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A Note to Parents 

 

 

The following account was written by a high school 
student: 

It’s 6:00 am on a Thursday and my alarm is 
blaring. I roll over to hit the snooze button. 
I was up until 2:00 am doing homework, 
and if I could get just five more minutes…  

Just as I’m falling back asleep, Mom comes 
barging in. She probably had a tough time 
getting my little sister up, because she’s in 
a bad mood. She practically yells at me to 
get up and asks about the overdue Honors 
English homework I was supposed to finish 
last night. I try to explain that I decided to 
finish my AP World History project instead, 
because it’s worth more than a homework 
grade in a class I already have an A in. By 
the way she looks at me I can tell she’s 
pissed. She tells me that I can’t use my 
phone until I finish all of the homework. I 
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haven’t even gotten out of bed yet and I’m 
already in trouble. Great. 

By the time I get out of the shower and 
ready for school it’s 7:20. I need to leave for 
the bus by 7:30, so I’m rushing to pack a 
lunch and get out the door when Mom 
comes into the kitchen. She reminds me 
again to finish the English homework, and 
I’ll admit I snapped at her because I’m 
stressed about making the bus on time and 
the eighty other things I need to do when I 
get home from school. My flash of attitude 
was the final straw for Mom, and now I 
can’t go to my best friend’s house for a 
sleepover on Friday. My friend and I had 
been looking forward to this sleepover so 
much because we’ve both been so busy with 
homework that we just wanted to relax and 
watch some tv. 

    This story is not unusual. If you are the parent of a 
teenager, it may be all too familiar to you. In the 
years I’ve spent coaching students, I have heard 
dozens of variations of this scenario. 

Promising anonymity, I asked a number of high 
school students: "What do you wish your parents 
understood better?” Here are some of their 
responses: 

"School is much harder than you remember 
so don’t pretend you get it because you 
don’t." 
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"Don’t compare us to our friends or family." 

"I’ll never be like (insert sibling name). Just 
accept me for me." 

"Always be proud of your child even if what 
they achieve is not what you expect from 
them. They try really hard each day and 
finding out that their best isn’t enough is 
discouraging." 

"Checking grades every night may not give 
us the best motivation." 

"Mental health issues aren’t the result of bad 
parenting, but it is bad parenting to be afraid 
to look for help for your kid because you 
don’t want the public to know." 

"Sometimes we do need time for our mental 
health." 

"I wish my parents knew that telling a kid that 
they have no real problems just makes 
whatever issues they were having ten times 
worse." 

"We really do care. We are not lazy. We care 
so much it’s scary." 

That last statement brings a lump to my throat 
every time I think about it. Over and over (and over) 
again, I find that once-successful students who’ve 
practically given up, who seem as if they don’t care 
anymore, really do care, a lot. In fact, they care so 
much that when they start to struggle academically, 
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their caring morphs into anxiety and essentially 
paralyzes them into inaction. As their grades decline 
and their schoolwork piles up, their anxiety increases 
until they spiral out of control and completely fall 
apart. They become what I call a Disintegrating 
Student. 

My concerns about the well-being of students 
began when I worked as a school psychologist, 
escalated as my own children went through school, 
and peaked when I started teaching psychology at a 
local university. I was surprised and dismayed by the 
struggles so many students face, in and out of the 
classroom. I came to realize that our primary and 
secondary school systems are a big part of the 
problem. I also came to realize that we are raising the 
most stressed out, psychologically fragile generation 
in history, while parents, educators, and society seem 
unable to help these kids, despite having the best 
intentions. 

In order to help students be productive and well, I 
started my coaching practice, The Balanced Student, 
where I work with students (and parents) to assess 
what they’ve been doing well, understand areas 
where they need support, and develop the skills 
needed to succeed in today’s academic world (and in 
life).* 

                                                             
*You'll find many of these strategies in the final chapter of this 
book, 77 Tips to be Productive and Well. 
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Many students who are struggling academically 
feel that their parents don't understand or don't care 
about what they are going through. As a parent 
myself, I find this frustrating and disheartening. 
While it’s true that parents may not understand 
everything that is happening, in my experience most 
parents care more than their children will ever know. 
That deep concern, and their search for 
understanding, is why parents bring their children to 
The Balanced Student in the first place—and it’s 
likely the reason you're reading this right now. So if 
you take away only one thing from this book, I hope 
it is this: The very fact that you are working so hard 
to help your child makes you a great parent. 

Of course, I plan to give you more information 
than just these words of encouragement! The final 
chapter of this book, 77 Tips to be Productive and 
Well, will give you practical strategies and tools that 
you can use to help your disintegrating student. But 
there is a reason these practical strategies are in the 
last chapter instead of the first. Imagine sitting down 
tomorrow evening with your struggling student and 
explaining a bunch of new study techniques they can 
use to bring their grades up. 

Total success. Problem solved. Right? 

More likely, it would lead to a repeat of many 
painful—and possibly explosive—exchanges you 
and your child may already have had. So, before we 
talk about practical strategies, I want to help you 
understand the phenomenon of the disintegrating 
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student, including the physical, developmental, and 
cultural forces that lead previously stellar students to 
fall apart, and the parenting styles and struggles that 
can contribute to it. As we go along, I'll share the 
experiences of disintegrating students and their 
families. The details of the stories will be altered to 
remove any identifying information. With the 
exception of my own children, everyone else 
mentioned represents a composite of clients I have 
worked with over the years. 

Waiting until the end of the book to get to the 77 
Tips to be Productive and Well may be frustrating, I 
know. As loving, concerned parents, we all want to 
help our kids as quickly as possible. We want simple 
solutions, and we want them now! (And getting a 
little more peace and quiet at home would be great, 
too). But understanding why our super smart students 
fall apart is critical to understanding how to help 
them. 

Unfortunately, I can’t tell you exactly what to do. 
In my experience there isn’t one sure-fire approach 
that works for every student or family. Every 
disintegrating student is different, and what will 
work best for your child depends on your child’s (and 
your) individual strengths and challenges. 

While I can't give you a simple answer, I will help 
you find the answers you need. 
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