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OVERVIEW 
 

I. Students under pressure 
 

A. Race to Nowhere sounds the themes of psychologists and educators 
1. Madeline Levine – The Price of Privilege 
2. Denise Clarke Pope – Doing School 
 

B. Affluent kids are at particularly high risk for a variety of mental health problems (Levine). 
1. Many affluent kids report feelings of pressure, emptiness, boredom, unhappiness.  
2. Up to 30 to 40 percent of affluent teens have troubling psychological problems.  
3. Continual pressure for excellence and emotional isolation from parents 
4. There is an inverse relationship between income and closeness to parents. 
 

 C. The system is stressful for kids at all levels of income and achievement. 
1. Jay Matthews:  The 10% of overachievers isn’t the main problem. 
2. If education is a “race the top, there will be a lot of losers. 
3. Many of the 90% who don’t overachieve have given up. 

 
D. Schooling is an aspect of our chronically anxious and reactive society (Edwin Friedman). 

1. Many educational decisions are rooted in fear, competition, and reaction. 
2. Schools, families, and organizations are lacking in a non-anxious presence.  
3. This is problematic because humans crave a sense of safety   
 

E. The stresses of our technology dependent lives 
1. Increasingly fast-paced lives, quick boredom, need for instant gratification 
2. Increasing need to multi-task or be bored 
3. Increasing disconnection from the natural world 
 

F. We’re all in this together.  
1. Parents often attribute academic pressure to schools 
2. Schools react to fear and competitiveness in parents. 
3. Kids are influenced by parents and schools and “infect each other with fear.  
 

II. Big picture issues that relate to long-term outcomes for our children and our society 
 

A. Short-term effects of stress on learning, academics, mood, and psychological adjustment 
B. Short-term effects of insufficient sleep on health, safety, learning, and mood  
C. “Downstream” effects of stress, pressure, insufficient sleep, and a workaholic lifestyle 
D. The collective “psychotic thinking” about education and success 
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III. The importance of challenge, difficulty, and stretching kids 
 

A. The brain develops through experience. 
1. Hard work creates important neural connections. 
2. Intensive stimulation followed by rest is optimal for brain development. 
 

B. Carol Dweck’s emphasis on effort and mastery (Mindsets) 
1. Effort improves intelligence, abilities, talent.  
2. Malcolm Gladwell’s 10,000 hours – even geniuses need to work hard for success. 
 

C. The importance of the “flow” experience (Csikszentmihalyi) 
1. It requires an optimal level of difficulty/challenge. 
2. It may be the best means of developing self-motivation in children and teens.  
 

D. Resilience develops through coping with challenges in a supportive environment. 
1. Michael Meaney’s rats removed for 15 minutes/ day developed health stress response.   
2. We don’t want to protect kids from challenge, difficulty. 
3. We want to help them grow from challenge and not be afraid to take risks. 
 

IV The major take-home points:   
 

A. Children and adolescents need to be challenged in order to develop their potential. 
 

B Chronic stress and fatigue lead to hugely reduced efficiency in brain functioning. 
1. Educating students who are tired and stressed is largely unproductive. 
2. Chronically tired and stressed kids are at high risk for mental health problems. 
3. Kids develop best if they are challenged within a context of safety and support.  
 

C. If we reduce stress, pressure, and fatigue and focus on developing healthy brains:  We will end 
up with better educated, more successful, and better adjusted adults. 

 
 

WHAT IS STRESS AND WHY IS IT SUCH A BIG DEAL? 
 

I. The human stress response (which occurs when situations are perceived as stressful) 
 

A. The brain is a threat detector.  
1. “We’re constantly seeking safety and calmness.”  (Porges) 
2. The brain perceives threat and initiates the fight, flight, or flee response. 
 

B. The stress response (fight, flight, or freeze) evolved to protect us from predators. 
1. The same chemicals released by academic stress, being late, or facing a tiger.  
2. The stress response evolved to last a few minutes or hours at most.  
3. Chronic exposure to stress hormones (e.g., cortisol) is almost always harmful.  
 

C. Four characteristics of stressful experiences:  “NUTS” (Sonia Lupien) Novelty; Unpredictability; 
Threatening to self; low Sense of control 

 
II. Why stress is bad for learning (“Stress makes us stupid.”  - Daniel Goleman) 

 
A. Why we are, literally, out of our minds when we are highly stressed: 

1. Instinctive behavior has survival value in crisis (you can’t over think responses). 
2. Nature doesn’t want us to stop and think clearly when we’re threatened. 



 
 3 

3. Stress thus “disconnects” higher cognitive centers from primitive stress centers.  
 

B. How stress undermines learning 
1. Stress makes it hard to concentrate, as it impairs selective attention.   
2. Impairs planning, organization, inhibition, working memory (executive skills).   
3. Stress limits mental flexibility, problem solving, creativity; “outside the box”  
4. Stress compromises memory storage, retention, and retrieval.   
 

