The Pressure of School
It’s a period of time everyone must undergo, an educational institute that is responsible for our supplement of knowledge throughout the first 22 years of life, a phase of time that is deemed as “essential” by parents, teachers, and the government alike. It’s school.
But behind that solid sheen of absolute normality of a simple school day, and the innocent idea of teaching children the fundamentals, what’s really going on? Student suicides have almost doubled over a short time span of eight years, millions of families a year are struggling over nervous breakdowns, and school is currently the leading source of stress for teens in the United States. 
According to a study conducted in Baltimore, schoolwork made up 68% of the five biggest stressors that caused the most worry among adolescents. The five sources of stress most often experienced for the youth in the study was also dominated by school work, which rose to a shocking 78%. Of all the things in the world to worry about, school is, in both divisions of the study, the leading stress fixation for the youth today (www.teenhelp.com). 
The increasing pressure, suicides, and the flaws that are beginning to form in the growing combat for a better education must be addressed to ensure the well-being of all adolescents in the world today, and for them to succeed in the path of life they might choose, minus all the tribulations their school life may bring. 
“People used to think that childhood was a time when you were blissfully ignorant”, said Guinevere Tufnell, a psychiatrist in a hectic child mental health clinic located in east London. “Now we know that isn’t true. Children are at least as vulnerable to stress as adults.” ChildLine, the free, 24-hour helpline for children, spoke to around 800 young people who concerned about exams between April 2000 and March 2001. Of these, 19 young people were so worried that they had contemplated—and in some cases even attempted—suicide. “They can feel their whole life hangs in the balance and pressure to succeed. It can become unbearable,” said a ChildLine counselor (www.channel4.com). These pressured children are not alone. Figures show that up to 800 people between the ages of 15 and 24 kill themselves due from school stress, members of the Association of Teachers and Lecturers were told at their conference in Torquay. Others turn to self-harm of develop eating disorders. 46% of teachers even reported incidents of students that were involved in self-harming activities (www.independent.co.uk). 
It isn’t only the older children who now face the growing demands of educational criteria. Tim Benson has been a Head teacher for 20 years, and now runs Nelson Primary School in East Ham. Mr. Benson, 52, described excessive testing as his concern. “There are now 130 criteria for assessing each five-year-old pupil, it’s absolutely ridiculous,” he said. “It’s not improving standards but making them more skilled at passing tests. The only people who can’t grasp this are in the Government (www.timesonline.co.uk).” 
It’s no longer thought that the demands have risen substantially when it comes to education; it’s a known fact. The question now, is why? What has in changed in society that has affected the ways of school to such a great extent? 


What is now the top priority when students enter the school hallway? Is it the worry that they won’t learn anything that may help them in future years? Is it their devotion to understanding the curriculum fully and thoroughly? 

Of course not. One of the first thoughts that surface in a student’s mind whenever a new unit is to be learned is whether or not they will remember this information in time for the concluding examination. Whether or not they will fail or succeed in that test, and whether or not their grades might rise or drop in drastic measures because of that test. Why has this kind of thinking been shaped into these students’ minds? Because nowadays, education depends on examinations, the method to perceive your depth of knowledge is testing. Whether or not you make it into a good college, or even if you make it into the next grade, depends on the results of these tests. Now the concepts we study do not revolve around the question on how it might be beneficial towards our future, but whether or not it would be beneficial towards our next assessment. Yet the question still remains: Why? 
The answer is simple; a social belief has spread rapidly throughout the educational environment that in order to succeed in life, you must succeed in college. In order to succeed in college, one must succeed in school first. To get good grades, to do well on tests, that is what will shape your life. 

“Today almost everyone seems to assume that the critical moment in young peoples’ lives is finding out which colleges have accepted them,” writes an online article. “Winning admission to an elite school is imagined to be a golden passport to success; for bright students, failing to do so is seen as a major life setback. As a result, the fixation on getting into a super-selective college or university has never been greater.” 

“Admissions mania focuses most intensely on what might be called the Gotta-Get-Ins, the colleges with maximum allure. The twenty-five Gotta-Get-Ins of the moment, according to admissions officers, are the Ivies (Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Harvard, Penn, Princeton, and Yale), plus Amherst, Berkeley, Caltech, Chicago, Duke, Georgetown, Johns Hopkins, MIT, Northwestern, Pomona, Smith, Stanford, Swarthmore, Vassar, Washington University in St. Louis, Wellesley, and Williams.”

