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Preface
Sabrina is forty-five and white, a mother of three.1
Her house looks like picture-perfect suburban wealth—a broad, shimmering lawn, tall trees, big windows—close, but not too close, to the quaint main street of her town. Street parking is not allowed.
Sabrina brewed coffee for us while I sat on a barstool at the island in her kitchen. She wore stylish boots, fitted pants, a dress shirt. It was quiet: her kids were at school, her husband at work. She told me that she and her family moved to the town when her oldest was about to start kindergarten so that the children could attend the town’s highly regarded schools. From the moment Sabrina started speaking, it was clear that her days were filled with supporting her kids and their schools. Achievement and happiness were a full-time job; the skills required were numerous.
When Sabrina’s son Michael was not placed in the math level she felt he deserved in eighth grade, she and her husband met with Michael’s teacher. “Can you help us understand why this is the recommendation?”2 She recounted their conversation with the teacher. “My son is devastated that this is his level.” The school relented, and moved him up. I found myself stiffening as she told me this story—I knew that this was the kind of behavior that perpetuates educational inequality, even if Sabrina didn’t realize it and was simply thinking of the best for her son, like all parents do.3
Beyond academics, Sabrina supported Michael’s aspirations in sports, too, especially soccer and lacrosse. Sabrina’s cultivation of Michael’s athletic skills when he was young seemed to be paying off. He had previously played with an elite town soccer team—more elite than the usual town and travel teams—but quit that team to join an even more elite private “club” lacrosse team “in anticipation of going to high school and trying to make the team.” Club teams in her area typically cost thousands of dollars every year, and provide, among other things, a paid professional coach and game locations well beyond the usual maximum hour-long drive for travel teams. Weekend tournaments and costly hotel stays are common. Again, I found myself feeling uneasy, partly for the implications for inequality and partly, I have to admit, because the conversation was beginning to make me worry about my own parenting, which was feeling more lax by the minute. The phrase “intensive parenting” kept coming to mind as she shared her kids’ accomplishments and problem-solved their difficulties.4
Sabrina also was adamant about the importance of racial diversity. She particularly appreciated her town’s busing program that brought a small number of students—mostly Black and Latinx—from the urban school district near her children’s schools.5 In fact, Sabrina’s family volunteered to be the local contact for a child in the program for a number of years, frequently having that child over to their house. Beyond the busing program, the number of Asian immigrants was growing in her town—in fact, Michael was one of only three white students in his class. She gave me her take on those changes:
When I look at his kindergarten picture, it looks like the UN, which we love. Diversity is important to us, something we embrace. And it was about 15 percent [students of color] when we moved in. And now I think we have, at least within the school-age population, close to 40 percent. So that is a huge change in ten years. . . . I’m delighted we’re preparing our kids for a flat world.6
But as she gushed about diversity, a sense of dismay crept into our conversation. She hesitated, uneasy, before describing the growing diversity as also having “some very meaningful implications on life in this town.” Sabrina was frustrated at how other families’ decisions sometimes negatively affected her own children. She got most visibly upset when she described how her children sometimes lose out to kids whose parents do things differently.
Sabrina particularly resented Michael’s Asian American peers who improved their math skills by taking supplementary classes outside of school.7 In fact, she blamed Michael’s initial eighth-grade math placement on those classes. Michael told his mom that eighteen of the twenty-one students in his class had a supplementary math class outside of school—he was one of the three who did not. Given the matching numbers, I guessed that the other two white kids in class were the other two who did not do supplementary math. Sabrina’s liberal identity may have prevented her from naming their ethnicities explicitly, but the association was implicit.
I felt myself getting defensive at Sabrina’s disapproval. Those other parents could have been my own Indian immigrant parents a generation ago. If there had been supplementary math classes in my western Pennsylvania town, I am certain my parents would have signed me up. Instead, they assigned me pages of a math workbook every day during summer vacation before they went off to work—and I did them. While I hated those assignments—mostly, I think, because my red-headed best friend across the street never had any summer work, and so it added another reason for me to feel different in my predominantly white town—as an adult I have more empathy for my parents’ choices. Still, after talking with parents like Sabrina I was happy that I did not live in a town like hers. I even felt a newfound appreciation for the gentle pace of my own children’s schools—fewer demanding parents, less pressure. I wondered if I too would come to resent the parents Sabrina described if I lived in her town and felt my kids would need to sign up for a supplemental course if I wanted them to take honors math.
Sabrina lamented the impact of this intensive parenting on Michael’s self-esteem and self-confidence: “So my son is being compared to kids who are doing the supplemental math and he’s suffering in his estimation of himself because of it.” Sabrina labeled the impact of supplemental math on kids who do not participate “comparative distress,” claiming that it had led her child to think he wasn’t good at math. These kids, she shook her head, “think they’re stupid.” She made her view clear: “I think it’s a problem. And I think it’s creating some of the stress and the tension and the anxiety.” The message—like so many things in her town—was implicit but clear. Asian parenting choices make white children like her own feel less competent and miss out on advantages to which they feel they are entitled. She loved racial diversity and the prospect of a “flat world,” but when these things threatened her son’s academic position, that love seemed to sour.
Sabrina did not simply complain about the problems she perceived, she set out to do something about them. She ran for elected office in her town. She also organized community-wide discussions aimed at reducing student stress related to academic achievement and joined the board of a local nonprofit providing free mental health services to teens.
Her efforts were noticed. Asian parents sometimes sensed the resentments of parents like Sabrina. Mei-Ling, an immigrant Chinese mother of two, was blunt: “There are people who are blaming the influx of immigrants for the heightened stress.” I chatted with Mei-Ling as we sat on couches at the local public library first thing on a Monday morning. She was dressed in clothes suitable for the office, though when she told me she recently quit her corporate job to found a start-up, I wondered if she had gotten dressed up to meet me. After all, she saw herself as a community leader and was part of the leadership for a Chinese American organization in town.
Mei-Ling too lamented student stress—she told me that “stress is definitely a concern.” But she felt placing the blame for it on her community was unwarranted. She went on to draw an analogy between sports and academics:
In sports, when somebody does better, people winning Olympics, we celebrate them, right? We celebrate their success because these people, they have talents. They work very hard. So we say if you lose at least you lose gracefully, right? If you win, of course you show grace as well. So in success, academics and other activities, I feel people should embrace the same attitude. . . . I think sometimes when the status quo is challenged, people feel threatened. They say “Oh, well, my child used to be the best.” Now you have the new influx of competition. “Now my child has become less than the best. . . .” It can be hard. But the world is changing, as always. . . . It used to be a high school diploma meant something. Now it doesn’t mean something. It used to be a child performing at such level is great. Now it’s not great.
Mei-Ling moved to town at the request of her older child, who had admired the high school’s robotics team as a middle schooler. Eventually, her son found the robotics team too competitive—perhaps he didn’t make the cut, though she didn’t say—and he joined the school’s Science Bowl team instead, which “played to his strength a little more.” Mei-Ling’s son took all honors classes, which led him to spend most of his evenings on schoolwork. Still, she disagreed with a proposed new homework policy to reduce homework in the district, which administrators had recently designed as part of an overall plan to reduce academic stress among students. The plan included ending homework in elementary school and banning homework on all school vacations and religious holidays. Mei-Ling explained why she disagreed with the new policy:
If you don’t build a foundation, both in terms of knowledge and in terms of skill, and in terms of habits—so I think this is just nonsense. For the first graders, second graders . . . maybe you give some option of homework. If they’re busy or if they have other stuff, they don’t do it. But for higher elementary and middle school, you have to build a foundation.
Despite the concerns of parents like Mei-Ling, the new homework policy eventually passed. Given that her daughter’s middle school homework was “not much,” Mei-Ling sent her to supplementary math for which she had to do additional homework. Soon after I began this research, I learned that Sabrina was right at least about one thing: classes at the local Russian School of Math (RSM), despite its name, were dominated by Asian American students. Still, Mei-Ling felt her daughter had too much time on her hands because of the lack of significant schoolwork: “She spends so much time making slime and playing with slime. And then watching TV. . . . It’s a lot of free time.”
Mei-Ling made me anxious too, but because of academics, not sports. When I got home I looked up RSM classes near me, determined to help my children keep up. But when I learned that the classes are two hours long with homework assigned every week, I didn’t bother to ask my children to go. I knew it would be a fight. And like Sabrina, I wasn’t sure it was what I really wanted for my kids.