III. Stress and mental health in children and teens 
 

A. Stress, anxiety, and depression (“Stress is to depression what that iceberg was to the Titanic.”) 
1. Depression is the leading cause of disability worldwide.  
2. Most mental health problems start with anxiety. 
3. Mood and anxiety disorders are disorders of stress dysregulation (Danny Pine) 
4. Depression “scars” the brain, which increases risk for future depression. 
5. Girls much more vulnerable after puberty, boys more likely to self-medicate. 
6. Being “too tired and too stressed for too long” is a formula for depression.  
 

B. Stress and chemical use/abuse. 
1. Kids are 100% more likely to drink, smoke, do drugs when highly stressed. 
2. Substances lower emotional distress and thus reinforce drug use. 

 
C. The potential effects of stress on moral, character, and motivational development 

1. Many high-achievers feel they must compromise their values (Pope). 
2. Development of a false self (Roni Cohen-Sandler’s Stress Out Girls). 
3. High stress compromises the development of intimate relationships. 
4. Affluent teen culture increasingly values substance use and rule breaking.  
5. Many of the most popular boys are heavy illegal drug users.   
6. When highly stressed, teens are especially drawn to kids with poor values.   
 

IV. The downstream effects of a stress-filled adolescence 
 

A. An “extraordinary increase in serious mental illness” on college campuses (Kadison) 
1. Nearly 50% report becoming so depressed they can’t function at least 1X/year. 
2. Nearly 30% are diagnosed with an anxiety disorder or clinical depression. 
3. Nearly 50% engage in regular binge drinking. 
4. Between 15% and 20% of student in elite colleges report self-cutting or burning.  
5. Recent study:  Little cognitive development in the first two years of college.  
 

B. The downstream effects of a workaholic lifestyle in the “formative years” 
1. Adolescents are “sculpting” their adult brains through activities they choose.  
2. We don’t want them to be in a state of chronic fatigue, fear, and pressure. 

 
C. The downstream effects of stress on the brain 

1. Stress impairs the hippocampus, kills cells, shuts down neurogenesis. 
2. Stress shrinks the prefrontal cortex and enlarges the amygdala.  

 
 
INSUFFICIENT SLEEP AS A CHRONIC STRESSOR (why kids should work hard and rest hard) 

 
I. The importance of sleep: “Rest is the basis of activity”. (Maharishi Mahesh Yogi)  

 
A. Sleep is crucial for survival, growth, repair and healing.  
B. Sleep is highly associated with self-regulation, mental health.  
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C. Sleep is very important for learning, memory, and retention. 
 

II. Children - and their parents and teachers - are profoundly sleep deprived. 
 

A. Adults sleep 20-25 percent less than 100 years ago (and are sleeping less every year).  
 

B. Children and teens sleep much less than they used to. 
1. In 1995, adolescents slept  20 percent less than they had eight years earlier.   
2. On average, children sleep one hour less today than they did 40 years ago. 
 

C. National Sleep Foundation:   
 1. 90% of parents think their kids get enough sleep.  However, … 

2. 60 percent of high school students report extreme daytime sleepiness. 
3. Half of all teens get less than seven hours on week nights. 
4. By 12th grade, they average slightly more than 62 hours. 

 
IV. Even very minor sleep restriction impairs cognitive functioning in children and adolescents. 

 
A. Study of minor sleep restriction for three nights (Avi Sadeh, Tel Aviv University) 
B. Fourth and sixth graders slept one hour more or less than usual for three nights.   
C. Sixth graders who slept 35 minutes less functioned like fourth graders on tests. 

 
V. Mind blowers: 

 
A. If you are ever tired during the day, it=s because you are sleep deprived. 
B. Nature wants you to go to bed the same time every night and wake up without an alarm.   

 
VI. Why it’s so important to know that rest really is the basis of activity: 

 
A.  It highlights the importance of downtime and a balance between stimulation and rest. 

1. The brain creates new neural connections when it is offline.   
2. If so much learning and memory happens in sleep, studying late is nuts.  
3. Consider interval training, where most of the benefit is from the recovery.  
4. Consider shivasana after every yoga class to integrate effects of practice. 
5. We rest even after meditation so that the brain can integrate changes. 
 

 D. It helps to underscore the importance of building in quiet periods during the day. 
1. Meditation increases activation in the default network.  
2. Self-reflection is crucial for self-understanding and self-regulation.  
3. Creativity requires downtime (consider the current “crisis in creativity”). 
4. Ironically, downtime leads to an increased sense of control.   
 

