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The Parent Trap
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A new kind of revolution of rising expectations is sweeping the United
States. It is a revolution fomented by reformers who believe that setting
higher expectations in the schools is the key to improving academic per-
formance. There is bipartisan political enthusiasm for the creation of
tough new learning standards. Just about everyone wants to end social
promotion, the practice of passing a student on to the next grade re-
gardless of whether he or she has learned anything. Reformers poke,
prod, cajole, and coax schools to embrace lofty academic expectations
which, they believe, schools would not adopt on their own. They are
confident that such heightened expectations will yield dramatic in-
creases in student achievement.

In focusing on the schools, however, reformers are taking for granted
one of the most powerful influences on the quality of American educa-
tion: the American parent. They assume that parents will do whatever is
necessary to raise children’s levels of achievement. But will they? Do
parents really consider classroom learning the most important aspect of
their children’s education? What are they willing to give up so that their
children will learn more? Will family life change as academic achieve-
ment assumes a more prominent role in education? Will political sup-
port for reform stay firm if parents recoil from the everyday costs?



There are indications that many parents may have trouble accepting
the fact that improving education is not a pain-free exercise. In
Virginia, when tough new statewide tests revealed earlier this year that
only 6.5 percent of the schools met state standards, many parents (and
others) responded with cries of anger and disbelief. Their anger was di-
rected not at the schools but at the standards. There are other signs that
parents’ commitment to academic excellence is not very deep. A 1996
Gallup Poll asked: “Which one of the following would you prefer of an
oldest child—that the child get A grades or that he or she make aver-
age grades and be active in extracurricular activities?” Only 33 percent
of public school parents answered that they would prefer A grades,
while 56 percent preferred average grades combined with extracurric-
ular activities. (Among private school parents, the breakdown was al-
most the same, 34 percent to 55 percent.) 

If the wording of the question is somewhat ambiguous, the impor-
tance of nonacademic activities in teenagers’ lives is thoroughly docu-
mented in Beyond the Classroom (1996), a study of how American teens
spend their out-of-school time, the portion of their weekly schedule (in
theory at least) that parents directly control. Three nonacademic cate-
gories dominate, according to Temple University psychologist Laurence
Steinberg: extracurricular activities, primarily sports, consuming 10 to
15 hours; part-time employment, 15 to 20 hours; and a host of social ac-
tivities, including dating, going to the movies, partying, and just hanging
out with friends, 20 to 25 hours. The national average for time spent on
homework is four hours per week, not surprising given the few waking
hours that remain after the whirlwind of nonacademic pursuits.

This distribution of teens’ time represents a huge drag on academic
learning. More than one-third of the teens with part-time jobs told
Steinberg they take easier classes to keep up their grades. Nearly 40 per-
cent of students who participate in school-sponsored activities, usually
sports, reported that they are frequently too tired to study. More than
one-third of students said they get through the school day by “goofing
off with friends,” and an equal number reported spending five or more
hours a week “partying.” And these self-reports probably underestimate
the problem.

The big story here is that teenagers’ time is structured around the
pursuit of a “well-rounded” life. American families might value acade-
mic achievement, but not if it intrudes on the rituals of teen existence,
especially part-time employment, sports, and a busy social calendar.
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This stands in stark contrast to the situation in other nations. In Europe
and most Asian countries, it is assumed that the central purpose of child-
hood is to learn. Part-time employment of teenagers is rare, sports are
noticeably subordinate to a student’s academic responsibilities, and al-
though there is plenty of socializing, it is usually in conjunction with
studying or working with others on academic projects. The American
student’s four hours per week of homework is equal to what students in
the rest of the industrialized world complete every day.

Significant cultural differences also appear in how parents judge their
children’s academic performance. A study by James Stigler of the
University of California, Los Angeles, and Harold Stevenson of the
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, asked several hundred mothers from
the United States, Japan, and China about the school performance of
their fifth-grade children. More than 50 percent of the American moth-
ers pronounced themselves very satisfied with their children’s schoolwork,
as opposed to only 5 percent of the Asian mothers. On tests measuring
what these same children actually knew, however, the American students
scored far below their Chinese and Japanese counterparts. When asked
to explain their children’s poor performance, the American mothers cited
a lack of inborn ability. When the Japanese and Chinese children failed,
their parents blamed the kids for not working hard enough.

American parents see academic achievement as a product of intrin-
sic ability rather than hard work, as just one of many attributes they
want children to possess, and as something their own kids are accom-
plishing anyway. These beliefs, along with widespread peer pressure
against academic excellence (who wants to be a “geek”?), an unrelent-
ing strain of anti-intellectualism in American culture, and the weak
academic demands of schools, combine to dampen the importance of
academics for American youth and their parents.