Mei-Ling’s own biography is, in many ways, a classic American dream story. For college she “went to the MIT equivalent in China,” then came to the United States with a graduate school scholarship and “two thousand dollars of borrowed money.” She described to me “the insecurity of having a visa, getting a green card, getting citizenship, without the support of extended family.” Her story was so much like my own parents’ story. On the surface, their experiences appear to bolster the idea that hard work can propel anyone to success in the United States. But they accumulated college degrees, cultural know-how, and high incomes both in Asia and the United States, which enabled them to provide substantial opportunities to their children. Mei-Ling also benefited from the inequality baked into American life that renders communities like the one she shared with Sabrina inaccessible to Americans without fancy degrees and jobs. There they could pour resources into the public schools together and prevent the schools from using those resources to support more than a handful of children from economically disadvantaged families, because those families simply could not afford to live in the town. The American dream narrative blinds many to the vastly unequal opportunities in American society.
Sabrina and Mei-Ling, and the other families in this story, all live a few miles from each other, in the same suburban town. Let’s call this town “Woodcrest.”8 The town is on the East Coast, packed with highly educated parents who make good money and seek excellent educations for their kids. Many parents are alumni of well-known selective colleges in both the United States and Asia. For many years professional, well-paid parents and parents-to-be have moved to Woodcrest because of its public schools. Over thirty percent of residents in Woodcrest are Asian American, with most others identifying as white.9 Four out of every five adults in town have a bachelor’s degree (compared to one-third of American adults overall); a majority also have a master’s degree.10
The town is both idyllic and intense. Residents know what they want and are willing to work hard to get it. Parents in Woodcrest, like parents everywhere, mobilize their resources to bolster their children’s excellence in academic achievement and in their extracurricular endeavors. In many ways, this is what we parents instinctually do, one way or another, with whatever we have. Yet that access to resources—to money, networks, time, and cultural practices to help our kids succeed—varies enormously from one family, and one town, to the next. Parents in towns like Woodcrest, no surprise, have exceptionally rich resources of many kinds to propel their children ahead.
I spent three years visiting Woodcrest, to try to understand the impact of the growing and academically successful Asian community in town. I interviewed 121 people—parents, kids, and other community members. I also spent time shadowing students at the public high school, and at high school games, performances, and more.
The origins of this story, like all good stories, was born of curiosity. I was curious about the assumption, embedded in both research on immigration and the popular imagination, that suburbs are places where immigrants blend seamlessly into the American mainstream. The story goes that someone like Mei-Ling would fit in easily in Woodcrest—her academic degrees, fluency in English, and high income would lead to a blurred boundary between families like hers and the white American families in town.11 This assimilation would be bolstered by the liberal sensibilities of most whites in town. In other words, so the story goes, a recent immigrant will do everything they can to move to a place like this, knowing that their kids will get a good education, learn how to fit in, and become a successful American. And suburban liberal whites will welcome the diversity that immigration brings with open arms. After all, in towns like Woodcrest, Black Lives Matter signs are common, growing in number after the murder of George Floyd by a police officer while three others looked on. And when Asian women were killed by a gunman outside Atlanta, “Stop Asian Hate” signs were placed next to the BLM ones.
And yet decades of research on the incorporation of immigrants has produced surprisingly little knowledge about professional immigrants living in suburban communities, implicitly promoting the assumption that when well-educated, well-paid immigrants and their children move into suburbs, their integration is smooth.12 This may be because we are comparatively more worried about children of immigrants whose families are not able to get this far, so to speak. Also, early theories of assimilation were based on the experiences of white eastern and southern European immigrants of previous generations, a model that may not apply to immigrants of color, even if they are well-educated and earn high incomes.13
I also knew that historically, the majority group has always found ways to protect its interests, often by redefining “merit” in ways that suit themselves and maintain their position in the status hierarchy.14 To take a century-old example, when administrators at Ivy League universities disliked the increasing proportion of Jewish students getting in based on standardized testing, they shifted their criteria of admission. Suddenly, Ivy League colleges required demonstrations of “character,” photographs, and more in thinly veiled attempts to limit the number of Jewish students admitted.15 The list of such examples is long. Protecting privilege has motivated the advantaged for centuries.
My hunch was that the growing presence of Asian Americans might make life in town more complicated than a simple story of assimilation, especially since Asian American kids are outperforming white kids academically in a variety of places around the country: in SAT scores, in admissions to the most desirable public schools with competitive entrance exams, and more. I wondered if an influx of Asian families in town might disrupt supposedly sacred American ideas about meritocracy, achievement, and excellence. How might whites respond when they notice that Asian American kids are surpassing the academic achievement of their own kids?
White Americans, of course, have a long history of finding ways to separate their children in school from children of color, even after the Supreme Court, in Brown v. Board of Education, outlawed segregated schools.16 The “best” schools across much of the country are heavily white, via legal machinations that separate these kids from Black and Latinx kids whose parents are economically disadvantaged.17 Would these white communities try to exclude Asian Americans in the same way, even if those kids were high achievers and had well-educated parents? On the other hand, I also wondered if some white parents might even start copying their Asian neighbors when they saw Asian American kids catapulting ahead of their own academically. As for Asian families, I had a hunch that they might be experiencing academic success not by assimilating into the white “mainstream,” but rather by resisting assimilation.
I came to this research as a parent myself, the daughter of Indian immigrants, and a scholar who recently wrote a book about college students’ views on, among other things, meritocracy, diversity, and college admissions. In The Diversity Bargain I described how white Ivy League undergraduates expressed great appreciation for diversity, but only to the extent that such diversity benefited themselves. They liked how Black and Latinx peers on campus broadened their perspectives—so they supported affirmative action. But the second they experienced a setback, many pulled out the “reverse discrimination” script that lay in their back pockets. After that research, I started to wonder how whites make sense of Asian American academic success. And I began to wonder how Asian families too make sense of meritocracy and diversity as they put down roots and become a part of American suburbs. This time, though, I thought I would catch families before the frenzy of college admissions had begun.
These questions about who belongs and who is deserving are practically as old as our country is. But this research is also shaped by another social anxiety: how to be a good parent. Of course, mothers and fathers have always tried to do right by their kids, but the question of how to parent has perhaps never been asked with quite the same level of intensity—and worry—as it is today.18 Before I began the research, I had heard a growing chorus of concerns about intensive parenting. Some worried that the determination of parents to promote their children’s success was worsening mental health, particularly among upper-middle-class kids.19 Others sounded the alarm about kids becoming “excellent sheep”—good at excelling in tests and competitions, but not so good at thinking for themselves about who they want to be and the role they want to play in the world.20 The whole conversation seemed to tilt toward exaggeration. Even well-meaning parents—and after all, aren’t we all well-meaning parents?—became stereotypes. White wealthy parents were lambasted for being “helicopter parents”—overly involved in their children’s lives—and Asian parents for being “tiger parents”— overly demanding of excellence.21 I wondered how parents caricatured by both of these stereotypes really thought about parenting and how those views might be different for white and Asian parents of the same social class. How did they make sense of the drive to achievement? What did they think about concerns over the emotional well-being of kids like theirs? At the heart of all these questions was the simplest, and most complicated, one of all: how do you define what makes a good parent?
There is so much we don’t know about what parents in towns like Woodcrest think. How do they make sense of achievement and the best ways to attain it? How do they try to balance their children’s emotional well-being with achievement? What do they see as fair ways of helping children succeed, and perhaps more importantly to parents, the unfair ways? What interracial tensions emerge as a result of parents’ different perspectives and actions? These questions, and the ways they get messy and entangled as we try to answer them, are the focus of this book.
White parents move to Woodcrest to take advantage of its “excellent” schools, assuming their children will be virtually guaranteed success by doing so. But over the last decade, their multicultural sensibilities have been tested like never before; the Asian population has continued to grow and Asian American children have continued to outshine their white peers. Unlike with the Black and Latinx kids who are bussed in, Asians are arriving on their own accord—no one can stop them. And they threaten the status of their white peers in ways that Black and Latinx students do not, because they are not stuck in the low-track classes that many bussed students are. In response, white parents attempt to maintain their position at the top of the racial hierarchy by, among other things, pushing their schools to reduce academic work and shaming Asian parents for a parenting style they deem unworthy for its supposedly excessive focus on academics. In other words, while parents like Sabrina express excitement about a supposedly flat world, that appreciation seems to rest on the assumption that she and her children will sit comfortably at the top of that world. Their pushback is rarely described in racial terms—that would be anathema to the town’s liberal sensibilities. Still, the alignment with race is unmistakable to anyone paying attention.
