, but it was the gateway to Asia—a place lots of people describe as vibrant and modern. Alex was going to be the managing director of a Morgan Stanley division there—a position normally reserved for much older employees. It came with not only a significant salary bump but big housing perks. Little did they know that we would have made the move without any incentives at all just to get off the track we were on. The hunt for a New York City private preschool does things to a person. I joined many of my friends who left the city around the same time for various reasons; I just did it in a more dramatic way.


I wasn’t expecting to live in Hong Kong forever: we’d spend a few years overseas and then come back to New York, I’d guessed, after skipping over the nerve-racking school competition. But I didn’t mind that it was open-ended. It felt like a terrific adventure. We boxed up our apartment, packed our bags, and off we went.


This starry-eyed excitement was hindered only slightly when I found out that taking a two-year-old and an infant on a sixteen-hour international flight rates somewhere between waking up with a spider in your mouth and bathing in a tub of thumbtacks. But we got through it.


We were headed to a four-bedroom apartment on the water in scenic Repulse Bay, and I just knew it was the best thing we’d ever done. It was going to be cultural. It was going to be genuine. It was going to be magical.


And it totally was . . . for maybe twenty-four hours.
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HONG KONG


2006–2010


James: About 2 to 6 years old


Charles: About 8 months to 4 years old


Victoria: 0 to 16 months old




CHAPTER 2





Gilligan’s Island


Stranded on a Tropical Island with a Strange Cast of Characters


Hong Kong is a densely populated subtropical area south of mainland China with a little of everything: beaches, hiking trails, skyscrapers. Only 7 percent of the island is zoned for housing, so the majority of residents live in apartments on a tiny part of the land.1


In early spring 2006, as we were planning our big move, Alex and I were on a tour of housing options and schools. Thankfully, as part of Alex’s work assignment, the housing costs were being covered by his office.


We decided on a beautiful waterfront building that was all expatriate (expat, for short) housing, and many of the people living there had connections to Morgan Stanley. The building had all sorts of amenities on the property: gym, pool, tennis court, concierge.


During the tour with a real estate agent, we moved through the kitchen into a small L-shaped and cavelike room about the size of a pantry with no windows. The real estate agent informed me that it was the “helper room.” Is it even big enough for a mattress? I wondered.


“I know what it looks like, but trust me. You should see where they come from!”


The agent said that line as if she’d said it hundreds of times before, every time an expat’s jaw dropped. All the expats have live-in helpers, she informed us. Most come from the Philippines, some from Thailand and Indonesia. Her explanation did not make me feel any better: “The help earn much more here.”


“Helpers love to work for American families. You’ll have your pick when you’re ready to do interviews,” she said.


“What do they do?” I asked.


“They care for the children, but they’re also there for whatever you need—housekeeping, cooking, errands, anything. That’s why we just call them ‘helpers.’ ”


Morgan Stanley was picking up this wildly priced housing tab, and we would cover the helper. Helpers worked six days a week (except Sundays and holidays). I soon found out that some people hired more than one, so there was never a day without a helper.


“You just have to sponsor their visas, and they can’t share a bedroom with a boy who’s sixteen years old or above—but that doesn’t apply to you,” the agent explained. Sponsoring a visa meant committing to employ, house, and feed the person for two years. I let her words sink in. It was a luxury we could never afford in New York. It didn’t seem so outrageous here, but it still felt questionable.


  *  *  *  


When we moved to Hong Kong a couple of months later, I quickly fell into a community full of friendly people who couldn’t wait to introduce themselves. It was overwhelmingly welcoming, and I made lifelong friends during the four years we spent there. Since there’s so much turnover in the expat communities, you constantly need to make new social contacts. It’s a way of life.


Soon after moving in, the boys and I were invited to a mommy lunch at another expat’s house. It was a casual midday invitation (or so I thought), and I showed up in a T-shirt and worn J. Crew khakis, hair still wet from the shower. Every other woman was in head-to-toe Chanel or the like, and I about died.


Oh no. Should I tell them that one of my kids got carsick on the way and bolt? Or that our clothing had yet to arrive from New York?


It was a multicourse sit-down affair with about five other women.


Where are all the kids? I wondered. The host had invited me and the kids, so I imagined everyone else got the same invitation.


Then, seemingly out of nowhere, a helper appeared.


“Sit and eat your lunch,” she said. “I will take the children.”


She swooped up James and Charles, my older and younger sons, respectively, and took them to an adjacent room that looked like a child’s dining room and play space. I surveyed the rooms in amazement at the way the adults were so carefree. I noticed there were so many helpers that I wondered if they outnumbered the kids. Just about every child had a personal helper. Although I was already considering hiring a helper, this cemented my decision. And I realized I was going to have to do it soon if I wanted to have any social life.


