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I read this book after learning about it in The Chinaberry Catalog. As the editors of Chinaberry acknowledge in their mission statement “conscious parenting is the most important and challenging responsibility that many of us will have.” So true. 

Elisabeth Guthrie, a psychiatrist, wrote this book because she was alarmed by the high numbers of unmotivated, burned-out youngsters seeking her treatment.  She came to believe that a big culprit is the current cycle of “push-parenting” that results in kids being over-extended and over-pressured. Rather than blaming parents, she explores our “confounding culture of overachievement and takes a sympathetic look at the pervasive guilt that accompanies raising children today.”

What does push-parenting look like? According to the author, here are a few tell-tale behaviors:

1)
Orchestrating virtually every minute of a child’s life with lessons, play dates and enriching activities;

2)
Demanding high achievement in school and at sports at almost any cost (emotional, psychological, physiological, financial);

3)
Pressuring a child to choose courses, activities, or interests more to “build a resume” than to discover or explore natural curiosities or personal interests;

4)
Meddling in a child’s friendships and relationships with teachers and coaches

I loved this book because it helped me understand the subtle, pervasive and often unexamined pressures that riddle our current culture of parenting. And while it is easy to conjure up examples of parents who push, we all know that for every hysterical, over zealous parent out there bent on pushing their child to Herculean levels of achievement, there are multitudes of well-intentioned parents who actually feel caught in a system they don’t like, but feel they have no choice if they want the best for their children. Yet what is truly the best?  How do you encourage your child to succeed in a healthy way? How do you judge how much nudging is good and how much is counterproductive? These are the fundamental questions at the heart of this book.
The Phenomenon of Competitive Parenting

She opens the book with the following: “It used to be that there were three kinds of children: average, above average and below average. . . and most of us managed to survive. We got B’s, C’s and occasionally A’s. We had a few close friends and a bunch of hallway pals. We had a few interests, maybe played a sport. We hung out a lot. And while our parents complained about the usual, like our messy rooms, they pretty much left us alone. 
Of course, there was always one kid in the class who seemed to be born with an oboe in his mouth and who know from the age of five that “he always wanted to attend Harvard and become a neurologist.” Indeed, while we were average or above average, healthy and well-adjusted, that kid was just plain weird.

Today, it seems many parents yearn to have the kind of child we would have once considered weird – overly ambitious, hypercompetitive, serious to a fault – and are doing everything in their power to craft one. To these parents, what was once considered above average has become average. And what was once considered so significant to a child’s development – the freedom to identify and pursue one’s own individual talents and interest – has been replaced by that which will appear most impressive to the outside world.

We have become so accustomed to hearing about these kinds of excesses in parenting – about overscheduled toddlers, pressured children and super achieving teens – that we have really, to some degree, lost our perspective. We shrug, and think of the neighbor or the PTA acquaintance who has done the same or worse, and move on. But the fact is, we don’t really move on. More and more we’re affected, as parents, with anxiety and a constant low drumbeat of pressure. We ask ourselves: Are we doing enough for our kids? Should we be doing more? Will our kids measure up?”
 (More to think about:  Thanks to parenting expert extraordinaire, Barbara Swenson, I now know that many kids suffer from well-intentioned over-indulgence, so we need to add the question “Should we be doing less for our kids?”)
And here’s the important part: the phenomenon of push-parenting is less about the isolated extremes we’re all too aware of and more about the messages we are sending to children on a daily basis when we push. Messages like:

1) They are not capable of making responsible choices by themselves

2) Appearances are more important than authenticity

3) It is less important for them to own their experiences than it is to hold a significant title

4) That it is more important to build a “resume” than it is to discover or explore natural curiosities or personal interests

5) That we don’t trust them to succeed without our help
The Pressures that Fuel Competitive Parenting

Guthrie says she has learned from countless parents that just about no one wants to push, but most feel they must. They have come to believe in a fearful or anxious way that their children will fall short in the “relentless competition of everyday life” if they don’t stop pushing. The great, gnawing fear is that if you don’t push, if you relax and just let the chips fall where they may, your child will fail. Or at least not succeed. The question is – is it true? Do our children need us to give them that extra edge? Is it possible that it can be counterproductive to do so? And what keeps us feeling that we must push, even if we don’t want to.
Guthrie calls them the Seven Hypes. They are the insidious cultural forces that work on us without our being aware of them. Without awareness, it’s impossible to be conscious and, ultimately, to make choices about what to buy into and what to reject. 