Asian parents also seem to appreciate the affluence and socioeconomic segregation in Woodcrest that enable them to reap the benefits of a town designed to keep Black, economically disadvantaged families out, even if most are unaware of that history. They and their children also excel in a system of meritocracy that has historically rewarded whites and justified Black exclusion from top tracks in high school and from top colleges.22 In other words, in a situation of great irony, Asian Americans in Woodcrest benefit from a system designed to maintain white advantage.
In reading this book you will come to understand that while white and Asian parents alike simply do their best to provide for their children, they do so in an education system that concentrates privilege by allowing well-off parents to separate their children from lower-income children with fewer resources. So much of the handwringing in Woodcrest, it seemed to me, happened with little awareness of how privileged they all were and how their lives were built around a system designed to perpetuate inequality and myths of meritocracy. Instead, they seemed to be fighting for gold versus silver or bronze, forgetting that practically everyone in town was already assured of a medal.




Introduction
Good Parenting in an Age of Migration
The common story about race in the United States goes something like this: whites pretty much always manage to retain their status at the top of society; racial minorities struggle to succeed in systems that seem designed to privilege whites. That story is the one that gets told the most, and has been told the longest, for good reason. Such inequality is baked into our country, found almost anywhere we look hard enough.1
It’s certainly true in education. Standardized tests were designed to demonstrate the superiority of whites over other races.2 They often include cultural biases that render them unfair to Black test takers and seem to be almost as good at predicting a taker’s household income as their eventual grades in college.3 In school Black kids are more likely than white kids to be referred for special education testing, and less likely to be referred to honors or AP classes.4 They are also more likely to be punished for “defiant” behaviors.5 And they learn in classrooms run by teachers who often hold anti-Black bias.6 When they get to college, Black and Latinx Americans are more likely to attend community colleges than are whites and less likely to attend selective four-year colleges, which partially explains why they are less likely to graduate college.7 Beyond education, whites are much less likely to be arrested and incarcerated than Blacks.8 Real estate agents continue to discriminate against racial minorities, shaping where we live and where our kids go to school.9 Racial bias shapes hiring decisions.10 The list is endless.
When racial minorities do succeed, they are often forced to leave their cultures behind. For centuries, to get ahead some African Americans have been forced to engage in “respectability politics”—emulating “white” behaviors, speech patterns, and styles to demonstrate moral worthiness of social mobility—and in general, convincing established whites that they are in fact much like them.11 Scholars of immigration have traced the Europeans who arrived in the US over a century ago and found that over generations their communities did a version of the same thing for social mobility: assimilate.12 Early immigrants from non-Western countries even tried to convince established whites that they were indeed “white” (and not Black), and hence deserving of US citizenship.13 At that time they were usually turned down, but today, in a society defined by the Civil Rights Movement and multiculturalism, the exclusion is rarely so overt. Sometimes assimilated racial minorities are even welcomed by whites eager to demonstrate their belief in racial equality.14 As long, of course, as Black women go to great lengths to make their hair adhere to white norms of beauty; racial minorities work hard and ignore the racism they experience; and, overall, in ways large and small, minorities leave their cultures behind.15
Alongside this widespread story of assimilation and cultural shedding is a quieter but no less pervasive reality: racial minorities have always drawn on their own resources to facilitate their flourishing. Long before the end of slavery, African Americans drew on a unique “African American philosophy of education” to learn to read and claim their humanity.16 Working-class immigrants draw on their social connections in ethnic enclaves to earn a living despite their lack of proficiency in English.17 Professional minority organizations such as the National Medical Association, an association of Black doctors, facilitate the sharing of ideas and skills to deal with experiences like racism in professional settings.18 Further, a bicultural identity can also facilitate success.19 Biculturalism enables racial minorities to draw strength from their ethnic or racial groups while also finding “success” via white-identified dominant culture. This leads many immigrant youth to educational outcomes on a par with their US-born peers.20 But all of these examples assume that racial minorities succeed by adopting at least some aspects of the dominant, privileged white culture in the US.
All of these explanations fail to help us make sense of situations in which racial minorities catapult ahead of established whites. Today, Asian Americans are outperforming whites in many of the areas deemed most important to educational success. From standardized test scores to admission to elite high schools and colleges, Asian Americans have jumped ahead of white Americans.21 Income is another area. Asian American adults have higher average incomes than whites, even when compared to whites who grow up in households of the same income.22 In high-income towns with a large and growing Asian American population, most Asian Americans who grew up in those towns also go on to earn higher incomes than their white peers from the same town.23 In this book I focus not on why Asian Americans are experiencing this success, but rather on what happens next. We assume that no one minds or even much notices professional minorities because they seamlessly blend into the top of society and cannot be portrayed as draining our social welfare programs. But when Asians start to loosen the racial hierarchy, whites can start to feel less comfortable and can grow to resent Asians for seeming to encroach on their status.
Woodcrest is a town that captures this pattern. While both Asian American and white children do well in Woodcrest—most go on to attend four-year colleges, and selective ones at that—Asian American kids are outperforming their white peers academically. And the growth of the Asian American population in the town means that the academic success of Asian Americans is impossible to ignore. When growing diversity related to Asian immigration starts to threaten white parents’ comfortable status as the highest-achieving group in a town they chose so they could give their children every advantage, they begin to push back. They offer arguments about the right way to parent and advocate for changes at school that would preserve their status. In other words, they attempt to guarantee their children a spot at the top of a supposedly flat world, but when that move is emulated by Asian families that go on to best them at their own game, they attempt to change the rules.
Asian parents, in turn, push back on these judgments. At the same time, they too benefit from a community that was originally designed to keep out the vast majority of African Americans in the area, as well as middle- and lower-income families. The exclusivity of Woodcrest means that Asian American children reap the benefits of resource hoarding that segregation drives—they get a top-notch education sup-ported by high property taxes, and a parent community with high educational levels. As a result, they maintain full faith in American meritocracy, a system that sometimes seems designed to maintain social standing across generations rather than to promote equal opportunity.



Asian Immigrants in the United States
While Asian immigrants have been coming to the United States for well over a hundred years, both the pace of new arrivals and their profile dramatically shifted after the passage of the 1965 Hart-Celler Act. The act launched both the temporary skilled-worker program and employment-based permanent residency, paving the way for significant Asian immigration. Today, more than fifty years later, hundreds of thousands of Asian immigrants come to the United States every year. Asian Americans are the fastest-growing racial group in the United States, and the countries sending the most immigrants annually are China and India.24 Around four million Americans identify as Chinese American, and a similar number identify as Indian American.25
Because visas for highly skilled workers have been a key avenue through which Indian and Chinese immigrants arrive in the United States, immigrants from India and China tend to be the elites of those countries. They are much more likely to have a bachelor’s degree than the average adult in India and China, as well as compared to adults in the United States.26 More than half of Chinese American adults hold a bachelor’s degree, and one in four also hold an advanced degree.27 Among Indian Americans, three in four hold bachelor’s degrees, and 40 percent also hold advanced degrees.28 These high levels of education are associated with high incomes. The median household incomes of Indian and Chinese Americans ($127,000 and $86,000, respectively) are higher than any other ethnic or racial group in the United States, including white Americans (median household income for whites is $70,000, and the national median income is $66,000).29
Like other well-off Americans, high-achieving Chinese and Indian immigrants tend to have high-achieving children.30 The average SAT score for Asian Americans is 100 points higher than the average for white Americans, and that gap continues to grow.31 Over the past two decades, all but four winners of the national spelling bee have been Indian Americans.32 Asian Americans are overrepresented in selective universities: 35 percent of Asian Americans who go to college attend a very selective college, compared to 25 percent of whites who go to college.33 At Harvard, Asian Americans are overrepresented by more than a factor of five—while over 25 percent of domestic Harvard undergraduates are Asian American, Asian Americans make up just 5 percent of all adolescents in the United States today; every other group, including whites, is underrepresented.34
Education and high incomes are cardinal features of today’s idealized American suburbs (even while the reality of suburbs is, and always has been, much more complex). No surprise, then, that more and more Asian Americans are moving to upper-middle-class suburban communities and enrolling their kids in the local schools, a move aided by considerably less housing discrimination toward Asian Americans now than a century ago, as well as compared to African Americans and Latinx Americans today.35 Today, six in ten Asian Americans live in a suburb.36 Many upper-middle-class suburban communities across the country, especially in California, Texas, and the northeast, are seeing increasing numbers of Asian American families, in part due to the development of technology hubs and the presence of highly ranked schools.37 In these seemingly idyllic communities, it is easy to assume that immigrant families rapidly assimilate into the mainstream. In America’s cities, such fitting in is more challenging, as immigrants are often undereducated, with limited knowledge of English, and gripped by economic hardship. But we all assume that life is different in the suburbs.