 
STRESS AND 24/7 USE OF TECHNOLOGY 
 
I. The relationship between technology and high levels of anxiety in kids and parents 

 
A. New technology commonly ends up creating more work and more stress.   

1. The steam iron as an example 
2. We work extremely long hours despite countless time saving devices.   
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 B. Technology dramatically speeds up the pace of life and reduces our rest time. 
1. Consider the causes of increased nervousness observed in 1887. 
2. Adults sleep 2-3 hours less than adults did in 1900 (before electric light).   
3. Children sleep two hours less than they did in 1960!  
 

II. You can’t really do two things at once if they require conscious thought.  
 

 A. We can do highly practiced skills while doing something else.  
 B. If we try to focus on two or more things, we shift quickly between tasks. 

 
III. Multitasking compromises the quality of learning and performance.  

 
 A. Multiprocessing is highly inefficient. 

1. People make many more errors and perform much more slowly (Meyer).   
2. Each shift doubles the amount of time needed to finish a task..   
 

 B. Multitasking limits opportunities for deep thought, abstraction (Jordan Grafman). 
 C. Multitasking limits opportunities for creativity & invention, due to surface tthinking.  

 
IV. Extent of media use predicts poor health in all four dimensions studied.  (L. Rosen) 

 
 A. Physical health 
 B. Psychological problems 
 C. Attention problems 
 D. Behavioral problems in classroom 

 
MYTHS ABOUT LIFE SUCCESS (Don’t confuse me with the facts.) 
 

o Top students are far more successful than other students 
o High school grades will follow you the rest of your life. 
o Where you go to college makes a huge difference in your success in life.  
o High homework loads produce the best learning.  
o Successful people are highly competitive. 
o More money leads to more happiness. 
o Success and prestige are the most important things in life.  
o Successful people rarely fail. 

 
WHAT KIDS CAN DO 
 
I. Sonia Lupien’s new Destress for Success program. 

 
A. Teaches “NUTS” to help students identify the source(s) of their stress.  
B. Teaches students to then make a Plan B, which increases resilience.  
C. Teaches students a number of “quick fixes” (these help when kids are “spinning”):  

1. Movement: Running helps you use up the mobilized energy from stress.   
2. Abdominal breathing: when stomach is distended, it triggers PNS, vagal brake. 
3. Singing and listening to music (e.g., brain synchronizes heart rate to music).  
4. Laughter: HPA axis starts in hypothalamus; lesions cause pathological laughter.   

 
II. Stress management tools for teens 

 
A. Maintain as much regularity as possible in daily routine 
B. Exercise and/or do yoga 
C. Meditation 

1. Transcendental Meditation and Quiet Time programs 
2. Mindfulness meditation 
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PARENTS (Much of our work as parents is on ourselves, on our own development.) 
 

I. As much as possible, be a non-anxious presence (who is not afraid) for your children.  
 

A. While kids don’t need perfect parents (just good enough parents), they benefit greatly from a non-
anxious presence.  When not stressed/anxious we can: 

 
1. Comfort an infant or sooth a toddler, respond to children in a flexible, mature manner. 
2. Enjoy our kids (which may be the best gift), enjoy seeing who they decide to become.  

 3. Model integrity, self-understanding, honesty, wisdom about life. 
 
B. Attachment (the secure bond between infant and care giver) is a key construct. 

1. Attachment is the foundation for resilience.  Inner security allows for growth. 
2. Security of attachment is the best predictor of finishing college (Alan Sroufe).  
3. Attachment hugely influences the development of the child’s stress response.  
 

C. Ideally, home should be a safe haven from the stresses of the world.  
1. Parents are the people charged with loving unconditionally. 
2. Emotional closeness is the closest thing to a silver bullet against emotional problems. 
3. If the household is highly stressful, kids never feel safe, disrupting basic sense of security. 
 

II. Develop regular routines for de-stressing. 
 

A. Decide to make living a balanced, centered, and healthy life a priority for yourself. 
1. Protect your own brain, body and your happiness.  
2. Model good self-care for your kids, including respect for rest. 

 
B. Exercise is an important tool for stress management. 

1. Exercise burns up stress hormones (“fight or flight”). 
2. Exercise does many good things for the brain (see John Ratey’s Spark). 
3. The stretching involved in yoga helps increase physical and mental flexibility. 
4. Work-out or take a yoga class with your kid. 
 

C. Meditation is an incredible tool for de-stressing and for creating inner peace. 
1. Meditation lowers cortisol levels. 
2. Meditation improves cardiovascular health (heart and brain). 
3. Meditation increases brainwave coherence. 
4. Meditation improves attention, executive skills, learning, and memory. 
5. Meditation reduces depressive symptoms and improves sleep. 
6. Consider learning to meditate with your kid. 
 

