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Hello!
What brought you to 
this session today? 

STUDENT VOICES
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ERIC – 10TH GRADE

“Clammy hands,
And a tap-tap-tapping foot.

Even lying there in bed,
The tests and projects and 

quizzes,
And quizzes and projects and tests

Cannot be forgotten.
The endless list of deadlines
Seems to never stop growing
And the pressure builds up.

It builds and builds and builds.
But the release valve
Is nearly within reach.

There is a pause;
A pause used to fantasize
About a burden-free life.
And during this pause,

The pressure swiftly, silently
Envelops the dreamer

To ensure that this dreamer,
This naïve, hopeful student
Will never cease working…

Working towards
Some perverted portrayal

Of success.” 

Spencer,  2017

ACHIEVEMENT PRESSURE
• Many high school students experience 

developmentally inappropriate levels of stress
• Expected to excel in many domains in their lives, 

including: 
• Excellent grades in challenging classes
• Stellar standardized test scores
• High level participation in numerous 

extracurricular activities (sports, music, 
community service, etc.)

• Focus on external accomplishments

“I could go on in detail about 
the times I've had to go to 
urgent care because my 

stress and ensuing physical 
pain have been so 

concerning.  I could tell you 
how I've missed periods 

because I've had so many 
tests to study for.  I could 

express what it feels like to 
have a panic attack in the 

middle of a thirty person class 
and be forced to remain still.”

CAROLYN – 11TH GRADE

Walworth, 2015, 
para. 11
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LEA – 12TH GRADE

“I don't think it should be this 
way, [but] like, all of junior year, 
all I wanted to do was get the 
score on my ACTs. It's like, 

that's all I did junior year, was 
like study, take practice 
ACTs, and then do it.” 

Working hard for my ACT score 
and then finally getting what I 
got was one of the best days 
of my life. We were skiing, and 
I pulled out my phone on the ski 
lift and my friend’s like, “Did you 

check your ACT score?” And 
I'm like, “No.” So I go and check 

it online, and we're going 
around, and I'm like, “Oh my 

gosh!…Look!”

LEA – 12TH GRADE
“I always wanted to be an artist 
my whole life.  And when people 
would ask me about that, they 
would almost laugh because 
they're like, ‘You're going to 
make no money.’ And, so, I 

guess, that kind of 
subconsciously helped me 

switch, well, it didn't help, but it 
forced me to switch to pursuing a 

career that was more feasible. 
So now I'm less interested, I still 
love the arts, and I would love to 
do them, but I know that I really 

can't make a stable living off that, 
so I've decided not to pursue it.  
And that's kind of sad because I 
really enjoyed making art and 

being creative and stuff.”

POTENTIAL COSTS

• Chronic stress is associated with poor functioning, 
and can cause or contribute to mental health conditions 
such as depression, anxiety, and substance abuse 

• Lack of wellness, such as not getting enough sleep, 
rushed meals, etc. 

• The pressure to succeed is so great that students
forgo the other important tasks of adolescence

• Reduced opportunities to develop coping skills 

Leonard et al., 2015;  Levine, 2012
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POTENTIAL COSTS
• Self-worth tied to accomplishments

• “If I don't achieve, I feel worthless.”
• “If I do achieve, I may live in a constant state of 

fear of not achieving.”

• Identity tied to achievements 
• “If I don’t achieve, who will I be?”

• In a study conducted by Weissbourd (2011) 
adolescent participants indicated that they believed 
“getting into a good college” was more important to 
their parents than “being a good person.”

Luthar, 2017

HIGHER EDUCATION IMPLICATIONS

• Mental health 
issues experienced 
in high school may 
persist into college. 

• Low coping skills 
can impact 
academic, social, 
and emotional 
outcomes.

• Student may 
experience challenges 
to identity.