Again and again across the last century, Jews, Catholics, Irish, and numerous other formerly marginalized groups have moved to the suburbs and into the American mainstream.38 Why wouldn’t Asian immigrants do the same? After all, moving to the suburbs combined with high incomes, college degrees, and intermarriage with whites all weaken the boundary between “white” and “Asian,” right?—especially in an increasingly inclusive American society that values diversity.39 The optimistic scholars of “neo-assimilation theory” suggest that any remaining anti-Asian racism and discrimination in the labor market will likely dissipate in the coming years, leading to full assimilation for Asian Americans.40
But the extent to which Asian Americans are incorporating into some kind of dominant, and increasingly expanding, “white” group remains to be seen. More than twenty years ago, sociologist Mia Tuan asked whether Asian Americans are “forever foreigners or honorary whites.”41 The question lingers. In the past, white immigrants always held privilege over African Americans and immigrants of color, leading many to conclude that the particular shade of your skin—let alone the amount of education you have or your country of birth—doesn’t matter as long as you are not white.42 Indeed, studies of the increasing numbers of Asian Americans in Los Angeles suburbs during the 1990s found significant racial discrimination and efforts to minimize the visibility of Asian cultures, such as local politicians pushing English-only laws, and the exclusion of Asian food at neighborhood block parties.43 Today, Asian Americans still report experiencing racial discrimination, especially at work; such reports have increased, rather than decreased over the past decade.44 After the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center, hate crimes toward South Asians increased, and more recently attacks on East Asians have increased in response to associations between the COVID-19 virus and China.45 In school, Asian Americans are more likely than peers of all other races to report experiencing racial discrimination from their peers.46 At work, many Asian Americans report of so-called bamboo ceilings.47 And despite the high overall incomes and educational achievements of Asian Americans, white men still earn more than Asian American men with the same level of education, type of job, and location; Asian American women too experience disadvantages at work that white women don’t face.48 Indeed, perceptions of this discrimination are one reason Asian Americans sometimes give for their emphasis on achievement, and particularly on STEM fields, which they view as holding less room for the bias that can feel inevitable in more subjective fields.49 While different from stereotypes that Black and Latinx Americans have long endured, stereotypes of Asian Americans can nonetheless prevent their full assimilation into the mainstream.50
Despite racial exclusion, many Asian Americans are socioeconomically successful. Neo-assimilation theory predicts that their high levels of education and good jobs will go hand in hand with the blurring of the boundary between Asian Americans and whites, especially within the upper-middle class. But professional Asian Americans may succeed through different avenues rather than by following the pathways of upper-middle-class whites.51 Overall, the research on Asian Americans shows the complexity of the process of becoming American, even for a highly educated group of immigrants.



How Does Immigration Shape Nonimmigrants?
How do US-born whites react when an immigrant community seems to outshine them, playing the game of meritocracy even better than the white society that wrote the rules to their own advantage?52 Most studies of immigration have focused exclusively on immigrants and their children, as if they had no impact on the people they encountered when they arrived. But in a recent study of Cupertino, California, an upper-middle-class suburb that is now over two-thirds Asian, Tomás Jiménez found white residents concerned about their shifting school culture. While the arrival of Asian immigrants brought about many positive interactions between immigrants and their US-born white neighbors, some whites in Cupertino responded by moving to towns with fewer Asians.53 And many perceived a shift in which white students went from being at the top to being perceived as “slackers.”54 In other words, Jiménez describes a changed racial hierarchy in Cupertino in which Asians have achieved higher status than whites. Still, we do not hear from immigrants in Cupertino in Jiménez’s study—I suspect they may have a different take on the town’s racial hierarchy. And it is hard to get a sense of how whites in Cupertino may hold on to their status by speaking only to them. We are usually quite unaware of the ways we hold on to our privileges—disadvantage is much more legible to those who experience it.
A different response to Asian American academic success by some whites is to change the criteria for success. In recent years, more and more whites seem to concede that our typical criteria for evaluating students—especially standardized tests—are seriously flawed. Tests like the SAT have been critiqued for decades for their systematic exclusion of African Americans and for their biases, whether conscious or not, in favor of those with resources. Why are we only taking these critiques seriously now? There may be some whites who have genuinely gotten “woke” and are reckoning with this small but ubiquitous example of systemic racism. But more likely? Whites started paying attention to the very real flaws in standardized testing precisely because Asian Americans started to outperform them.
Whites questioning the worth of the SAT when Asian Americans excel on the test dates back to the 1980s. Back then, administrators at the University of California shifted their practice of affirmative action because of perceptions of “racial imbalance” due to the overrepresentation of Asian Americans on campus (but not, it needs to be said, because of the underrepresentation of Black and Hispanic students).55 More recently, Frank Samson has demonstrated that when white undergraduates at UCLA are reminded of Asian Americans’ high GPAs, they downplay the importance of GPA in selective college admissions; on the other hand, when they are reminded of Black Americans’ low GPAs, they express strong belief in the use of GPA to judge applicants.56 On the east coast, as the percentage of Asian Americans attending New York City’s coveted Stuyvesant High School has crept up to 73 percent of the student body (in a city whose public schools are just 16 percent Asian), a growing chorus of liberal white New Yorkers is now criticizing the school’s exam-based system of selection, even though activists for equity for Black and Latinx students have been advocating for alternative admissions for decades.57 Until whites were no longer dominating the exam, whites fought to maintain it.58 What we see over and over again is white people adjusting their beliefs about merit not to be racially equitable, but rather to maintain their own status as the top-performing group, especially in the face of Asian American achievement. It is only Asian American academic success that causes some whites to question the systems of evaluation they have long benefited from. In other words, questions of meritocracy move front and center when Asian American academic achievement takes off.
So, does moving to upper-middle-class, predominantly white suburbs lead to Asian American “assimilation” into the white, upper-middle-class culture of parenting and ideas about achievement and merit? Or does Asian American achievement lead white parents to adopt Asian American styles of parenting and ideas about achievement and merit? Or do whites attempt to redefine merit when Asians beat them at their game? Do some simply exit for whiter communities?
Towns like Woodcrest are filled with suburban liberals—white professionals who support policies like busing to create school integration in urban areas, but who turn a blind eye to policies that create the need for that busing in the first place, such as minimum housing lot size policies instituted many decades ago to exclude working-class African Americans.59 In my research I discovered new forms of jockeying for status among whites and Asian Americans alike. That is, rather than whites and Asians assimilating, parents seem more often than not to be at odds with each other. I found a persistent and underlying conflict about the most basic issues of parenting.



Good Parenting
Across all ethnicities and incomes, parents have a lot in common. After all, we are all participating in the same thankless, exhausting, thrilling task. We all do what we can to help our kids. That is the simple premise from which I began researching this book. But what parents do to help their kids, and what they think is best, can vary a lot from one parent to another, and from one neighborhood to another. And when differences emerge, judgments are right behind. Too often parents who are working class, or immigrants, or just not white are blamed for their parenting decisions, while the behaviors of white middle-class parents are considered “normal” and therefore go unexamined. As researchers try (with only the best intentions) to explain why Black and Latinx kids do worse in school than their white peers, and why Asian kids do better, the implicit assumption is that what white kids and parents do is the norm; any deviation from them is what requires explanation.
