
PARENTING

'Teach Your Children Well': An Interview
With Psychologist And Author Madeline

Levine
By Emma Mustich

08/ 15/2012 10:26am EDT

California psychologist Madeline Levine’s new book,
"Teach Your Children Well: Parenting for Authentic
Success," has been generating a lot of attention
since its publication on July 24.
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Levine's message to parents -- about the importance
of teaching values that will stay with kids long after
their final SAT answer is bubbled in -- is more
resonant than it is radical. And her advice is just as
much about getting moms and dads to stop worrying
what other people think as it is about helping
teenagers avoid extreme burnout from schoolwork
and extracurricular activities.

In an interview with The Huffington Post, Levine --
also the author of 2006 bestseller "The Price of
Privilege" -- discussed three overparenting "don'ts,"
why "well-being" is a more important (and realistic)
goal than "happiness," and the big mistake she made
with her own son.

Why do you think people are so interested in this
book right now?

When I wrote “The Price of Privilege” six years ago,
what you had to sell was the idea that there was a
problem. “No, kids are not stressed; I was stressed
when I was a kid; it’s not really going on here.” Over
the last two years, I have not gotten that comment
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once. Everybody -- every community -- understands
that things have become really problematic.

We’ve got 25 percent of kids with symptoms of
anxiety or depression; 10 percent of kids who are
functionally impaired, and basically can’t get out of
bed; 31 percent of college students being alcohol
abusers (not users); increasing numbers of kids
using Adderall -- which is potentially dangerous
without doctors’ oversight; and 17 percent of kids
self-mutilating at the Ivy Leagues.

People feel isolated, competitive with each other, and
separated from people traditionally considered
“wise” -- be they rabbis or priests or aunts who live
upstairs. Life is changing at a pace that we can
barely keep up with; it’s a perfect storm, and parents
are desperate for some good advice. This is not
rocket science. This is just going back to basic child
development and kind of laying that out.

Some critics say your advice is only for the well-
off. What’s your response to that?

When “The Price of Privilege” was published, we did
a run of 12,000 copies because we thought it was a
book about affluent kids. It went into 17 printings,
which means it was reaching far more than just the
top, top economic families in this country -- so I don’t
think it’s just a "rich kids" problem. However, I don’t
think it’s a "poor kids" problem. There is a lot of area
in between rich and poor, and do I think it’s a middle
class problem? Absolutely. Do I think it’s an upper
middle class problem? Absolutely. Do I think it’s an
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affluent problem? Absolutely. Kids in poverty have
different fish to fry.

And when you wrote it, you were aiming it at all
these different people?

Yes. I really was. This accusation that I’m talking
about rich kids -- and it always comes as an
accusation -- baffles me a little bit. I’ve been a shrink
my whole life; I started out in Harlem, and I’ve
ended up in Marin County. And kids are kids!
Obviously affluent kids have economic advantages,
but I gotta tell you, a depressed kid from a working-
class neighborhood doesn’t look all that different
from a depressed kid from Marin County.

I come from an extremely working-class background.
This idea that it’s frivolous for us to care about rich
kids bothers me because their problems are just as
real, just as substantial -- and in terms of who is
going to wield power in this country, they will
probably disproportionately be the people who set
policy, because they have resources. I would just as
soon not have them be a messed-up group.

Can you talk about the difference between
“happiness” and “well-being”? You say the latter
is preferable.

Of course we all want our kids to be happy. But we
all know that nobody’s happy all the time. Life
presents incredible challenges to people. Whenever I
talk to groups, I ask: “How many people in the
audience have not been through a financial loss,
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death, divorce?” No hands go up. Life is difficult.
And the idea of keeping your child happy all the time
-- that’s about overparenting.

We understand some of this better with really young
kids. If your toddler walks and falls on her butt, you
say, “Come on, honey, get up and walk again”; she
takes a couple more steps and stumbles and all you
do is encourage. You don’t run in and pick her up
every time she stumbles or falls because if you did,
she’d never learn how to walk. I’m talking about the
same ability, not just to tolerate but actually to take
pleasure in a child’s backwards and forwards
development, his or her successes and failures. If
you can’t tolerate the kid falling down at 2, how in
the world are you going to tolerate the kid riding the
bike around the neighborhood at 10, or the teenager
taking the car keys and going at 16? The tough part
of being a parent is tolerating our own anxiety as our
kids grow up and separate and become confident.

