
60    JEWISH LIFE  ISSUE 63

Shavuot 5773 Education

T H E C H I L D R E N W E R E B E I N G L I V E LY A N D  
spontaneous, as three children under 
the age of fi ve will be. Th eir parents 

were responding to their playful antics, lov-
ing every moment, by gently containing and 
guiding their behaviour in order to keep it 
within socially appropriate limits.

Th e normal scenes that one is accustomed 
to are either parents tyrannising and unsuc-
cessfully trying to intimidate their seemingly 
uncontainable children into compliance and 
submission. Alternatively, there are parents 

who seem blissfully unaware of their chil-
dren’s bad behaviour and unconcerned that 
they may be disturbing other people. On rare 
occasions, one sees parents whose children are 
very well-behaved, probably through fear, re-
sulting in children who appear to be contained 
to the point of begin rendered passive, sub-
dued and resigned. Th en there are the parents 
who are constantly micro-managing their chil-
dren, giving a running commentary of excuses 
and explanations for their child’s behaviour, 
trying desperately to maintain social approval 

for themselves and their off spring while con-
cealing the fact that they feel inept, inade-
quate and overwhelmed with parenting.

Th e parents in the fi rst example inspired 
me with the optimism and hope of knowing 
that those children will be okay in life. Th e 
reason that such a brief encounter can lead 
to such a sweeping conclusion is that so 
much can be inferred from that small sample 
of family interaction. Children, like all of us, 
show up fully when they feel enjoyed. We all 
need to feel invited, welcomed, valued and 
wanted in order to feel safe enough to spon-
taneously reveal who we really are. People 
disappear or become a nuisance when they 
feel shut out, rejected, looked down upon or 
unwelcome. In short, no one wishes to feel 
like a burden or a problem to be solved. 
When a child feels that their parents are not 
coping with them, they feel insecure and, as a 
consequence, become too fearful to take ini-
tiative and perform the task in ways that 
show their full capability. Alternatively, they 
may become rebellious in protest against the 
parents’ defi nition of them as being defec-
tive. Th ey might also become doubtful and 
unsure, demanding limits or constantly ask-
ing for clarifi cation and reassurance.

Th ere seems to be almost a conspiracy in 
the modern times to prevent parents enjoy-
ing their children. Private schools have be-
come like businesses struggling in a highly 
competitive market to survive. Teachers have 
become a scarce resource and schools are 
forced to use fi nancial incentives to get the 
quality of teachers they would prefer. Th e 

schools that cannot compete fi -
nancially have to compromise 
and feel at a disadvantage.

Th e competition between 
schools forces them to raise stan-
dards and to produce better re-
sults in order to retain and at-
tract new customers. It also 
means that parents, who threat-
en to leave, withdraw funding, or 
worse, lobby other parents to fol-
low their lead, wield enormous le-

verage over the school. Th is limits the school’s 
capacity to act in the interests of the greater 
good. Th e powerful parents become the de fac-
to governing body, who implicitly shape what ST
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becomes unoffi  cial school policy geared to-
wards pleasing and appeasing these parents.

Th ere is a growing industry of helping pro-
fessional and drug manufacturers who also 
need to fi ll their practices and sell new prod-
ucts. Th is means the demand for their prod-
ucts and services needs to be increased in or-
der for them to maintain profi tability. Th e 
way that interest groups ensure demand for 
their products and services is to constantly 
expand their diagnostic criteria so that more 
and more people fall into the net. Th ey play 
into the dynamic between schools and par-
ents by promoting more theories and prod-
ucts aimed at creating higher performing 
children. Th ey also make child rearing and 
education seem so specialised that parents 
and teachers who already feel inadequate 
give over their power and authority com-
pletely to those claiming “real expertise”. 
Th is also creates reluctance in teachers to 
deal with children who have challenging is-
sues, because they are scared of getting it 
wrong and being criticised by parents, or be-

cause their resources are stretched and thus 
it’s easier to refer the problem out.

In the competitive world of private educa-
tion, the bar is often artifi cially raised well 
above the norms accepted in the general pop-
ulation in order ensure a results-driven cul-
ture where only the fi ttest survive. Th is cre-
ates a constant fear in parents who wish to 
make sure their children have access to the 
best resources they can aff ord to reach their 
full potential. Parents’ anxiety manifests in 
them pressuring their children to succeed at 
all costs, even if it means pushing them be-
yond the pace of their natural development 
or beyond the limits of their natural abilities.

Th e striving for excellence can often mani-
fest as the “quest for zero defect”. Th is 
spawns a culture of obsessing about what is 
wrong and what needs to be improved in 
children. In order to get accepted into your 
school of choice, and for children to keep up 
with the demanding pace, they need to be at 
the level of the highest performers, not just 
above the average.

In the religious world there are even more 
demands and requirements for acceptability. 
Th ere is also more pressure for conformity 
and its accompanying judgment, criticism 
and censure by community members. People 
are often more fearful of what their commu-
nity thinks of them than they are of G-d, 
who may even be forgotten in the pressure of 
competition over piety and how that refl ects 
in having perfect children.

Th e inevitable result of all of the dynamics 
described above being combined is a massive 
power struggle between competing interests. 
Th e child who should be the benefi ciary of all 
the combined resources of parents and profes-
sionals becomes merely the site of the ensuing 
power struggle between these competing in-
terest groups. Th is happens because when the 
child does not perform as expected, the adults 
around the child become fi lled with feelings of 
inadequacy, shame and fear – emotions that 
none wish to claim. In order to get rid of these 
unpleasant feelings, each party in the struggle 
tries to transfer the blame onto the other.
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