What we do know so far is that the differences start with money. It’s clear that how much money we have, whether earned or inherited, affects what we can provide for our children. In fact, recent research shows that as economic inequality has grown, so too has inequality in how much parents are able to spend on their children, which plays a big role in the college admissions process.60 This includes spending on extracurricular activities, which cultivate soft skills transferrable to the classroom and beyond.61 Beyond economic resources, college-educated parents tend to have more cultural know-how to help their kids. They know how to cultivate behaviors in their children that are rewarded in school (like being proactive in getting teachers’ attention through verbal reasoning and negotiation skills), and they know how to communicate with school staff in ways that more often than not gets their wishes granted.62 Annette Lareau describes this parenting as “concerted cultivation.”63 Most middle-class parents genuinely believe that their style is the “right” way to parent, one that aligns with theirphilosophy and goals for parenting. Still, their style also strategically helps their children get ahead. We can also find many college-educated mothers spending significantly more time and energy on parenting than previous generations of parents, a practice called “intensive parenting.”64 These supports extend well beyond the childhood years, and they pay off again and again: in college admissions, college success, job opportunities, and more.65
Upper-middle-class white parents are particularly adept at deploying their resources and, as some describe it, “opportunity hoarding” for their school-aged children, often to the detriment of Black kids, even within the same school.66 Upper-middle-class Black parents also think about issues that whites rarely notice, often trying to ensure diversity in their children’s school and extracurricular environments; seeking positive images of African Americans in the books their children read; and teaching their children specific skills to avoid the harmful, even deadly, consequences of racial stereotypes.67 All of this is in service of building a strong racial identity, known to support success among African American youth.68 Middle-class immigrant parents also try to foster strong ethnic identities, sometimes through cultural heritage and language classes.69 Many immigrant parents instill a sense of duty or obligation in their children to succeed, given the sacrifices they made to come to the United States to provide them with a better life—some call this an “immigrant bargain.”70 Middle-class immigrants are particularly skilled at leveraging community resources, their social networks, and ethnic identities to support their children’s success.71 Nonimmigrant white parents don’t have to spend their time, money, or energies on any of this.
What about Asian parents? It has become commonplace, both in academic writing and popular culture, to attribute the academic achievements of Asian Americans to some kind of innate set of cultural values in their parents. It is true that parents in India and China are more likely to place stronger demands and harsher punishments on their children, with less emphasis on autonomy, than parents in the West.72 And the ideals of Confucius may in fact influence some East Asian parents to some extent.73 And yes, there are some self-proclaimed tiger moms out there. But these controversial, and quotable, cultural simplifications ignore a more banal but much more meaningful explanation: selective migration from Asia, and the education systems Asian immigrant parents left behind. Entrée into the most elite universities of India and China is through standardized exams; the higher a college is ranked, the more intense the competition for spots. The most elite colleges in India and China have lower admission rates than top colleges in the United States.74 For academically ambitious and well-resourced students in both countries, hours of grueling study is common; tutors are ubiquitous.75 These Asian parents’ previous contexts carry abiding influence over the achievements of the next generation.76
Of course, most people in India and China do not go to college, let alone an elite college. However, immigration policies in the United States have meant that most immigrants from those countries are, by necessity, highly educated. In well-off American suburbs, almost all adults, across ethnic lines, have a bachelor’s degree, and many of those degrees are from top universities in the United States, China, and India. In other words, what gets you into an elite college in India and China is not the same as what gets you into an elite college in the United States, and most professionals in suburban America from India and China got to the suburbs because of their elite education back home. In turn, in both India and China, landing a spot at an elite college sets an individual on a pathway to lucrative jobs beyond college.77 While a degree from an elite college helps in getting selected for jobs in elite management consulting, law, and finance firms in the United States as well, pathways to success in the United States are more diverse.78 In the US, top business executives and government leaders are more likely to not hold degrees from elite colleges.79 This means that elite degrees are more critical in Asia than in the US, heightening the importance there of academic excellence as the primary pathway to a comfortable life (and the main pathway to highly skilled migration to the United States). Suburban Asian immigrants bring these experiences with them as they parent in the United States.
Immigrant parents in well-off American suburbs bring strategies for success to the United States from their own experiences of success in Asia, so it should come as no surprise that they emphasize academic achievement even more than other American parents.80 In their study of US-born children of Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants in the Los Angeles area, Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou found that many Asian parents define success with unusually high standards: “earning straight A’s, graduating as the high school valedictorian, earning a degree from an elite university, attaining an advanced degree. . . .”81 Not surprisingly, their children seem to take on at least some of those high expectations and strategies for academic achievement, at least in part due to a stronger sense of family obligation than other American kids hold.82 It was these success frames that seemed to propel many in Lee and Zhou’s study to high levels of achievement.83
And what about sports? How do Asian and white parents cultivate their children’s athletic skills? American high schools spend more money on sports and extracurriculars per pupil than on academics.84 And the growing high school sports industry enables parents to spend their own money as well—sometimes shockingly large amounts of it—cultivating athletic prowess.85 While there have been attempts over the years to end sports teams at both the high school and college levels in order to redeploy funds toward academic success and other priorities, those attempts have been met with fierce resistance.86 Upper-middle-class parents in the US are spending more than ever on developing their children’s sports skills, a primary reason that the gap between wealthy and poor parents’ spending on their children has grown.87 During the COVID-19 pandemic, many sports teams played interscholastic games even while their schools were shuttered for academic learning. In contrast, the sports industry in Asia struggles to gain a foothold.88 There, childhood sports are not the norm and most high schools do not have sports teams—which is presumably at least in part because Asian colleges pay little heed to athletic skills in their admissions process. Playing sports outside of school is associated with lower achievement in Asia (but higher achievement in the US).89 Parents also bring their perspectives on the importance of athletic excellence to their children’s development, as we’ll see.
Beyond the pursuit of advancement for their children, both academic and athletic, parents in Woodcrest and around the country are increasingly concerned about their children’s emotional well-being.90 America today is influenced by therapeutic culture, which means we think about emotion more than ever.91 Recent studies have hinted at potential downsides of intensive parenting, including psychological strain in children, conflicts between teachers and parents, family conflict, and excessive competition between students.92 Some are questioning whether today’s adolescents are, as in the titles of two recent books, “overloaded and underprepared,” insisting that we acknowledge the “price of privilege.”93 A popular book among upper-middle-class moms, How to Raise an Adult, provides guidance on how to “break free of the overparenting trap.”94 A growing nonprofit based at Stanford University, Challenge Success, states its vision that
Extrinsic metrics such as grades, test scores, and selective college admissions have become the primary markers of success in too many communities. We know that this narrow definition of success can interfere with healthy child development and effective education, leaving many kids feeling stressed, marginalized, or misunderstood. . . . A largely singular focus on academic achievement has resulted in a lack of attention to other attributes of a successful life.95
An increasing number of voices in the US—from bestselling books to magazine and journal articles to podcasts—describe a full-blown mental health “crisis” among American adolescents. Upper-middle-class children are pegged as particularly vulnerable to bouts of depression and anxiety related to the dogged pursuit of excellence.96 Diagnoses of psychological distress among adolescents have grown dramatically in recent years, and the increases are largest in high-income families.97 This maladjustment is tied to community-level affluence, rather than a family’s individual level of income or the expectations of individual parents.98 While these studies tend to spotlight concerns about white upper-middle-class youth, there is worrying data about Asian American youth as well. They tend to have lower self-esteem and higher rates of suicidal thoughts than white youth.99 High parental expectations and a sense of obligation to succeed can damage emotional well-being among Asian Americans, especially those who are not able to meet their parents’ expectations or who lack strong relationships with their parents.100
Concerns about emotional health are growing in Asia too.101 As early as the 1990s, protesters in Taiwan—a test-heavy country—chanted “We want happy childhood!”102 Urban upper-middle-class parents in Asia are often influenced by ideas they hear from friends and relatives living in the United States, and in the global news and social media they read.103 As a result, they emphasize emotional well-being, autonomy, and individual identity more than in the past.104 Affluent Asian parents are particularly able to emphasize nonacademic concerns, because they can fall back on sending their children abroad for college if they do not attain high scores on the standardized tests necessary for college enrollment at home; they can also afford more engaging and empathetic tutors than working-class parents can.105 This means that many upper-middle-class Asian immigrant parents are likely to share with upper-middle-class US-born parents concerns about emotional well-being and a desire for their children to have room for autonomy rather than strict parental direction.106
How do parents manage all these concerns? Given the stakes of parenting—to be a good parent, after all, feels for many of us like the most important job in our lives—making the “right” decisions and providing the “right” guidance can feel like a moral imperative, so we do our best to signal that we are good, moral parents.107 It also leads us to make moral judgments of those whom we see as “bad” parents—whether that’s because they coddle their children emotionally, or don’t instill a value for hard work, or push their kids too hard.108 Parents who diligently assist their children, as we have already seen, can be pathologized for being too focused on achievement—this is especially true when white parents observe Asian American youth outperforming their own.109 Parenting choices, ever fraught ground, can easily spill into moral judgments and ethnic generalizations.