Hype Number 1:
Everybody’s Doing It!
“If there could be a Unilateral Push-Parenting Disarmament Treaty, we’d all stop, but as it is, if we relax, let up, cancel the tutor, our kid will miss out, fall behind, fail.”

According to Guthrie, we see examples of push-parenting and “spectacular children” all around us. Eventually your cheerful mud-pie maker, TV watcher, videogamer begins to seem a little lackluster. Not that we think any less of our children in comparison, but we begin to worry that the world won’t see how great they are, how special. That they won’t reap the rewards that other children reap, that they won’t measure up in the world’s view.

And how can you live in the moment when everyone else is thinking ten steps ahead? How can you not prep your child when what used to be an “extra” (think SAT prep) is now a requirement?  Remember the days when we all got a good night of sleep and sharpened our #2 pencils because there was “no way” to study for the SAT!

And here it is – my favorite point!!! The notion that there is not enough success to go around feeds the frenzy of competitive parenting. And if success is limited, than you have a right to be worried. But is it really limited or are we seeing the world through the lens of scarcity?
Guthrie offers the metaphor of musical chairs. “It’s a very simple game. The winners sit and the losers stand. There are no gray areas. And no chance to modify the game. You can’t share a chair with your best friend. You can’t gain points by running faster or slower. You can’t get a chair by putting up a dazzling argument. In each round, one person is eliminated. In the end, one person wins.

Many parents today view their life with their children as a very important game of musical chairs. And the most significant part of this analogy is the view that there is a limited amount of success. If your child gets a chair, mine might not. If my child moves sluggishly, stumbles, isn’t alert enough, isn’t in the right place at the right time, he will have failed because someone will grab his place.”

Is this truly how life works?  I certainly don’t think so. I think back on my own life and see times where people said “you can’t do that” and it hasn’t been true, where some of the most enriching experiences have come from difficulties, where I’ve gone in directions I never could have planned for. There are countless instances where I’ve been lucky, where people have been kind, where the universe has offered itself up in strange and completely unpredictable ways. And the path I thought would make me feel successful, didn’t while the path without any hallmarks of conventional success, has. So, go figure! 
 I look at Andrew and Natalie and have confidence that they will find their place in the world.  If I remember that everyone I know has, it isn’t such a huge leap of faith. And I try to surround them with examples of lives well lived – the outdoor-loving, massage therapist aunt and uncle, the founder of Andrew’s school who will tell anyone who’s listening that he is doing the work he was put here on earth to do, the uncle who has found a career at the intersection of two of his passions - art and sports, the godmother who combines architecture with mothering - so they will know there are lots of possible lives to choose from.  And most of them don’t depend on getting the highest grades or getting into the “right” college. They depend much more on discovering and cultivating their unique talents, abilities and interests. (You have permission to show me this and laugh if either of them are living at home at age 30.)
One of the biggest contributors to the feeling of scarcity is the anxiety around getting into college. She has a lot to say on this subject, but in a nutshell she maintains that college admission is not merit based but is instead idiosyncratic and often unfair (because it takes terrific credentials to be considered by a top-notch college, but terrific credentials do not guarantee admission.)  Playing the “game” where the hurdles are your GPA, SATs, the right extracurriculars, the best recommendations, impressive summer jobs, etc. can be destructive when it affects the way families live their lives, when students come to feel that all that matters is winning a game, or when the focus becomes the goal – college – not the process – education. She also encourages parents to think broadly about what might be an appropriate college for your child – and to have faith that the “right” (code word for highly selective) college isn’t the key to a happy and successful life.

Hype Number 2:
Nine out of Ten Experts Say So!
“We push our children because “experts” have told us it works. They’ve recommended optimum prenatal diets, baby brain stimulators, toddler enrichment programs, etc. We’ve come to believe that if we don’t make the most of every developmental opportunity, beginning at conception, our children will fall behind.”

