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PART ONE

Problems







Introduction: 
Parents Adrift

It takes a lot to make my jaw drop. That day, my jaw dropped.

Mary McMasteri brought in her daughter, Margo. Margo was 6 years old, and she was sick: fever of 102, flushed, irritable. Mom said Margo had a bad sore throat.


“OK, it’s time to take a look,” I said, after mom had told me the story. “Margo, would you please open your mouth wide and say Aah?” I leaned over to look in her throat. Margo shook her head No and clenched her mouth shut tight. I said, “Mom, it looks like I’m going to need your help here. Could you please ask your daughter to open her mouth and say Aah?” Mom arched her eyebrows and said, “Her body, her choice.”

Wow. “My body, my choice” is a longtime slogan of abortion-rights activists, later adopted by activists opposed to COVID-19 vaccines. Mom was invoking that slogan to defend her 6-year-old daughter’s refusal to let me, the doctor, look at her throat when she was sick with a fever.

Something’s not right here. And I’m not just talking about extreme cases, like this mom who expects me to make a diagnosis without looking at her child’s throat. The great paradox of American parenting today is that we are investing more time and more money in our kids than parents have ever invested before, but the outcomes are worse, across a wide range. American kids today are more likely to have anxiety, depression, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) than kids in the past, by a wide margin. American kids are heavier and less fit today than they have ever been. By many measures, American kids are more fragile than they were a generation ago. And these changes affect kids from every demographic, regardless of race, ethnicity, and household income. On some parameters, as we will see, more affluent kids are actually at greater risk than kids from low-income households.

I’m going to argue that two big factors are driving these changes. One factor is the change in the culture. American culture has become a culture of disrespect, a culture that undermines the authority of parents and prioritizes the relationships that kids have with other kids their own age over the relationship between the parent and the child. That’s a big problem. The other factor, which is related to the first, is that many American parents are no longer confident of their authority. They are uncomfortable enforcing rules. They think good parenting means letting kids decide in almost all circumstances, including those where parents would unequivocally have made the call not so long ago. Mary and Margo are an extreme case. More common is the parent who knows she should be setting and enforcing boundaries, but she isn’t, and she isn’t sure what to do about it.

Another child, another patient, this time a 4-year-old boy with a rash. Well, there are lots of rashes. There’s poison ivy, there’s eczema, there’s scabies, and then there’s meningococcus, which begins as a rash but can be fatal within hours. In order to make the right diagnosis, I have to see the rash.

“Where’s the rash?” I asked mom.

“It’s worst on his tummy,” mom answered. “And on his chest. And some on his back.”

“Let’s take a look,” I said.

Again, this kid did not want to cooperate. This mom—unlike the other mom—was actually trying to get the job done, to get the kid’s shirt off so that we could see the rash. Mom had turned on a SpongeBob SquarePants video on her phone, cranked up the volume, and handed the phone to her kid, who promptly threw the phone on the floor. The kid was fighting back, kicking, screaming. “You are being such a GOOD BOY!” mom was saying as she struggled with his shirt. He thrashed harder as she tried to get his shirt up. The SpongeBob video was still blaring. “You are doing such a GREAT JOB!” she said, as though saying that he was doing a great job would somehow, magically, make it so. He tried to smack her in the face, but she pulled her head back just in time and he missed. “Good job!” mom said. I wasn’t sure whether she was praising herself for evading the blow, or him. She did finally get his shirt off.

That was weird. When her son took a swing at her, it would have made more sense if mom had said “missed me!” or “please don’t hit.” It would have made even better sense for mom to say, “You are going to lose all privileges for a month if you try to hit me again.” Kids are not born knowing the meaning of words. They have to be taught. When a child fights his mom when she is trying to get his shirt off, and he is praised for doing a great job, what lesson is he learning? The boy could reasonably conclude that he is being praised for fighting his mom. How are kids supposed to learn courtesy and respect when they are praised for being irrational and stubborn?