D. Get enough sleep. 
1. Get enough sleep. 
2. Get enough sleep. 

 
III. Spend regular time with your teenagers. 
 

A. Teens consistently report wanting to spend more time with their parents (Levine). 
B. Parents consistently overestimate the time they spend with their kids. 
C. The protective effects of family dinner are well documented. 
D. Kids need quiet, unpressured moments to open up. 
E. Kids benefit more from our presence than from schlepping them from one thing to another. 
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IV. Remember (and enjoy the fact) that it’s the kid’s life. 
 

A. The negative effects of being overly intrusive, controlling, pressuring are well documented.   
 1. Kid’s life vs. parent’s life (Stop Struggling With Your Teen) 
 2. Ask “Whose life is it?” and “Whose problem is it?” 
 
B. We should practice separating our own happiness from kid’s choices, performance.  

1. We can better help kids feel good about themselves if we aren’t worried sick. 
2. Motto: Calm ourselves first. 

 
C. This applies to homework and grades. 

1. Decide not to fight with your kids over homework. 
2. Show interest and be supportive but don’t be overly involved in school life. 
3. Peer tutoring is a good source of homework support.  
 

C. The best parental expectation is confidence that kids can figure out how to create a life they want: 
Confidence so that kids can figure out how to create a good life. 

 
V. Insist that teens practice in making decisions about important stuff. 
 

A. One of the most important tasks of adolescence is learning to run one’s own life.  
1. Kids need practice looking at themselves honestly, trusting their own intuition.  
2. They need encouragement to figure out what they want and what works for them.  
3. They need practice figuring out how to repair situations when they make bad decisions. 
 

B. Being empowered to make decisions increases sense of control. 
1. A stronger sense of control makes kids less stressed. 
2. It also makes them less likely to fight what’s in their best interest. 
 

C. Possibly the best thing you can communicate to a child or adolescent:  confidence in her ability to 
decide for herself (this is the best parental expectation).   
 
1. Communicate “You’re the expert on you.”  “You’ve got a brain in your head”.   
2. Help kids understand pros and cons; go with their decision unless it’s crazy. 
3. With younger children, give choices. 
 

VI. Focus on your kids’ self-development/self-understanding more their performance. 
 

A. Help them figure out what they truly want, think about their special talents, life purpose.  
1. What do I want?  What do I love to do?  What am I good at?  What do I need help with? 
2. If there’s a reason we’re here, what is my purpose? 

 
B. Remember that adults don’t truly know what’s in a child’ s best interest. 

1. We don’t. know ultimately what he/she wants; that’s for him or her to figure out. 
2. Often what seems to be an enormous problem turns out to be a great gift. 
 

C. Encourage inner development. 
1. Meditation and yoga are also wonderful tools for self-development in teens.  
2. Mindfulness helps with self-awareness. 
3. Transcendental Meditation develops compassion, conscience (even in prisoners). 
4. Yoga increases self-awareness and mind-body integration. 
5. Encourage kids to periodically rate their stress level (1 to 10). 

 
D. Emphasize creating a life, developing oneself in order to serve the world. 

1. Focus on creating rather than competing.  
2. Creating is much more valuable in adult life than competition. 
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VII. Get kids help early if they are anxious or unhappy. 
 

A. Anxiety is usually easier to treat than depression. 
B. Treating early is easier than treating later. 
C. Experts emphasize the importance of early intervention as a means of prevention.  
D. Affluent parents are more resistant to acknowledging problems and seeking help. 

 
VIII. Supporting your kids to live an active but balanced and happy life. 
 

A. Offer a rationale that appeals to young people. 
1. The world doesn’t need any more unnecessary fear and suffering. 
2. A peaceful world requires peaceful people. 
3. Changes begins within (see David Lynch Foundation website). 
4. Write college your college essay on choosing to develop a healthy, efficient brain. 
 

B. Encourage a manageable courseload. 
1. Don’t consider what the colleges want “as gospel”. 
2. Take a lighter load if don’t need the credits to graduate. 
3. Take summer or online courses to reduce load during school year. 
 

C. Suggest doing meaningful work to take a lighter load. 
1. Tutoring, volunteer work. 
2. Develop a skill and make money using it. 
 

D. Help them stay well rested. 
1. Pay them to go to bed on time. 
2. If at all possible, make their bedroom a technology-free zone. 
3. Encourage teens to “check in” their phones, IPODs, IPADs, laptops, etc. 
4. Do the same yourself. 
5. If they have a sleep disorder (e.g., insomnia), get them out of first period. 
 

E. Technology, media, and multi-taking. 
1. Encourage experimented with “uni-tasking” vs. multitasking. 
2. Suggest creating media-free periods during the day and evening. 
 

F. Consider ability to manage stress as one of the skills that signals readiness for college. 
1. A huge number of 18 year olds are not ready for college but feel entitled or require to go. 
2. Let kids know what they’ll need to demonstrate to prove college-ready.   
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