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RACE TO NOWHERE

The documentary “Race to Nowhere,” which was shown at BHS in February and was followed by an animated question and answer period, brought to light how over-scheduled and over-stressed today’s teens are. They are caught in a “race to nowhere,” driven by a system set up for academic competition and often fueled by demanding parents who, in wanting the best for their children, turn them into little professionals starting in middle school. Experts in the film talked about stress as one of the most common forces for negative behavior, while many of the model students are “bleeding underneath” – anxious, exhausted, depressed. 

The film is a scathing indictment of our current educational system, with “No Child Left Behind” and the ultra-competitive college application process setting the tone for high standards and accountability that have led to formulaic “teaching to the test.” Instead of nurturing critical/analytical thinking, the system often favors rote memorization. The results can be rampant cheating, burned-out teachers, and students suffering from a plethora of physical and emotional issues.  One expert called it “education a mile wide and an inch deep.” Another claimed that academic excellence can, in fact, be a shallow metric, asserting, “The world is run by C students.” He urges educators and parents to think outside the box and realize the importance of quality down time, not just the isolating experience of computer activity but interactive “play” that recognizes the value of creativity, motivation, generosity and happiness and teaches children how to exist successfully in an adult world.  

The post-film discussion was lively and provocative. Several students spoke out. One mentioned knowing BHS kids who don’t sleep, have eating disorders, and cut themselves. Another voiced the need for a “sea change,” claiming that kids are burned out. Yet another believes the competitive school culture makes kids think of themselves rather than others, that a broader social conscience and a sense of being a good citizen are getting lost. One parent noted the huge time demand arts and sports extracurriculars require, bemoaning a lack of flexibility in the face of sometimes unreasonable commitment requirements. Homework was a hot topic, with one parent citing evidence that more than two hours of homework per night elicits diminishing returns and has a negative impact on student morale. The administration noted the need for teachers assigning “authentic” homework, not busy work, and explained that an amount good for some may not be good for others; determining a “best practice” will be tricky given different student populations and different course needs. The administration urged keeping in mind that at the heart of BHS’s ethos is inspirational teaching and respect for the humanity of the students.

www.Racetonowhere.com  and www.endtherace.org offer a wealth of information, resources and advice, including these suggestions for parents:

· Discuss what success means to your family. Do your actions as a family reflect your values?

· Reduce performance pressure.

· Avoid over-scheduling.

· Allow time for play, family, friends, downtime and sleep.

· Ask your children how they are feeling.

· Allow your children to make mistakes and learn from them.

· Dialogue with your children about their experiences in school.

· Know the signs of childhood depression. Follow your instincts.

· Attend school board meetings and other venues where education is discussed and policies are established and reinforced.

· Form alliances and organize other parents to join you. As a group, talk to your children's teachers, school administrators, and attend School Board meetings.

· Challenge accepted homework practices and policies and the imposition of state and national standards that have narrowed curriculum.

· Advocate for a later start time in high school.

· Eat dinner regularly as a family. 

· Make college search about finding the "right fit" rather than finding the "best" college. Finding the "right fit" will ensure college success and retention.