As the article continues, a captivating question arose. Is there really a need for elite college attendances? Researchers Alan Krueger and Stacy Berg Dale began an investigation on this question, and in 1999 produced a study that contradicted fully the belief that elite, high-ranked colleges are essential for being successful in future days. 
“It turned out that such students [one from an elite college and another to a less-prestigious one] had, on average, the same income twenty years later as graduates of the elite colleges. Krueger and Dale found that for students bright enough to win admission to a top school, later income ‘varied little, no matter which type of college they attended.’ In other words, the student, not the school, was responsible for the success (www.theatlantic.com).”
In reality, the success children have are not decided in majority, the type of college they are accepted into, but the way they attempt to succeed, learn, and innovate. The students themselves are responsible for the path they set after graduation; the kind of college being the quality of the educational environment they are accepted into, a guide to steer them in the right direction.

So is a good college beneficial to a good future? Definitely. But essential? There’s an idea the society might have to rethink. 

Then, what really is the key to success? In the proven point that good colleges are not the core reason to one’s success, does that imply that school is centered on the wrong viewpoint? Partially, yes. If success depends on individual motivation, has the growing stress knocked students off of that path, many even beyond retrieval? What if students are so affected, that they no longer want to attend a first-class college? Are there situations like that? 
Of course there are. 


Jennifer Glickman, for example, is so stressed at times she obtains painful headaches and reaches high levels of nausea. 
As the article writes, “A straight-A student, she recently announced at a college preparatory meeting with her mother and guidance counselor that she doesn’t want to apply to Princeton and the other Ivy League schools that her counselor thinks she could get into.” 
Why would she throw away such a golden opportunity? 

“My mom wants me to look at Ivy League schools, but my high school years have been so stressful that I don’t want to deal with that in college,” she says. “I don’t want to be in such a competitive atmosphere. I don’t want to put myself in this situation again.” 
Do schools forget that we, the students, have the biggest influence on our own education, and that their job is merely to shape out the priorities and choices through their teaching? Do they forget that our own success is based utterly on our own motivation? 

“Almost two-thirds of middle- and upper-middle-income high school students in the San Francisco Bay Area told researchers that they were ‘often or always’ stressed by schoolwork, according to a series of surveys of 2,700 students conducted last year. More than half the students reported that they had dropped an activity or hobby they enjoyed because schoolwork took too much time. More than three-quarters reported experiencing one or more stress-related physical problems in the month prior to the survey, with more than 50% reporting headaches, difficulty sleeping, or exhaustion. About 9% said they had illegally used prescription drugs like Adderall or Ritalin to stay up and study; 25% said they used stimulants like Red Bull or No-Doz (www.online.wsj.com).”
 The educational demands have never been higher, from the society to the government, the government to the parents, the parents to the school, the school to its teachers, and then from those teachers to the students. Yet, these people don’t realize that they do not have the power to make us do what we don’t want to do, and push us to succeed in ways that don’t help at all, also simultaneously turning many of our backs on school altogether. Is stress causing more harm that it’s worth?
One of the most reliable resources I have turned to throughout this project would be the enlightening book “The Pressured Child” by Michael Thompson, PhD. From this book, Michael Thompson sums up many conclusions on the topic of school pressure and stress. It’s a book intended mainly for parents who pressure their children to succeed, filled with theories, clarifications, experiences, and many quotes that I’ve been compelled to use. 
“As a psychologist, I am fascinated by the lives people lived in school. I am also committed to reminding parents about the day-to-day experience of school so that they can really comprehend what their children are experiencing daily. Every child’s school experience is an intricate, exciting, sometimes painful, often boring psychological journey. We should all be aware of that, but that’s not what parents describe when they talk to me about their children’s school experiences (Thompson, 3).” 
As many of us know, not all school pressure is from school alone. Being parents, all want the best for their own children, and in doing that, they pressure them into getting good grades, referring back to the social belief in believing that good grades and a good college will direct them into a successful life. “Parents tend to focus on grades and how it is all going to turn out and miss seeing the realities of their child’s life as it is lived day to day. This happens for a number of reasons: Our [the parents] childhood memories are often lost or repressed. Also, perhaps starved for information about a child’s school day, parents are condemned to focus on their child’s future. Doing so, they may overlook important aspects of their child’s present…If a parent loses touch with her school experience, she will be at a loss to fully support her own children in their school struggles (Thompson, 5).” 
In other words, Mr. Thompson concludes that parents forget their school experiences, therefore being unable to relate to the school predicaments students face today. To succeed in school is no longer to simply pay attention and finish the assigned work. A student must be able to multi-task, finishing and understanding homework as well as concepts from eight classes. In doing this, a student is exchanging a majority of their free time—time that is otherwise intended for a hobby or activity outside of school—for schoolwork, and better grades. It’s a laborious and not very enjoyable process, yet it’s usually what teachers expect. For children who are unable to perform this, to be left behind on the school curriculum in a mass of confusion and misunderstanding, and even to be deemed “not very smart” by teachers, students, and even parents alike, school must be nothing more than a living hell. 
School is beneficial, but not enjoyable, for most. But why can’t it be both?