We need not let educators off the hook, but parents bear some re-
sponsibility both for the lax standards in today’s schools and for stu-
dents’ mediocre achievement. Parents appear more willing to embrace
academic excellence in the abstract than to organize their family’s daily
life in order to achieve it. They enthusiastically support attempts to
change schools in the abstract but are ambivalent when it comes to
schools they actually know.

Polls show that parents believe their children’s schools have higher stan-
dards and are of significantly better quality than the nation’s schools in
general. This phenomenon—the idea that “I’m OK, but you’re not”—
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also shows up in surveys on health care (my doctor is great, but the nation’s
health care stinks), Congress (my representative is terrific, but Congress is
terrible), and the status of the American family (mine is in fine shape, but
families in general are going to hell in a hand basket).

Such complacency undermines meaningful school reform. Raising the
level of achievement is hard work. Unless children can actually learn
more math, science, literature, and history without breaking a sweat, then
the prospects for reforms that ask children and parents for more—more
time, more homework, more effort—are not very good. We don’t hear
much about what today’s educational reforms may require of families.
Indeed, when it comes to the subject of parents, the rhetoric seldom gets
beyond calls for more “parent involvement” or for “empowering” par-
ents. Reforms that grant parents control over where their children go to
school, a favorite of the Right, or that offer parents a stake in governing
local school affairs, a favorite of the Left, may prove to be valuable pub-
lic policies for other reasons, but they have not yet convinced skeptics that
they will significantly increase student achievement.

In Chicago, an experiment that involved creating parent-dominated
school “site councils” to oversee individual schools produced a few re-
naissance stories, but also tales of schools engulfed in petty squabbling.
As vouchers and charter schools become more widespread, will parents
actually take advantage of the opportunities to improve the education
of their children? Buried in the national comparisons of private and
public schools is an interesting anomaly. Despite well-publicized re-
search showing that private schools outperform public schools on
achievement tests, more students transfer from private to public school
than vice versa at the beginning of high school, precisely the time when
one’s academic accomplishments really start to matter in terms of col-
lege and employment. Where other kids in the neighborhood are going
to school and the desire to keep extracurricular activities close to home
appear to weigh heavily in parents’ choices.

Another reason to doubt that empowered parents will wholeheartedly
insist on higher achievement can be found in the history of American
schooling. Schools have always attended to the convenience of parents,
and, as a result, cultivating the mind has simply occupied one place among
many on a long list of purposes for the school. At the beginning of the
19th century, education came within the province of the family. Children
learned reading at home, along with basic arithmetic and minimal geog-
raphy, science, and history. Farming dictated the tempo of family life.
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Older students only attended school during the winter months, when their
labor wasn’t needed in the fields. At other times, even toddlers were sent
to school, crowding classrooms with students from 3 to 20 years of age.

Later in the century, as fathers and mothers abandoned the farm for
the factory and intermittently relocated in search of work, the modern
public school began to evolve. One of its functions was custodial, pro-
viding a place for children to spend the day while busy parents earned
a living. The magnitude of the change is staggering. As late as 1870,
American students attended school only an average of 78 of 132 sched-
uled days; today’s students spend more than 160 days in the classroom,
and the modern school calendar runs to 180 days. More than 90 per-
cent of school-age children now attend high school. At the beginning of
the century, less than 10 percent did.

But the school’s power is limited. Its monopoly over children’s day-
light hours never led to the recognition of intellectual activities as the
most important pursuits of adolescents, either outside or inside school.
Why do parents allow two-thirds of today’s teenagers to work? After-
school jobs are considered good for young people, teaching them a
sense of responsibility and the value of a dollar. Most Americans think
it’s fine if teenagers spend 20 hours a week flipping hamburgers instead
of studying calculus or the history of ancient Rome.

The development of young minds also finds competition in the
school curriculum itself. For example, the federal government has
funded vocational education since 1917. Americans have always ex-
pected schools to teach students the difference between right and wrong
and the fundamental elements of citizenship. In the last three decades,
schools have also taken on therapeutic tasks, spending untold time and
resources on sex education, psychological counseling, drug and alcohol
programs, diversity training, guidance on topics such as teen parenting,
sexual harassment, and a host of other initiatives that have little to do
with sharpening the intellect.

Some analysts maintain that parents don’t support such diversions
from academic learning, that these programs are nothing more than the
faddish whims of professional educators. If so, parents have been aw-
fully quiet about it. A more reasonable explanation is that, with parents
busily working at two or more jobs, with many of these topics awkward
for parents to discuss, and with parental authority showing its own signs
of weakening throughout society, parents now look to schools to pro-
vide instruction that they once delivered themselves.
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Schools are acting more like parents, and implementing real acade-
mic standards will probably force parents to act more like schools. They
will need to stay informed about tests scores and closely monitor their
children’s progress. Parents of students who fall short of standards must
be prepared for drastic changes in family life. Summers will be for sum-
mer school, afternoons and weekends for tutoring. This will cost money
and impinge upon family time. Struggling high school students will be
forced to spend less time on sports, to forgo part-time jobs, and to keep
socializing to a minimum.