Jim and Tammy Bardus have one child, Kimberly, 8 years old. After carefully researching the local public schools, Jim and Tammy were concerned about what they considered an overemphasis on basic skills such as reading and writing, and the elimination of what the public schools now call “enrichment” programs, art and music in particular. Those programs had been cut because of shortfalls in the district budget. So Jim and Tammy decided to enroll Kimberly in a private school, even though it wouldn’t be easy for them financially.

Tammy took Kimberly to visit four different private schools. Tammy and Jim both liked school X: the atmosphere was warm and nurturing, the teachers were enthusiastic and engaged, and the long-term outcomes of the students were well-documented. But Kimberly liked school Y. On her visit to school Y, Kimberly had clicked with the student escort, a 9-year-old named Madison. Madison and Kimberly discovered that they both liked the Beezus and Ramona books by Beverly Cleary, and they both liked American Girl dolls. But the parents were concerned about the dilapidated condition of the school, the boredom evident among both the teachers and the administrators, and the school’s refusal to disclose where graduates of the school (a K–8 school) went to high school. Tammy and Jim advised their daughter to attend school X. But Kimberly insisted on school Y. And that’s the school where she is now enrolled: school Y.

When I asked Tammy why she and her husband allowed their 8-year-old daughter to have the final say, Tammy answered, “I think good parenting means letting kids decide. That’s how kids learn, right? If I make all the decisions for her, how will she ever learn to decide on her own? And if I force her to go to a school that wasn’t her first choice, what can I say if she complains about the school?”

Forty years ago, most parents who sent their kids to private schools didn’t ask the child which school the child preferred. Forty years ago, the parents made that decision, often overruling their children’s preference. Forty years ago, when I was in medical school, it would have been unusual for parents to let their 8-year-old have the final say in the choice of school. Today it is common.

I’m not suggesting that 40 years ago were the good old days, or that we should prefer the 1980s or the 1990s to our own era. Every era has its shortcomings. But I don’t think we are facing up to ours.

My friend Janet Phillips and her late husband, Bill Phillips, (their true names) have four sons. When the boys were in high school, Janet and Bill became concerned about stories they heard about kids drinking. Then they saw it for themselves: high school kids who had been drinking and who appeared to be drunk, but who were nevertheless getting behind the wheel of a car. What to do?

Bill bought a Breathalyzer. The next time there was a party at their house, Bill saw a boy who appeared to be drunk. Bill told the boy, “Come with me.” He handed the boy the Breathalyzer and told him to blow into the device. Sure enough, the boy was drunk. Janet called the boy’s parents and asked them to take their intoxicated son home. To the surprise of both Bill and Janet, the boy’s parents were offended by the phone call. The boy’s mother did take her son home, without a word of thanks to either Janet or Bill.

Janet and Bill’s Breathalyzer strategy was not received enthusiastically by other parents as well. One parent, Ms. Stoltz, gave Janet a piece of her mind. “Kids these days are going to drink, whether you like it or not,” Ms. Stoltz said. “I think our job is to teach them to drink responsibly.”

“At 15 years of age?” Janet asked.

“At whatever age. I’d rather have them drink in my own home than hide their drinking from me.”

Several days later, Janet happened to be standing just a few feet away when Ms. Stoltz picked up her youngest son, about 12 years old, from school. The boy climbed into the back seat of the car. Ms. Stoltz turned around and asked him, “How was school today?”

Her son said to her, “Turn around. Shut up. Drive.”

Ms. Stoltz glanced at Janet and drove away, without saying a word.

As near as Janet can recall, she and her husband only actually used the Breathalyzer twice. But they always kept it in full view, where every kid could see it, whenever any of their teenage sons had a party. Their home became known as the home where “those crazy parents will use a Breathalyzer on you.” And that had consequences.

Some of the consequences were predictable, and some were not. The four boys were popular, so their house was a favorite hangout—early in the evening. Then around 9:30 p.m., a certain contingent would leave to go to other parties where alcohol would be freely available. But other kids would stay.