“I interviewed a very successful real estate developer. He was bitter about his school experience from the first grade onward, even though he acknowledged the importance of education. ‘Everybody ought to know a certain amount of everything, but God, sitting through a year of it, stuff that you just hate, and so many—probably fifty percent of the class—is basically out of it a lot of the time…I wasn’t the only one feeling that way (Thompson, 6).’” 
Many successful people are not always successful throughout their school years, contradicting once again the belief that you must do well in school in order to do well in life. “Some of the unhappiest children I have known have been highly gifted honor-roll regulars (Thompson, 7),” Mr. Thompson writes, or “I know a talented physician who was, as you might expect, an accomplished student in school. Many days, however, his take on his teacher’s demands made him so anxious that he threw up when he got home (Thompson, 3).” 
It isn’t easy to be a victorious student in school—it isn’t easy for anyone. The children who always receive high grades, full marks, and academic awards sacrifice a lot of time and mental energy, scrutinizing each rubric and their work to every last letter, until they are absolutely sure that they will not get any points off. Will this type of behavior pay off in later years? 

Maybe, maybe not.
It’s not a solid road to follow; the student may be too mentally and physically tired, and decide to quit academic stardom. Or, the student may make it into a great college, although their memories of the past school years would be filled with exhaustion and unhappiness. In any case, it’s a very difficult life for those who wish to excel in school, whether not to break their streaks in higher marks, or the pressure from their parents, to not wanting to see disappointment in anyone’s eyes. 

Despite the difficulties of a star student’s path to success in school, it’s what teachers’ expect daily, from everyone. Why can’t all of you get full marks? Why don’t you all excel in school? In school, students learn from a broad range of subjects, and they are assigned homework tasks, workbooks, and given tests over all these subjects as well. To be able to shine in all of these classes; do the teachers think that it really is that easy?


“My friend Jim Sadler is the headmaster of a small school in the Virgin Islands,” writes Michael Thompson. “Because his school is so small, he is personally responsible for evaluating all the members of his faculty. With a faculty of 70, he visits each teacher’s classroom twice a year, for a total of 140 classroom visits…‘When I face a day in which I am scheduled to go to three classes, I just dread it,’ he told me. ‘Isn’t it amazing that we ask kids to do something we wouldn’t do? I can hardly bear going to three classes, yet we require kids to go to seven classes per day, five days per week (Thompson, 11).’” 

Each new segment of information is always followed by the same question in order to dig deeper and access the truth. 


And yet again, I ask it. Why? 


“The importance of school is obvious and undeniable, as is the inevitability of school attendance. Children must go to school. Children must learn to read and write. Education is good and a college is almost essential in the Information Age. These truths are so obvious we do not question them. We forget that children are not indentured servants and are not machines. For children, school is not automatic. It doesn’t come easily for any of them—even the ones who make it look easy—and it comes at a great cost for some. We forget that a great deal of the learning in schools—perhaps a majority of it—is not provided by adults (Thompson, 13-14).”  

The society has made it mandatory; to question the idea of going to school would be thought to be out-of-step, extraneous, and useless. 

We have to attend school, we have to learn. From the perspective of many failing students in the world, we must suffer. But also, through the eyes of an adult, school isn’t that large of an issue. A sixth-grader also sums up the same conclusion, although in a graphical way that denies the assumption that not much happens in the school hallways, through an email to Michael Thompson: 

“School, for most people, or so I think, is just another thing. You go, learn a little, eat lunch with your friends, go home. For [me], however, school is another story. Picture a 3-D computer game. You are looking down a dark hall. You can’t see anything, but you know what is there; you can hear the swords swinging and the gunmen ready to shoot. But you can see a small opening of light at the end of the hall. You have just seen a day at school for [me]. School can become so torturous that you start to feel physically ill when you anticipate it (Thompson, 109).” Even with the bad experiences of school for many, what will you remember when you look back to it twenty years later? Would it be the lessons you were taught in the curriculum? The notions and the formulas? 