And yet there are differences between certain ethnic groups. All parents do what they can to support their children’s development, yet even when we have the same economic resources, our choices can be quite different. Everything from our level of involvement as parents, to the messages we give to our children, to the ways we interact with teachers, to the places we choose to live—all of these can be different for white and Asian parents. What is crucial to acknowledge here is that many of our decisions are shaped by what sociologist Ann Swidler refers to as “cultural repertoires,” or “habits, skills, and styles from which people construct ‘strategies of action’” that guide what we do in any given moment.110 Our cultural repertoires stem from a variety of sources—mostly what we have encountered in our lives through our families, our neighbors wherever we have lived, and our social networks. These influences can lead to ethnic patterns, and those patterns can lead to racial tensions. On the other hand, our cultural repertoires are diverse. Moving to a different neighborhood or country can often lead to an expanded cultural repertoire, so the cultural repertoires of Asian parents are not all the same (nor are the cultural repertoires of white parents all the same). One of the aims of this book is to reckon with the vicious influence of stereotypes, while acknowledging the reality of cultural differences.
So while we can assume that all parents care deeply about their children and their flourishing, how we attempt to facilitate that flourishing, and the resources we bring to bear on those attempts, vary considerably, based on our levels of education, our race, our own experiences of schooling and migration, and much more. And when those differences sit side by side in suburban communities, the tensions are probably inevitable.



Woodcrest, USA
Most contemporary studies of how immigrants become part of American life are based in cities, but for over two decades a majority of immigrants have been living in suburbs.111 In fact, suburbs are increasingly the first destination for immigrants, rather than a place to aspire to once you have some money in the bank.112 In this research I was particularly interested in suburbs in which upper-middle-class white and Asian families brought their styles of parenting and achievement together in one community. When I looked at the data I found a growing number of suburbs that are home to families with high incomes and significant and growing Asian American populations—I counted thirty-four such suburbs using 2010 U.S. Census data, but the number has likely grown since then.113 Many of these towns have already experienced “white flight,” with whites leaving as the percentage of minorities (in these cases, mostly Asians) increases.114 Settings like Woodcrest, then, are increasingly common in the United States (see appendix A for more details on Woodcrest and the research basis for this book).
Woodcrest has historically been filled with what Lily Geismer describes as “suburban liberals”—liberals who, since the 1960s, have supported liberal policies on a national level, like environmentalism and racial integration, while simultaneously instituting restrictive laws in their own towns.115 Indeed, over three times as many Woodcrest residents are registered Democrats over Republicans, and for decades most white residents have enthusiastically supported a busing program that brings students from a nearby urban district to Woodcrest schools, an early effort at school integration. In the past, some Woodcrest residents organized to advocate for fair housing laws to prevent racial discrimination as well. Still, in the 1950s the town passed a minimum housing lot size policy, requiring all new construction to be single-family homes, and severely limiting commercial land usage. All were thinly veiled efforts to ward off the racial integration and development appearing in other nearby towns. And they were successful—by 1970 the town was over 95 percent white.116 In the 1960s, white residents of Woodcrest also fought proposals to integrate the town’s public schools with those of the urban center in which it is embedded. In fact, some advocates for the urban-suburban busing program cited the danger that without busing, the district could be pushed to integrate more fully.117 Programs like busing allowed Woodcrest residents to express support for “diversity” while maintaining Woodcrest as a separate, economically advantaged school district. While the city those kids are bused from is less than ten miles away from Woodcrest, the percentage of students who are economically disadvantaged in that urban district overall is more than ten times the percentage of economically disadvantaged students in Woodcrest schools (most of whom in fact reside in the urban district and are bused to Woodcrest).118
Since the 1990s large numbers of immigrants from Asia have arrived in the area to take up highly paid jobs in the tech industry. While social policies of a half century ago were designed to shut out one minority group—African Americans—today another minority group—Asian Americans—is able to benefit from that racial exclusion.119 In other words, in towns like Woodcrest, highly skilled immigrants with high levels of education are able to reap the benefits that whites initially established for themselves. Further, the diversity Asians bring to towns like Woodcrest bolsters white residents’ identities as racially progressive liberals, despite their town’s foundations in Black exclusion. The town, to its credit, has acknowledged its shifting demographics, and created commissions to address, among other things, how to increase Asian Americans’ civic participation. Today, just under one-third of Woodcrest residents is Asian. Median household income is over $150,000, and less than 5 percent of residents live in poverty (see appendix A for more details on Woodcrest).120
One high school serves the town of Woodcrest, with over two thousand students. Over one-third of students at Woodcrest High School are Asian, just over half are white, and the rest identify as mixed, Black, or Latinx.121 While the number of Asian American students in each cohort grows as the group moves from grade to grade, white cohort sizes are shrinking slightly, suggesting that Asian families with school-aged children continue to move into Woodcrest as their children grow older while more white families either leave the town or move their children from public to private schools.
It will come as no surprise that most students excel academically at Woodcrest High School. On state exams, 96 to 100 percent of students achieved proficiency or higher, depending on the subject.122 The school’s average SAT score is close to 1300, well above the state average (and even noticeably higher than the 1180 national average for Asian Americans).123 Three of every four students take at least one Advanced Placement exam during high school.124
Just as we’ve seen for the country as a whole, Asian American students at Woodcrest High School outperform their white peers academically. They are overrepresented in the top 10 and top 20 percent of student GPAs, and substantially underrepresented in the bottom 10 and bottom 20 percent.125 Further, Asian American students are overrepresented in AP courses in both STEM and the humanities.126 Asian students at Woodcrest High School outperform their white peers on the state exams as well; for example, 99 percent of Asian students were rated advanced in mathematics, while 92 percent of white students were. In English language arts, 90 percent of Asian students were rated advanced, compared to 83 percent of white students.127 And this academic performance translates into college admissions: while almost all graduates of Woodcrest High School go on to attend four-year colleges (and mostly highly selective ones at that), Asian American graduates are more likely to attend four-year colleges and less likely to go on to two-year colleges.128
On the other hand, white students at Woodcrest are outperforming their Asian American peers when it comes to sports. Asian Americans are underrepresented on twenty-one of the twenty-seven varsity sports teams, appearing in proportion to their schoolwide population (or overrepresented) only in ultimate frisbee (co-ed), boys and girls volleyball, boys and girls tennis, and boys swimming.129 And just one of every ten athletes from Woodcrest recruited by coaches at selective colleges to play for their teams were Asian American.130
For all these reasons, Woodcrest is a rather unusual piece of America, and also a place that is becoming more and more common. Both because it is exceptional and at the same time increasingly common, the tensions in town are more and more relevant for understanding achievement, immigrant assimilation, and parenting in the United States today.



What’s Next
What I report in this book is based on my three years of ethnographic work in Woodcrest. I spent time shadowing students at Woodcrest High School; attending sports games, music performances, and a science fair; and speaking with students during focus group discussions, informal conversations in the cafeteria, and one-on-one in-depth interviews. I also spent time listening to parents in Woodcrest at discussions about mental health, community events, and in in-depth interviews. I spoke with community leaders as well, and even to a real estate agent to help me understand the shifting population of Woodcrest. In addition to the many hours of observation at Woodcrest High School and beyond, I conducted 121 in-depth interviews altogether, mostly with white, Chinese, and Indian parents and the children of white, Chinese, and Indian residents (see appendix A for details on the research methodology, and appendix B for in-depth interview questions).