In what situations would you say it’s appropriate
for parents to be super-involved in their kids’
lives -- or even "push" their children?

Let’s define the terms a little bit. When I say
overparenting is not a great idea, I’m really talking
about three things: Don’t do for your kid what they
can already do. Don’t do for your kid what they can
almost do, because that’s where they have those
successful failures. Sometimes they make it;
sometimes they don’t -- but that’s where they learn.
And don’t do for your kids out of your needs, not
theirs. That’s my quick definition of overparenting.
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The research says that family life works best if as a
parent you are reliable, available, consistent and
noninterfering. That does not mean oblivious or not
paying attention; it means you are not taking over
for the kid. Now, are there are ever times when you
take over for the kid? Absolutely. You’re always
guiding and available. I don’t want to be read as
saying "hands off your kids" -- I don’t think that’s the
way to raise children. I think that you have to be
loving and warm and consistent, and let them do
what they can. If safety becomes an issue, you step
in, because anything I have to say is meaningless if
your child is not safe.

Is it sometimes good for kids to feel a bit
overwhelmed -- like they have too much to do? Or
would you say it’s mostly always negative?

No. We know that mild stress improves performance.
There are two different kinds of stress. One is called
“eustress”: normal stress that’s not harmful. It’s
actually been found to make you alert and interested
and engaged and do your best. Where one draws the
line between eustress, or just normal or tolerable
stress, and distress, depends on every kid. So you
can have kids who fly through high school with five
APs and being the captain of the lacrosse team and
building a water treatment plant in the Sudan and
really not showing any signs of distress. There aren’t
many kids like that, but there are some. And then
there are kids who are in one or two AP classes, or
an extracurricular activity, and it’s too much for
them. Parents need to be on the lookout for
symptoms that would suggest that their kid has too
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much stress. Stress symptoms in kids usually start
with psychosomatic problems like headaches,
stomachaches and sleep difficulties.

There are lots of kids who make it through just fine.
But you know, The New York Times just reported that
more and more kids are using Adderall to study.
Well, that’s not fine. That’s a big chunk of kids who
are using a potentially dangerous drug so that they
can meet all the demands that they feel are on them.

Toward the end of the book, you talk about how
parents can experience “peer pressure.” This
seems like one of the book’s major themes: that
parents should stop making decisions for their
kids that actually reflect their own insecurities.

That’s the hardest part of the book. Looking deeply
into oneself -- it’s a very painful process. I got started
on that whole thing out of a miserable mistake that I
made. [One of my sons] wasn’t particularly verbal
and so never did especially well in English. He was
in high school -- this was right before “The Price of
Privilege” came out -- and he came home; he had
gotten an A on some English test. I was doing
everything wrong, saying, “Oh, that’s great, I knew
you were so smart” (saying “smart” is not such a
good idea). Then he took his final and got a B+ in
the class, which for him was actually a really good
grade. And I go ballistic; I’m yelling at him: “I knew
it -- you couldn’t do it.” I’m just awful. Terrible. And
he’s crying, and I’m crying, and I go and I lock
myself in the bathroom because my son, he’s the
sweetest kid in the world. I know I’m blowing 18

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/10/education/seeking-academic-edge-teenagers-abuse-stimulants.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all
https://www.huffpost.com/
https://oidc.huffpost.com/login?dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.huffpost.com%2Fentry%2Fteach-your-children-well-madeline-levine-interview_n_1765313&src=huffpost-nav-article&ncid=huffpost_articlenav_j8lokxbqp1w


Suggest a correction
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years of a good relationship with this kid by being so
crazy.

What I did was say to myself, OK: I really have to
figure out why I would do something that wrong, that
off-base.

My dad died when I was young; we were on welfare;
we had no money -- and I got to go to college on a
scholarship because my verbal skills were good. So
in that moment of yelling at my son, I wasn’t seeing
him at all -- thank God he had a father, thank God he
had resources to go to school. I was really just
remembering how terrified I was about my own
grades towards the end of high school, and I was
projecting onto him. And that was a hard lesson to
learn.

We try to make our own lives more whole through
our children. It’s unfair, because they’ve got enough
to deal with without having to worry about our losses
and disappointment and stuff like that. To me, it’s
the most important part of the book, quite frankly --
and it’s also the hardest part.
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