And sometimes, still other kids would arrive. That’s what was unexpected. Not all teenage kids like to get drunk. Some don’t. But in contemporary American culture, it’s hard for a teen to “just say no” without looking uncool. An excuse is helpful. A girl or boy could say, when offered a drink, “Hey, I’d love to, but I’m on my way to the Phillips’ house and you know their crazy dad—he’s the one with the Breathalyzer.” And that provides a respectable excuse not to drink.

As I mentioned: We parents are spending more and more time and money on parenting, but when you look at the results, things are getting worse, not better. American kids are now much more likely to be diagnosed with ADHD and/or bipolar disorder and/or other psychiatric disorders than they were 30 years ago (I will present the evidence in Chapter 3), and they are heavier and less fit than they were 30 years ago (Chapter 4). Long-term outcome studies suggest that American kids are now less resilient and more fragile than they used to be. In Chapter 7 I will explain what I mean by “more fragile,” and I will present the evidence supporting that claim.

What’s going on?

The first half of this book poses the problems. The second half provides the solutions. I think I understand where we have gone wrong, and I think I know how to make it better. My prescription is based primarily on what I have seen in my medical office over the past 30+ years, but it also draws on what I have learned from my conversations with parents, teachers, researchers, and kids both across the United States and around the world.

You may be wondering, Who is this Leonard Sax guy, and what makes him the expert? It’s a fair question. I am a family physician, board-certified in family medicine, currently in practice in the suburbs of Philadelphia. I also have a PhD in psychology. I grew up in the suburbs of Cleveland, Ohio, where I attended public schools K through 12. I earned my undergraduate degree in biology from MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I earned both my PhD in psychology and my MD at the University of Pennsylvania. After doing a three-year residency in family medicine, I practiced for 19 years in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, DC. I then relocated to Pennsylvania, where I continue to see patients on a part-time basis. My primary sources for this book are the more than 120,000 office visits I have conducted in my role as a family physician between 1989 and today. I have seen children, teenagers, and their parents, from a wide variety of backgrounds and circumstances. I have seen, from the intimate yet objective perspective of the family physician, the profound changes in American life since 1989. I have witnessed firsthand the collapse of American parenting.

In 2001, I began visiting schools and communities—first just across the United States, and then in Australia, Canada, England, Germany, Italy, Mexico, New Zealand, Scotland, Spain, and Switzerland—meeting with teachers and parents, talking with students, learning from professors and other researchers. From July 2008 through June 2013, I took an extended leave from medical practice in order to devote myself full-time to these visits, and I have continued visiting schools in the years since. I have now visited more than 500 schools across North America and around the world, meeting with students, teachers, and/or parents face-to-face.1

In this book, I will share with you what I have learned. Like any competent physician, I will first review the evidence. Then I will make a diagnosis and I will prescribe a treatment. The treatment will be strategies that you can put in place today, in your home, without spending any money, that will improve the odds of a good outcome for your child.

And I will share success stories. We will hear more about Janet and Bill Phillips and their four sons, and other families like theirs: families who have resisted the tide and have achieved good outcomes, despite the odds. These stories, supplemented by recent scholarly research, will provide the basis for what you must do if you’re going to raise a healthy child in the modern world. It’s still possible to raise a healthy child. It is not easy, but it can be done.

Some aspects of the collapse of parenting are just as problematic in Scotland and New Zealand as they are here. In every country I have visited, I have found parents who are unsure about their role. They ask, “Should I be my child’s best friend? But if I am my son’s best friend, how can I tell him that he is not allowed to stay up past midnight playing video games?” When Dr. Timothy Wright was headmaster of Shore, a private school in Sydney, Australia, he told me how a parent called him one day. Mom asked, “Dr. Wright, would you please give my son some advice about which video games are OK to play, and which aren’t OK? And would you tell him how much time spent playing video games is too much time?”

“Umm… No. Actually, I will not do that,” Dr. Wright answered. He explained that it is not his job, as head of school, to provide answers to those questions. The job of guiding and governing a boy’s use of video games is the job of the parent, not the job of a school administrator.

So some aspects of this problem are found worldwide. But other aspects of the collapse of parenting are peculiar to North America and especially to the United States. Chief among those is the culture of disrespect.

1

Footnote


i All names have been changed, except where noted.
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