So often studies of immigrants and their children attempt to explain why immigrant families are different from middle-class white families. But rather than frame Asian Americans as the ones in need of explanation, we should compare their ways of doing things to their non-Asian neighbors.131 In the pages that follow I take you on a tour of Woodcrest to reveal how white parents make sense of and react to the ways Asian Americans are competing in the meritocracy game that white families have been taking advantage of for decades, and how their Asian neighbors respond. Along the way, I’ll show how all parents work hard to maintain their social position—for whites, viewing themselves as better parents than Asian parents, even ones whose children might now be surpassing their children academically, and for Asian parents, unwittingly reaping advantages from the class and racial segregation that historically benefited whites at the expense of African Americans. By highlighting tensions over both academic and extracurricular excellence, we see how these two groups of parents are often doing the same thing: they both give more weight to the areas in which their children excel, and they both frame their own choices as the morally correct pathway to success for their children.
Overall, the voices in this book demonstrate that well-off suburbs are not simply landing places for ethnic assimilation, even for those highly skilled newcomers whom many Americans find desirable. Rather, these suburbs are the places where new forms of ethnic tensions and integration play out. Early theories of immigrant assimilation did not account for what it would look like when people arrive who are more highly educated and more likely to be professionals, but who are also visibly distinct from the white mainstream. Indeed, most of our understanding of the immigrant trajectory focuses on people who arrive with much lower levels of education and “skills.” The stories we know are about how fast and through what processes these newcomers and their descendants “catch up” with US-born whites—not surpass them entirely. So as the pages that follow will show, what we take for granted about assimilation can’t fully explain the Asian American experience today.
What I found in Woodcrest suggests that cultural influence when it comes to immigration is no longer a one-way street. It is not only the natives who are shaping the lives of the new arrivals. Immigrants’ success in a meritocracy that historically worked to privilege the white upper-middle class may lead to contestations between white natives and immigrant Asians over the very terms of that meritocracy, shaping whites’ views on merit. Our current age of economic anxiety across class lines makes those struggles feel even more urgent among parents. Parents are desperate to ensure their children will enjoy the same status as they do, and even well-off parents today feel a sense of anxiety about their children’s futures.132 And these tensions play out even in a system of education that allows well-off parents (of all ethnicities) to surround their children at school with other well-off, well-educated famlies with abundant resources and connections to ensure their future success.
After the various threads of our story are woven together here, in chapter 1 I describe similarities between white and Asian families in Woodcrest—how they ended up there, as well as their shared high standards for excellence in academics and extracurriculars. Most parents moved to town in order to enroll their children in its highly regarded public schools, and most of their children did not disappoint. Across ethnic lines, most students worked hard and achieved at high levels, both in academics and in their extracurricular pursuits. But all of this achievement was built on an unacknowledged truth. While explicit racism no longer prevails, the socioeconomic segregation created by expensive housing costs and various local laws in Woodcrest and towns like it means that the upper-middle-class families in Woodcrest, immigrant and US-born alike, benefit from a remarkable concentration of resources. Asian Americans and white residents alike benefit from the legacy of racism that built towns like Woodcrest.
Despite somewhat similar paths to and aims in Woodcrest, the ways that Asian and white parents support their children’s achievement differs; the ethnic breakdown of those differences is impossible to miss. In chapter 2 I describe those differences with respect to academic achievement. Immigrant Chinese and Indian parents came of age in educational systems in which only academic excellence brought success and opportunity, and they tended to impart this focus onto their children. White parents, on the other hand, sometimes limited their children’s academic ambitions, fearing that taking too many advanced classes would damage their children’s emotional well-being and feeling more confident that their children could have a good life without achieving the highest academic levels in school. These differences sometimes led to ethnic tension over what constitutes fair ways of supporting children’s academic success and the effect of Asian students’ academic success on their white peers’ sense of self-worth, as some white parents described it. Overall, rather than any blurring of the boundary between white and Asian parenting—whether Asian families emulating their white neighbors’ ways of pursuing success, or white families emulating their Asian neighbors’ strategies for academic advancement—I witnessed divergence. As Asian Americans continued to do better on tests, ethnic tensions grew, and the boundaries that everyone created about the “right” way to parent become more and more contentious.
In chapter 3 I turn to parents’ perspectives on extracurricular participation. As with academics, the ethnic patterns are clear. Parents’ preferences shaped students’ choices. Ethnic differences in parents’ beliefs about the importance of children’s autonomy also influenced extracurricular participation, with Asian parents playing a stronger role in determining how their kids spent time outside of school and white parents wanting to feel that their children chose their own activities. White families also tended to place a higher priority on excellence in sports, whereas Asian American families tended to see sports as a means for exercise, not excellence.
In chapter 4 I turn to emotional well-being. Aside from excellence in academics and extracurriculars, the thing that parents in Woodcrest worried most about was their children’s emotional health. Community leaders, local elected officials, and school administrators alike all fretted along with parents about the health of the next generation. Still, parents differed in their views on what should be done about these concerns, and these differences were patterned by ethnicity. White parents tended to advocate for reducing academic work; a few transferred their children to elite private schools where they felt their children would face less academic pressure—but notably, not to lower-resourced public schools in nearby towns. Both solutions protected white children’s ability to gain admission to an elite college, the former by dampening the increasing academic competition from Asian American students, and the latter by shifting to schools that were arguably even more well-regarded and known to enable entrée into the most selective colleges. In contrast, most immigrant Asian parents did not want the school to limit how much academic work a student could take on. They wanted to protect the high academic standards in which their children tended to excel.
Which approach was better? Chapter 5 describes the moral boundaries that parents drew in their quest to defend themselves as good parents. Given the high stakes of parenting, and the seemingly endless concerns expressed in Woodcrest over the burdens of academic and extracurricular expectations, parents worked hard to justify their own parenting. And they spent considerable energy judging the worthiness of others’ parenting, especially (but not exclusively) along racial lines. Many white parents told stories, in varying degrees of hushed tones, of unreasonable immigrant Asian parents who were supposedly obsessed with academic achievement. Immigrant Asians were aware of these critiques, often defending themselves against them—either by acknowledging that some of their fellow parents of the same ethnicity were unreasonable while they themselves were not, or by comparing their ethnic group’s emphasis on academics with some white parents’ emphasis on sports, highlighting a hypocrisy they perceived in white parents’ disapproval of their children’s intensive academic work.
In the conclusion I describe the consequences of the tensions over parenting in Woodcrest and what they mean for our understandings of intensive parenting and for immigrant assimilation. I argue that scholars and other social observers should reframe discussions of “intensive parenting” and supposed Asian “tiger parenting” to help make sense of parents’ different cultural repertoires. That is, I found similar values and concerns across nearly all parents in Woodcrest, but their cultural repertoires—and thus the way they responded to those concerns—differed widely. The patterns were clearly shaped by ethnicity, in part due to different experiences and observations in their own lives about getting ahead, as well as ideas about what would help their children get ahead. Ultimately, Asian immigrants seem to be forging new pathways to achievement, and those pathways seem to serve them and their children well. And white parents find new ways to protect their position in the face of Asian success.
Ultimately, as I argue in the conclusion, there is one clear group that loses out in these struggles: urban Black and Latinx youth who go to school in cities adjacent to suburban enclaves like Woodcrest, close by and yet a world of resources apart. Those among them who are lucky enough to be bused to Woodcrest acquire a solid education, but they are limited by the raft of structural burdens they face in the rest of their lives, not to mention racism in Woodcrest and beyond and being forced to leave their neighborhoods physically and culturally to attend Woodcrest’s schools. These are the kids who were originally kept out of white American suburbs, or only allowed in in small numbers and under certain conditions. They are the ones for whom America’s myth of meritocracy is exposed as the lie that it is. They live in a world of blocked and mediocre opportunities, they are the ones for whom the expectations of standardized testing are not calibrated, and they are the ones who are shockingly unlikely to attend an elite college. As upper-class Asian and white families engage in a race at the very, very top of the achievement hierarchy, both are standing on the backs of other students of color, supported by a long-standing system of economic and racial exclusion.




Chapter 1
Chasing Excellence in the Suburbs
My first visit to Woodcrest was to see a friend who had recently moved there. She and her family were renting an apartment until they could find a house to buy. What I encountered when I got there came as a surprise. I did not expect to find an apartment complex full of families in this suburban community known for large single-family homes. And I did not expect to see so many people who were not white. The complex, built in the 1990s, was centered around a courtyard, and we ventured out to explore after brunch. As soon as I turned the corner, I felt as if I were in New York City’s Little India, or maybe Chinatown, albeit with different architecture. At first glance, it seemed everyone was South Asian or East Asian. Much later, I learned that the complex attracts many Asian professionals who can afford the $3,000+ monthly rent but not yet a down payment on a house in Woodcrest. Some, like my friend, moved there temporarily until they could find a house to buy. These parents were eager to send their children to Woodcrest’s schools, which was usually their motivation to live there. The complex, at the edge of town, is visited by multiple school buses every morning.