Guthrie says that much of the child-rearing advice that we’re constantly battered with gets taken out of context, exaggerated and twisted beyond recognition – so much that its original proponent may be shocked at what’s happened to his or her recommendation.

Take these admonishments with a grain of salt.

Hype Number 3:
You Can Manage it All!
“Why do parents feel a powerful impulse to manage so many aspects of their children’s lives? Because they’re good at it and because they’re trained to do.”

How do you go from occupations like most us had or have that require initiative, organization and, above all, control, to parenting that requires vast patience, empathy, and, ultimately, the relinquishment of control? Guthrie has concluded that some parents never make the switch. She concedes that not all “managerial parents” are completely over the top. Most of us struggle with relatively benign questions concerning how much involvement in our children’s lives is appropriate and how much is necessary.  She says “In addition to our training and our impulses, many parents who struggle with being managerial parents do so because of a very natural emotion: fear.”

Fear is “the muted drumbeat” of our times. Though we know that most of us will reach the end of our parenting journey with some measure of success – our children will be happy, mature adults – we still face considerable anxiety on our fearful journey.
She offers a cautionary tale about what she calls “technotatchment” – technology (cell phones, beepers are two examples) which creates the illusion of attachment. We’re not, in fact, there – but we’re alert to be there at a moment’s notice. We feel like we’re in control, and we feel like we should be.” She sees technotatchment as encouraging broader freedom for children – in some cases, too much freedom – it can also foster unhealthy dependence as children and teens are denied the opportunity to ever solve problems independently. They just call their parent.

Guthrie also describes a trend that she calls “outsourcing parenting” where more and more of what our children learn they learn not from us but from paid help.
What’s wrong with technotatchment and outsourcing parenting? “We lose out on a joyful and meaningful connection with our children. We miss opportunities to share with them experiences that are important to us. But, most significantly and most damaging to our children, we miss the point. By focusing on the goal, the end result, we ignore the most important part of parenting: the process.”

Hype Number 4:
Money Equals Happiness!
“We want our children to be happy and, at first glance, it seems the quickest route to happiness is money.”

Does money make people happy? The simple answer is no. No research has shown that lots of money is a significant contributor to happiness. Of course, some money is critical to happiness. What does this mean? It means that once we have our basic needs met, that is, food, housing, physical comfort, and human connections, we have all we need to be happy. Poverty is not romantic and does not contribute in any way to general happiness.

Most of the sources of genuine happiness must be understood in relation to concepts such as character, virtue, community and service. In general, most theorists agree with the following traits of happy people:

1) They like themselves

2) They feel in control of most aspects of their lives

3) They have hope even when they don’t feel in control

4) They are outgoing

If we help children develop these traits, we’ll have a much greater effect on their achievement of happiness.

Hype Number 5:
Media Life Equals Real Life!
“The models we look to for inspiration on how to lead our daily lives have changed. Forget the lady down the street and Aunt Jane in Pennsylvania: If all those people on TV and in the magazines can have such impressive, accomplished, high-octane families, why can’t we?”
As we become swamped with these images – images of children who are preternaturally accomplished and poised – we gradually lose the realistic appreciation of what childhood really is.”
Does this ring a bell? Reginalda loves horseback riding, has a brown belt in karate, plays the violin, and is looking forward to learning tennis this summer. You never read things like “Desmond lays around reading comic books, has to be nagged to do his daily chores, started baseball and hated it, and is struggling to learn his multiplication tables.” Or “Elvira is open-hearted, kind to younger children and animals and a thoughtful observer of the world around her.”
Hype Number 6:
Mirror, Mirror on the Wall, You’re the Greatest Parent of All!
“Sometimes we identify so strongly with our children that we have trouble separating our need from theirs.  We push because their success becomes our success and it’s intoxicating.”

It’s hard to separate from your child and hard for your child to separate from you. Indeed, it’s the major task of parenting and of growing up. Too many parents today are seduced into identifying so strongly with their children that they behave in ways that are unhealthy and ultimately damaging to the children’s ability to develop into strong, healthy adults.