• “Penn Face” 

Levine, 2012; Luthar, et al., 2013

“My clients have spent their 
adolescences putting their healthy 
development on hold, coached and 

managed by parents who are so fearful 
and anxious about helping their children 

succeed that there is simply no room 
for their children, my clients, to begin to 
know themselves. When they arrive at 
college, the wheels come off. They are 
so hard on themselves, and as out of 

touch with what they really care 
about—discovering their true interests 
is a foreign concept. There is such a 

push for perfection that normal life skills 
are not in place. Substance abuse and 
other methods of self-medicating are 

rampant.”
Fagan, 2017, 
p. 111-112
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MENTAL HEALTH – YOUNG WOMEN

• Anxiety and depression 2-3 times national norms. 

• High body dissatisfaction 
• Girls are often expected to meet the same high 

standards as boys in terms of high academic 
performance, and they also must meet an often 
unattainable standard in terms of physical 
appearance and emotional control 

• Both girls and boys have strong needs for 
relatedness with their peers, but in the culture of 
intense competition, relationships may be more 
difficult to maintain and nurture. 

MENTAL HEALTH – YOUNG MEN

• High rates of both internalizing and externalizing 
disorders

• Suffer from anxiety and depression at rates up to 5x the 
national norms.

• Maladaptive perfectionism, “overly high performance 
standards accompanied by critical evaluation of one’s 
performance” is associated with internalizing disorders. 

• Comparable rates of delinquency (such as lying, 
cheating, stealing, and committing anti-social acts) as 
boys from very low SES, urban communities 

MENTAL HEALTH – YOUNG MEN

• Narcissistic traits in boys are more common in this 
population than in national norms.  

• Affluent boys may have a preoccupation with 
activities that portray power and status, such as sex 
and wealth (Luthar et al., 2013).  

• Boys with strong narcissistic tendencies may have 
difficulty forging authentic, intimate relationships with 
others, leaving them more vulnerable for conditions 
associated with lack of connectedness (i.e., 
depression, substance use; Coren & Luthar, 2014). 
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SUBSTANCE USE

• Adolescents may use 
substances as a coping 
mechanism for the 
extreme adult-level 
pressures they 
experience.

• “Work hard; Party hard.”

• May lack enjoyable, 
age-appropriate options 
for stress relief and fun

How Does the Competitive 
College Going Culture 

Impact Inequity? 

POTENTIAL COSTS

• Social, cultural, and financial capital activated in 
predictable ways to gain advantages to maintain 
privilege 

• Certain forms of “success” are privileged over others 
• Ivy League serves to reproduce the class system, not 

mitigate it 
• Middle class and upper-middle class often contribute 

vast amounts of resources to secure advantage for 
their children 

• Contributes to housing and school segregation 
• Structural inequality is, in part, upheld by individual 

choices 

Lareau, 2014; Deresiewicz, 2014; Jones, 2016
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UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

• Many members of society internalize the meritocracy myth -
the “best and brightest” go to prestigious colleges and 
universities.

• Adolescents may develop in a system where they cannot 
see how their unearned advantages contribute to their 
success, and may see their success as simply an outcome 
of their own effort and merit.

• They may also fail to see how others, at varying locations in 
the socioeconomic spectrum, also have great merit. 

• When the status quo is not questioned and the advantages 
openly acknowledged, the status quo is maintained and 
individuals are less likely to question and disrupt enduring 
systems of privilege and oppression. 

DeParle, 2015

PERPETUATION OF 
DOMINANT 

CULTURAL VALUES

“We all kind of realize that 
if we worked for the 

opportunity to apply to a 
better school, then we've 
earned that chance. And I 

guess those other 
students might not have 

worked as hard.” 

SYSTEMS CHANGE

• Systems change requires:
• Ability to engage in challenging discussions, 

especially with those in positions of power 
• Fostering relationships with key 

stakeholders (e.g. students, parents, 
teachers, administrators) in the community

• Ability to navigate complex institutional 
system politics 

• Use of data to communicate trends
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INTERVENTIONS

Clear and consistent 
messages, especially 
from parents, can help 

protect children and 
adolescents in this 

potentially toxic 
culture. 