“The memory pictures of the first fifteen years of life that drift back to me now are a medley of all sorts of things, mainly play and school…I am not at all sure about the lessons I learned in school, but I do know that we got a great deal of fun between the study hours, and I have always been glad that I took all the play I could as it came along (Thompson, 21).” As said by Clarence Darrow, from The Story Of My Life. This quote is, through my eyes, seen as ultimate proof that revolves around one core fact; the fact that states the what you learn in life, is not based on being force-fed information, through textbooks nor homework assignments, not even obligatory testing, but through the experiences and one’s own personal interpretation of the school year. 

Where have all the experiences gone? Through the description of a seventh-grade-girl’s experience of a poetry assignment, they’ve all disappeared:


“They don’t give you any room to be creative—even in art class they tell you what to do. We’re in a poetry unit now and she gave us an assignment where it’s practically fill in the blank. It’s supposed to be about what poetry is all about. But it HAS to be 17 lines, it HAS to have alliteration every other line, it HAS to have seven metaphors, and it has to have this and it has to have that. By the time you get through, it’s just a bunch of words what aren’t anything about what poetry is for you (Thompson, 201)…”

Schools have the ability to teach us information that we remember for the sole sake of testing. We do not necessarily want to know this information, but we remember it anyways. And yet, when the unit is over and the tests are completed, we forget the theories yet again. And although teachers are there with us every step of the way, they pass on the simple assumption that our memory ranges are still short, and that we forget the information over time. Their solution is simple; to relearn the same criteria over and over again, until it is firmly implanted in some part of our brains. Why do we remember then? It happens for a number of reasons: 
1. The human brain has a tendency to remember what it is re-taught over and over again. 
2. Through the repetitiveness of our curriculum, we begin to develop stronger experiences, and therefore, remember those experiences. 
3. Our memories expand along with our age as well.
 All the information they want us to remember only manage to sink in over a time span of many years, meaning that less variety is taught, and that now students and teachers have to repeat assignments, year after year. So why are the school curriculums repeating still? Why not re-innovate? 
“All children struggle to some degree, if not with the content of the curriculum then with the imposition of the school, the infinite accommodations it requires of every child (Thompson, 13).” Michael Thompson’s conclusions and opinions on what school really is like, is nothing less of the complete, utter, and unconcealed truth that hid behind the brick walls of our over-burdened classrooms.

Despite the demands of the school program, the pressure still invades the school hallways. Why?  What is it that causes the most pressure in most schools, besides testing? The answer is obvious; if it were possible that teachers could read the minds of their students, a greater part of them would be daydreaming of the many different ways they could destroy all the homework they’ve been assigned, whether by setting them on fire and watching them deteriorate slowly into powdered ash, or seeing them being torn up and eaten by some formidable, clawed monster, these scenes are always scenes of bliss in the mind of a student.

It’s a known fact, by teachers and parents alike, that the only thing worse than completing endless amounts of work in school, would be to integrate that labor into the fraction of our day that was originally intended to be school-free. 


We all know what it is: homework. 


As well as taking from us valuable time that could have been otherwise spent pursuing hobbies, exercising, relaxing, and developing a better, varied lifestyle, homework creates a total imbalance between our social and academic lives. Again, through repetition and labor, they try to ingrain theories into our minds. 

School is school, home is home, fun is fun. But now, through a “modified” version of our educational institutes, school is still school, home is now school, and the fun has disappeared altogether. Homework creates a large atmosphere of pressure, when it’s due, the way it affects your grade, to the consequences you would receive if you didn’t finish it on time. One high-schooler felt that homework was an “imposition on his time; an illegitimate extension of the school day that interfered with his life and his pleasure reading (Thompson, 151).”


And through the careful analysis on David’s case, Michael Thompson agreed, writing:


“Doing a lot of homework is regarded by many people as a marker of a good education, even though the rationale for it is shaky. Teachers and parents often feel that a lot of homework is evidence of the quality of education being offered. However, there is much that is wrong with homework assignments, and anyone who is close to school knows it—both teachers and students. Much of what is assigned for homework is uninspired drudgery.”


Homework is extraneous, assignments that take so much more effort than it’s worth, coursework that students don’t strive to learn from, but strive to finish as soon as they receive them. With all the trouble of homework, what good comes off it? Does homework truly help with the concepts we learn?

Why do teachers assign us homework? What is it but another dreary, bland technique used to firmly establish criteria into our heads? Without homework, what would happen to the students’ grades? One school conducted a trial as such, plummeting the homework load. What happened? On the contrary to what much of society might predict, the students’ grades promptly went up. 