One of my favorite lines – “Parents today exhaust themselves adapting themselves and the world to better fill their child’s needs.”

She gives parents permission to introduce the line “Not me, not now” to situations when you’re finishing a conversation with your spouse, reading an article in the newspaper, chopping onions or taking a bath – and your child ‘needs” you to play with them, read their homework, throw the ball, etc.

Hype Number 7:
Almost Perfect

“We push our children because they’re almost there, they’re almost perfect. They’re great kids; smart, funny, lively. But with just a bit of a nudge, a bit of encouragement, a little bit extra . . . Well, it just might make all the difference.”

“If your child is an A student in a good school system, a good soccer player with a flair for chess, or perhaps a lacrosse player with a flair for the trumpet, who knows? The sky’s the limit. You, the parents, are pushed by possibility. (And I’d speculate that many adolescents who live in this cultural soup have internalized this message to the point that they are the ones pushing themselves.) It’s not the plain, book-wormish tenth-grade girl who’s going to be encouraged by parents and friends to go for the prom queen throne. It’s the pretty, social one who’s just over 127 pounds who would look so fabulous if she just slimmed down a bit. This is the girl who’s almost perfect, who’s available to be pushed.
True confessions. Natalie swims on a summer swim team at our neighborhood beach club. It’s a wonderful program that is focused on fun and she loves it. She’s pretty good and swims on the A team. Every summer, at some point along the way, I start hearing voices. They say things like “hmm, I wonder if she should swim year around” or “Maybe we should get some private lessons for her,” because she is good enough, that with some extra effort, it seems possible that she could be really good. And during summer swim season, swimming seems, well . . . more important than it does during the rest of the year when it’s been replaced by the rest of life. So far, I’ve talked myself down because Natalie has expressed absolutely zero interest in doing anything other than what she is already doing when it comes to swimming. She also seems perfectly content with how she performs, whether she gets second, third or doesn’t place at all. And I honestly don’t care either or think it’s terribly important – but it is one of those instances where my otherwise reasonable mind gets hi-jacked by the drumbeats of the competitive culture. My ongoing lesson is to pay more attention to my daughter and my own wisdom and tune out the static that surrounds us all.
The Fallout of Push Parenting

The author was motivated to write this book because she was seeing kids who were suffering from the negative effects of push-parenting. She thinks that most parents don’t realize they are risking outcomes like unmotivated, burned out kids – they instead think the worst thing that will happen if they push is it won’t work. Here are a few of the potential consequences that we should be more concerned about:
1) The pushed child can suffer from anxiety and inhibition. They actually lose confidence and faith in their ability to perform
2) The secure attachment between parents and children that actually cushions them as they make their way in the world can be damaged

3) They can become less creative, spontaneous and willing to experiment

4) They are robbed of the opportunity to fail and learn

5) They come to believe that our involvement is critical to their success

6) They never learn the imagination or internal sense of competence and motivation that they need to achieve real success when they are older

7) They become an entitled, high maintenance child

8) The family becomes a pushed apart family

She cautions that it is during adolescence that the biggest backfire can occur. 

“The very child who has been so dutiful and eager to please suddenly seems to realize that everything he or she has been doing – the lessons, the coaching, the clinics, the extra homework, the A’s – has been for the parents. Not only are such children angry, they’re confused about who they are and what they really want. They find themselves at a critical point in their lives, when they must make important choices and decisions about themselves, their friends, and their futures and they have precious little – little self knowledge, little strength of character – on which to base these decisions. The parent is this instance often becomes the target for all discontent.”

Her advice is for parents to have more philosophical goals for their children – like honestly, self-discipline, industry, good citizenship. This frees children to experiment and learn through trial and error what interests and pleases them. They gradually adopt their own specific goals. They also have learned to cope with failure and to see the world as a place where they have some control over the outcome of a situation. And they have come to accept responsibility for their actions, enjoy their successes and learn from their failures. She makes it sound so easy. If only it was . . . now, about that basketball camp, do you think nine is the right age?
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