23

Unconditional Positive Regard

• Belief in the intrinsic worth of a person, and acceptance no 
matter what the person says or does.  

• In this context, a parent may be displeased with a behavior, 
but not the child as a person.

• Parents who practice autonomy-supporting UPR try to 
understand behavior or emotions from the adolescent’s 
perspective, take genuine interest in it, and use that as a 
basis for problem solving

• UPR is seen to foster autonomy and self-understanding in 
the adolescent and is seen to support and strengthen the 
relationship between parent and adolescent
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Unconditional Positive Regard

• Require resources on the part of the parent

• Sufficient time, patience, and psychological well-
being for parent to engage in deep perspective 
taking of their adolescent and work with the 
adolescent to resolve issues and progress through 
this developmental stage.

• Many parents are working harder than ever to 
maintain their socioeconomic status. 

• Many parents live in a state of near-chronic stress

INTERVENTIONS – PARENTS

• Assess resourcing of parents
• Emotional closeness with parents, 

especially mothers, is protective
• Assess technology usage
• Ease performance pressure. 

INTERVENTIONS – PARENTS 

• Clear and consistent valuing of moral behavior 
and service to others over individual 
achievement 

• Allow adolescents space to develop on their own 
and make mistakes. 

• Discipline and set limits. 
• Build responsibility at home and in the 

community.
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INTERVENTIONS – ADOLESCENT 

• Better odds at psychological health and wellness 
when engaged in the physical, cognitive, social, 
and emotional tasks of this life stage.   

• Value as an individual does not depend on 
academic achievement. 

• Dispute, challenge, and question problematic 
cultural values. 

• Define success on own terms.
• Explore short and long term life goals. 

INTERVENTIONS – ADOLESCENT

• Examine family/cultural values and impact 
on behavior

• Build relationships and connection to 
others 

• Altruism to increase well-being
• Enhance ability to tolerate stress and 

ambiguity 
• CBT strategies for anxiety 
• Explore one’s purpose and meaning in life

SCHOOL COUNSELORS

• Address individualism and disconnection. 
• Create opportunities for students to explore, play, 

and take risks. 
• Create opportunities for students to find purposeful 

work. 
• Challenge meritocracy.
• Advocate for humane and developmentally-

appropriate expectations of youth. 
• Advocate for changes in the college admission 

standards 
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THE PATH FORWARD…

• Ongoing discussions with key stakeholders across the
K-12 continuum about the extreme achievement 
orientation 

• Help illuminate multiple career paths / life paths to
youth at all stages of development

• Engage students in larger discussions about hope for 
their lives, beyond college and career.

• Examine how educational practices can serve to 
oppress or liberate youth; advocate for the latter.

32

In these days of assumed meritocracy, 
where children can be turned into anything, 
we admire them as displays of remarkable 
engineering, to be tweaked and fine-tuned 
into bilingual perfection. What we’ve lost, 
perhaps, is a sense that there may be 
things about them we can’t know or 
understand, and that that mysterious 
quality, separate from us, is what we should 
marvel at.

Rosin, 2015, para. 67

• The Parents We Mean to Be,
(2009) Richard Weissbourd

• Turning the Tide: Inspiring Concern 
for Others and the Common Good 
Through College Admissions 
https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/reports/
turning-the-tide-college-admissions

• Turning the Tide II: How Parents
and High Schools Can Cultivate 
Ethical Character and Reduce 
Distress in The College 
Admissions Process

• Teach Your Children Well:  Why 
Values and Coping Skills Matter 
More Than Grades, Trophies, or 
“Fat Envelopes.” (2012) Madeline 
Levine

RESOURCES

https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/reports/turning-the-tide-college-admissions
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Questions/Discussion 

Reflections from the field 

What are your experiences 
with this population? What 
has worked? What hasn’t 

worked? 

34
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Thanks!
Any questions?

Kathleen L. Grant, Ph.D.

Monmouth University 

kgrant@monmouth.edu