“Like most schools these days, Edmonton’s Vernon Barford junior high lived by the modern ethic: more homework produces smarter kids, better marks and happier parents. But that changed in 2006 when the school decided to buck the trend and reduce the load of assignments sent home in the book-laden backpacks of young teens. 


“The result? Even better marks, happier students and more creative projects, says Principal Stephen Lynch.


“On provincial achievement tests, students’ marks have gone up about four per cent and they were already high in this well-to-do southwest neighborhood. Internal school test results also improved (www.canada.com).” 


With less homework constantly on the edge of their thoughts, students have that balance back in their lives, with more time to relax, have a more focused mind, to be able to plan ahead for tests, study and actually understand and remember, and steadily maintain a well-rounded lifestyle—academically and socially. With such magnificent results on both sides of the deal, why don’t all schools do the same? 


Something we can all agree on is that all students from all schools learn countless things from a very wide variety of subjects throughout the school year. Ranging from the cell component “Endoplasmic Reticulum” to which historical years were spanned “The Age of Exploration”, what happens to all that information twenty years later? 


The TV Media have set to find out, launching a hit TV Game Show, “Are You Smarter than a Fifth Grader?” The outline of this show is similar to many other game shows; to earn the most money. However, the way the contestants achieve this money is exceptionally unique—and more difficult than it looks. Contestants answer questions that are themed as a school quiz, questions that are generally taught in a Fifth Grade Curriculum. 


“The game relies on the fact that an adult would not know the information generally taught in elementary grade school, due to the fact it is rarely used in adult life (www.en.wikipedia.org).”  

The subsequent question is obvious and evident, give the preceding information. If the aspect of answering quiz questions from a Fifth-Grade-Curriculum deemed difficult enough to become a money-earning game show, and if it’s already been proven that these things we learn in school will be forgotten by adulthood, what is the purpose of learning them? The human memory has only that much capacity—we are not expected to remember things that are insignificant—that’s that don’t stand out in life, that we will not use in life. Thus, what is the point of teaching, assigning, and testing us on criteria that they know we’ll forget? The statement rings loud and clear: School is not teaching us everything we need to know. Or more accurately, school is teaching us all the wrong things. 

As having pointed out the countless flaws that have been developed over time in modern school civilization, who do we turn to now? Who do we turn to, not merely for culpability, but for new modifications and suggestions? 


The growing demands of education do not institute at school authorities; in fact, schools are as subject to pressure as their students are to them.
Turning this essay to a new perspective, I found an online article that focused on another side of the pressure—how such growing demands are so much more difficult for these instructive institutes, and how they are now directed at the school, bringing us a step closer to the core grounds of what first stirred these educational struggles and stressful circumstances in the first place.

“Over recent years, primary and secondary schools have been faced with countless new demands, wishes and expectations, in particular with regard to:

· Their curriculum and teacher methods (a wider range of subjects, a shift in emphasis from knowledge to skills and attitudes, customized teaching, independent learning); 

· Pupil and school performance (greater social equality within education, individual pupil performance, focus on results, publication of results);

· Pre-school provision, out-of-school activities and cooperation with external agencies (cooperation with pre-school playgroups, youth services and police; introduction of community schools);

· The position of parents (school prospectus, right of complaint, participation council, representation on the school board)
“Over the past 15 years schools have faced growing demands, desires and expectations from both central government and civil-society organizations, parents and, since recently, local authorities. They all have demands and desires concerning what children are taught, how they are taught, the results they and the school achieve, cooperation with pre-school and after-school childcare services and the status of parents (www.scp.nl).” 

With such a load of demands from the society and government, as well as the heaving responsibility of the educational care for hundreds of their students, the pressure is growing rapidly on schools all over the world. Demands are fierce, and schools are struggling to keep up, along with their students. It’s a crisis in the making, this educational combat ready to surface anytime soon. 

The pressure of school began with the noticeable growth in amounts of homework, shortened deadlines, test criteria, and stress among students. This traces back again to the school, which as seen from a different viewpoint, is receiving huge loads of demands from the government, and, tracing back from that, the society itself, including parents. 
Through all the complex weavings of politics and demands, as seen from a general sideline view as of mine, observation point in one direction: that this predicament is all heading in the wrong direction and that society is all fighting for the wrong craze. To get all this back into order, civilization is going to have to fine-tune the way they think, and decided what really is important, what really is essential, and what really is beneficial in the world of education. To listen to what some of us have to say, and maybe even improve our educational standards—but this time, the right way—by just a little bit. 