No one knows how parents will react to such changes. Higher stan-
dards are overwhelmingly supported in public opinion polls, but what
will happen when they begin to pinch? In 1997, hundreds of parents in
an affluent suburb of Detroit refused to let their children take a high
school proficiency test, arguing that the nine hour exam was too long
and that it would unfairly label children who performed poorly. In
Portland, Oregon, the school district invited the parents of 3,500
youngsters who had failed statewide proficiency exams to send the chil-
dren to a summer school session set up at great expense and amid much
hoopla; only 1,359 kids were enrolled. Every state has its share of sto-
ries. The elimination of social promotion presents the biggest test. Will
the parents of children who are compelled to repeat, say, third or fourth
grade, continue to support high standards? Or will they dedicate them-
selves to the defeat and removal of standards? In districts that see huge
numbers of students facing mandatory summer school or failing to win
promotion to the next grade, will parents push to water down tests and
lower passing scores?

Some years ago, I came face to face with some of these implications
when I taught sixth grade in a special program for exceptionally gifted,
high-achieving youngsters, students approximately two years above grade
level in all subjects. The curriculum was accelerated to the eighth- and
ninth-grade levels, and I taught all academic subjects. Students applied
for admission to the program, and my fellow teachers and I stressed that
it wasn’t for everyone. Parents seeking an education emphasizing creativ-
ity or the arts were advised to look elsewhere. An extremely bright stu-
dent who hated doing homework would also have had a difficult time.

Getting to know the parents of my students was one of the most sat-
isfying aspects of my job. They were actively involved in the school and
indispensable in organizing field trips, raising money for computers,
putting on plays, and doing anything else that enhanced their children’s
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education. If ever a group supported lofty standards, this was it. But
dealing with parents was not all sweetness and light. Grading policies
drew the most complaints. One upset parent threatened a lawsuit be-
cause I gave a zero to a student who cheated on a test. In the midst of
a three hour, late-night phone call, a mother repeatedly told me that I
would suffer eternal damnation because her son had received grades
disqualifying him for admission to an honors program.

Complaints were also voiced because I didn’t accept late home-
work—“We had friends over last night and Johnny simply didn’t have
time to do his history,” one father explained in a note—or because I
wouldn’t excuse absences for family ski trips or a student’s “R&R day”
of TV soap operas and game shows. And these complaints came de-
spite the fact that enrollment in the program was by choice, the school’s
reputation for academic rigor well known, and the policies on these is-
sues crystal clear.

Such conflicts go with the territory. Anyone who teaches—and sticks
to the principles making the career a serious undertaking in the first
place—will experience occasional problems with parents. The usual
conflicts stem from the different yet overlapping roles that parents and
teachers play in a child’s life. Both are concerned with the same indi-
vidual’s welfare, but their roles are not interchangeable. Parents are in-
finitely more important to a child’s upbringing, but the teacher is
usually the most significant non-family adult presence in the child’s life
and, ideally, is more objective about the child’s interactions with the
larger world. Teachers pursue goals established by society rather than
the family. They must be warm and understanding, but they must also
make decisions balancing the interests of 30 or more people who have
work to accomplish every day in the same small space.

The differentiation of parent and teacher roles, which strengthened
schools and families in the 19th century, may be at the bottom of many
parents’ unrealistic perceptions of their children’s school experiences. Just
as reformers are probably right that the demand for high educational
standards must come from outside the schools, the imposition of acade-
mic burdens on children probably must come from outside families.

There is some evidence that parents intuitively understand this. In a
recent study by the Public Agenda Foundation that examined how par-
ents view their role in education, parents said that the most significant
contribution they can make is to send children to school who are re-
spectful, hard working, and well behaved. They do not want a bigger
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say in how schools are run. Nor do they want to decide curricular con-
tent or methods of instruction. They trust educators who have earned
their trust, and they want schools to do their job as schools so that par-
ents can do their job as parents.

These seem like reasonable sentiments. But in the same study, par-
ents also admit that they absolutely hate fighting kids to get them to do
their homework. They gauge how things are going at school primarily
by how happy their children seem and nearly 90 percent believe that as
long as children try hard, they should never feel bad about themselves
because of poor grades. These attitudes are potentially in conflict with
more rigorous learning standards. If social promotion ends, many chil-
dren will be held back in a grade despite their having tried hard. And
these children will be unhappy. Other children will not get the accept-
able grades they once did. A lot of people are going to be very unhappy.

Higher standards and the end of social promotion now enjoy
tremendous popular support. But the true test will come when words
become deeds. Until now, raising expectations in education has been
portrayed as cost-free. It isn’t. Schools and students and parents will
bear the costs. If parents are not willing to do so, few of the ambitious
changes American reformers are now so eagerly pursuing will make
much difference.
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