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Plummeted? 


Two recent parent presentations brought back a vivid memory of a therapy session from many years ago with a 17-year-old girl. The first presentation was to parents of high school juniors with a topic of applying to colleges, specifically how to keep teenagers healthy during the application process. The second presentation had a broader scope and was titled “Resilience, Stress Management and Academic Success,” and included parents of children in grades K - 12. 

First, the memory. The client was poised, attractive and delightful. Her family was intact and her parents were extremely supportive of her academic career and her athletic interests. In fact, one of the first things she told me was that she had been involved with her sport for 13 years. (They start them young in Minnesota.) She had received some recognition for her hard work and her talent, not every possible recognition but more than most teenage athletes ever would. She had good friends and had not made any of the mistakes that high school students sometimes make on weekends. Her ACT score (college entrance examination) was higher than 2/3s of her peers nationwide, but her eyes filled with tears as she said this. And that’s when she said her GPA (grade point average) had been 3.7 (3 As for every 1 B) but had recently “plummeted” to 3.5! 

If you are the parent of a student already in high school you are probably aware of how easy it is for the teenagers to lose their emotional balance by sleep deprivation, deadlines, nearly impossible goals and unrealistic expectations. And without parental guidance they can become highly self-critical. If your children are still in the younger grades it may be hard to believe that teenagers can be so hard on themselves that they might possibly struggle with their self-esteem when they are above average. Here are a few lessons you can teach about resilience and stress management. And you can start teaching these lessons years before high school and continue through their graduation day.
· Teach them to push themselves, reach for the stars and to always have a Plan B. Many parents believe there are only 100 colleges in the United States worth considering and those are the ones that get overwhelmed with applications. Healthy teenagers may reach for one of those schools but they never lose sight of the fact that their worth as a person is not dependent on getting accepted. There are over 4,000 colleges to consider, not 100. 
· Teach that youth sports are supposed to be fun and exciting, not self-esteem threatening. With the right coach and a balanced perspective on the part of parents, sports facilitates important lessons about teamwork, using one’s potential and striving to reach personal goals. Sometimes you are the star and your team wins because of your efforts. Sometimes your team loses because you dropped the ball. But your sense of your own value as a person is not supposed to ebb and flow with the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.
· Teach your children, ideally years before the first day of high school, that there is a perfect college waiting for each and every one of them. And there is a pretty efficient system to help them find the best colleges to apply to. Colleges are different from high schools in that they have a more homogenous student body. Your local high school probably includes 20% of the student body scoring very high on standardized test scores and perhaps 50% scoring below a certain score. All parents and teenagers have to do is apply to one or two safe, one or two target and one or two reach colleges. And instead of beating themselves up for their ACT score and GPA, they (and you) can honor the data and search for the perfect college. The information is widely available and it is easy to find the colleges where your teenager will be admitted and will thrive. 
Sometimes it is hard to know if it is the teenager or the parent who loses their balance first. There could be a stressed-out teenager with relaxed, confident parents who have the college application process in perspective but more often the parents look stressed-out too. This could be a “what came first, chicken or the egg” matter but since parents have the wisdom of an extra twenty or so years, we should provide the calming leadership. Why not? There is very little data to support the notion that the choice of college is the critical life event that our culture has built it up to be. 
Remember, it is not so much which college your children go to, as it is who they are when they get there. Are they hard workers or do they wait to be pushed? Do they organize themselves or do they need someone telling them it is time to get started? With a long-term vision about what our children need from us, we can use the moments of childhood to teach them what they need to learn to be successful wherever they go to college.

If you enjoy these articles, please feel free to share them with other parents. They can be downloaded to your computer, printed or forwarded as an attachment. And, there are four years of archived articles about children and parenting at www.drstevekahn.com, all available for downloading or forwarding to other parents. Dr. Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. 