I sat down and tried to relax, but within a couple of minutes, Charles was crying for me. He’d never been left with a stranger before and wasn’t fond of the idea at all. I ended up eating at the kiddie table in the kiddie room, reassessing my life. Was I supposed to feel like Baby, Jennifer Grey’s character in Dirty Dancing, stuck in the corner? We had left New York City to get away from the excess and social hierarchy, but this was more excessive than anything I had experienced there.


  *  *  *  


Within a few months, James started preschool at a for-profit international school taught partly in English and partly in Mandarin. Cantonese is the local language in Hong Kong, but because Alex spoke Mandarin, we felt we could support it at home.


I hadn’t put too much study into preschools in Hong Kong. I chose the international school our broker and fellow expats told us was the best around where we lived. It hadn’t yet occurred to me what international schools were all about. They’re typically schools for expat children with classes that do not follow the national curriculum of the host country but rather the national curriculum of one’s home country (whose government may subsidize its costs) or an internationally certified plan like the International Baccalaureate (IB). Typically these schools offer small class sizes and teach classes in English or the native language of the host nation. They’re often far more expensive than local private preschools.


I was delighted to find that there was no application process, no finagling for position. You just send in your check, and you’re in. We’d made an appointment to see a public Mandarin school, but we backed out when we got to the building. It was nicknamed The Prison, and for good reason—it was a bare-bones, run-down building that may have had barbed wire around the roof. Having visited the school, Alex and I turned to each other and agreed we would never send our children there.


Little did I know.


James attended Tutor Time for a year. It was a well-run school, but I grew increasingly concerned that he wasn’t getting the immersive experience I had hoped for. Learning a second language isn’t easy when you’re surrounded by kids who speak English; it was slow going. I didn’t have much to compare it to except my own youth, when I spoke only Japanese at home and then only English in school, which allowed me to become fluent in both. I worried that Tutor Time was an artificial construct in the middle of Hong Kong, which is itself an artificial construct—essentially a city-state island created by the British Empire for trade and finance, still politically conflicted with a sense of identity as either a part of China or not.


Who would my children become in this environment, where Western values, with a dash of Mandarin on the side, were king? Was this the Hong Kong experience I wanted them to have?


Just before I’d left New York, a friend gave me two books about “third-culture kids,” highly mobile children who spend at least part of their childhood living in a country other than their parents’. Their first culture is the one from their parents’ home country, the second is the culture they’re currently living in, and the third is what they define as their personal culture, which may be a mix of the two. The books explored how these children face challenges because they have to create their own unique sense of “home,” which is that third culture. As a result, they may not feel a strong sense of belonging anywhere, but are likely to be multilingual and multicultural.


I was offended by what I interpreted as an insinuation that I was damaging my kids—that they were going to spend their tender years without mooring, with no sense of identity. I wanted to raise them with a sense of being grounded in their American identity, with the kind of cultural adaptability that had been so formative in my own life, but I also wanted them to feel that they belonged. My goal was for them to be globally competent Americans, able to think about how their actions and choices have consequences for other people around the world and our environment. But now I wondered what identity they were going to pick up in Hong Kong. Being in an international school anywhere represents a buffer from the local culture.


Adding to my concerns, the kind of excessive living I was worried about back in Manhattan was much more amplified in Hong Kong. We attended a two-year-old’s birthday party that felt more like a wedding with a cocktail reception, sit-down meal, speeches, and a professionally produced This Is Your Life film of the child’s two apparently very long years of life. Students were chauffeur-driven to preschool. Some of the kids’ helpers came to school and spoon-fed them their lunches, even in the upper elementary school grades. If they wanted anything, they got it. Expat families in Hong Kong were more spoiled than New York City ones.


  *  *  *  


I wasn’t far removed from all that, though I wish I could say otherwise. Before we moved to Hong Kong, I was still getting my bearings as a new mom, juggling two kids under two in the urban jungle. Given Alex’s demanding work schedule, which called him away for business travel frequently, the days were a blur of diaper changes, feedings, and balancing kids’ nap schedules, which left me little time for myself. Most days I felt lucky if I took a shower! Then here I was in the plush land of helpers, where going without help was social suicide. It was ridiculously tempting.


We hired two helpers (a Filipino woman and, later, her niece) and a driver. In this environment, you never have to change a baby’s diaper. You can take five-hour lunches. You never have to do a load of laundry, ever. I was surrounded by other women who spent their long lunch hours complaining about the help. I was new to motherhood, and this cushy lifestyle was in contrast to my having had extremely limited help with two little ones while in New York. Here, in Hong Kong, I was taking advantage of the chance to experience motherhood lite.


When I look back on those years in Hong Kong, I was deeply conflicted by the whole concept of “the help.” These were often married people who were leaving behind spouses and children for two years or more so they could earn money. I had been so privileged to never have to consider functioning while missing my family. Were we wrong for taking advantage of their plight? Or was it good we were helping them out of poverty? I felt uncomfortable with the idea of someone else taking care of my kids whenever I pleased, yet I got swept up in it anyway.
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