Other housing feels very different in Woodcrest. Most families live in single-family homes. Huge mansions sit alongside older houses closer to 1,000 square feet, but those smaller homes are disappearing. Many buyers these days tear down the small houses and replace them with properties two or three times the original size. Most family homes I visited were the larger, more modern style; I guessed that parents with smaller homes were more likely to suggest we meet at the public library or a café. The town is, like most suburbs, mostly a car-oriented place, with one car for each adult in a family. A few lucky families I met live within walking distance of the quaint town center, and some live within walking distance of the high school. Almost everyone I met drives to work, even if they work in the nearby city. Even during the prepandemic rush hour, it was quicker to drive than to take the bus and then subway to get to the city.
Long after that brunch with friends, my research visits to Woodcrest frequently took me to the town center. Some parts have an old-town feel, like a century-old shoe store known for patience with fitting children in shoes just their size. Other storefronts are newer—I spent countless hours writing up fieldnotes and passing time between events and interviews in town at the requisite Starbucks and Peets Coffee. Downtown was quiet during weekdays while school was in session, but on weekends the neighborhood was bustling, the town’s diversity clearly visible and audible as bits of Mandarin or Hindi caught my ear. Up the road the newly renovated public library acts as a community hub. There, I tried to snag time in the private meeting rooms to conduct interviews with parents whenever I could. Frequently we’d end up in a nook elsewhere in the library—private tutors came early in the day to sign up for the rooms so they could hold their sessions with students after school. The library boasts an impressive Mandarin collection, and a growing collection in a variety of Indian languages as well.
A fifteen-minute walk from the town center, Woodcrest High School’s busy and sprawling campus feels like a small college. For many months I frequently needed directions. Some of the outdoor space is filled with temporary classrooms; the district has plans to rebuild the school to increase capacity. Students move from one building to another for their classes, getting fresh air as they do so—each building serves a different discipline. On nice days I sometimes saw small groups of students during their free period playing hacky sack or sitting on the ledge and chatting. Mostly, though, everyone usually seemed rushed to get to class, to the school bus, or to the next activity after school. They walked with purpose, even while chatting with friends. It was surprisingly hard to catch their attention. They did not want to be late to class, or they were distracted by whatever new Instagram post was occupying them on their phones or the latest song playing on their headphones.
Inside, the school could feel claustrophobic, especially between classes. I frequently got stuck in the hallway between classes, and learned to wait patiently to the side of the hallway as students passed; I would not need a late pass to get into class like they would if I delayed them. Students were warm and sometimes greeted each other in the hallways. Teachers also seemed genuinely affectionate toward them. One day as I walked with a student in search of a space to sit down for an interview, the principal asked him for a high five, and then replied with a twinkle in his eye, “That’s so weak! Try again!” And he obliged.
But still, despite the friendliness, I sensed that these were kids with somewhere to be, something to accomplish. They did not linger until the school bell rang, let alone after it rang as I was used to in other schools. The place felt busy and focused from the moment I stepped on campus. And the determination to achieve was evident from the complex experiments on display at the school science fair, to the perfectly delivered lines at school performances, to the swarm of eager students hoping for extra help from their chemistry teacher during study hall.
The hallway displays give you a sense of the school’s priorities. One showcase features trophies from activities ranging from sports championships to debate tournaments. Another strikes a different tone: “If you really knew me, you’d know . . .” with stars filled out by students ending with handwritten lines such as “I am insecure” and “I love to run.” A different bulletin board holds rejection letters from a range of colleges, from Ivy League colleges to others less selective. Peers added handwritten notes to the applicant, such as “You rock, Ellie!” and “This does not take away from your amazing generosity, kindness, and wit!” and “You didn’t want to go here, anyway!” These dual messages—of excellence, and of self-care, were signs of what I would come to understand much more deeply during my time in Woodcrest.
The school library is expansive. Still, I often could not find a quiet space to sit and write up my notes, let alone interview a student. Eventually I became friendly with the librarians, and they gave me access to a media room to conduct interviews there. Some students really did sit alone and get to work, while others took out their books and laptops and ended up chatting quietly with their friends at the same table.
Many students were around long after the end of the school day. One day an hour after the last bell of the day rang, I wrote in my fieldnotes, “It’s over an hour after school ended. There are many kids in the hall. I can hear balls in the gym—perhaps basketball practice.” And I later wrote, “As I left the school, I heard the sound of multiple instruments playing warm-up scales through the windows—it sounded like they were just getting started.” Even the scales sounded so precise and even, as if they had been practiced for years already.
I found excellence almost everywhere I turned in Woodcrest, whether in the classroom or on the playing field. Privilege and achievement abound in towns like Woodcrest. In what follows I explain how families ended up in Woodcrest, how parents support their children’s achievement, both academic and extracurricular, and what kids do with all the resources they have. White and Asian families in Woodcrest have much in common, as we’ll see.



Getting to Woodcrest
Woodcrest’s property taxes are as high as the high school’s standardized test scores. To most families, the trade-off is well worth it. This was true for both Asian and white parents I met. Three-fourths of parents specifically named the schools when I asked how they ended up in Woodcrest, and the percentage was similar across ethnic groups. Radha, an immigrant Indian mother, told me that she and her husband moved to Woodcrest before they had children, because “we thought that it would be a good town to raise a family.” She explained that she had a friend who lived in Woodcrest who was happy with the town, which led her there. Yan, an immigrant Chinese mother, said of her family’s move when her children were young, “We moved here so my kids could go to Woodcrest High School.” Xin, another immigrant Chinese mother, told me that her family moved to Woodcrest after watching multiple immigrant families move from her previous suburb to Woodcrest:
The neighbors near me, most of them were Chinese families or Russian families. Once their kids were almost middle school aged, they kept moving out to Woodcrest. So we had in mind that when our child was about to graduate from elementary school, probably we needed to look at houses in Woodcrest. And we did that.
White parents too more often than not named the school system as a reason for living in Woodcrest. Robin, a white mother of two, said, “My husband and I, we were living in [nearby town], and we were thinking of starting to have a family. And I think it’s not unusual. A lot of people move to Woodcrest for the schools.” When I asked Robin about her favorite aspects of Woodcrest High School as a parent, she said, “I value the community. I value that they value education.”
Some white parents were less direct about their desire for strong schools. Jennifer explained her and her husband’s move from the urban center where they previously lived: “I think rent control changed. And at that point it felt like it would make sense for the same money to go toward investing towards a home we could own. So we looked in neighboring towns. We were definitely motivated by schools. But also community quality of life.”
Bill, a white dad, told me that heard about Woodcrest through friends. He and his wife previously lived in the nearby urban center, but when school enrollment loomed for their two young children they considered either moving or applying to private schools:
At the time, we were just looking at private school. We were going to stay in [the city] and look at private schools. . . . I never imagined I was going to live in a suburb. But there’s this little neighborhood in Woodcrest that we, through a friend of a friend, found out about. . . . And moved here when the kids were one and three.
A few white parents, especially those who worked as programmers or engineers, were drawn to the focus on STEM fields among many families in Woodcrest, especially Asian families. Fred was one such parent. He and his wife trained as computer programmers. Before moving to Woodcrest when their older son was in fifth grade, Fred and his family lived in a nearby suburb with a median household income that is more than 50 percent above the US median, and where median property values are close to half a million dollars. He told me about the previous town:
To me, [that town] was just not as energized, an intellectually energized community. The schools weren’t as good. . . . It just didn’t have the same culture of achievement and energy in the school system. I thought [Woodcrest] was a really pretty place, friendly place, interesting place.
Fred’s son attended a Jewish school when they lived in that town. Fred told me he was “very enthusiastic about the Asian presence” in Woodcrest, adding, “In fact, we encouraged our [younger] son to study Mandarin Chinese. He’s been learning that for a while. And actually, most of his friends are from the Chinese community.” Fred told me about a “computer school” in Woodcrest where his son took classes and then worked as a teaching assistant, which he said was started “by a Chinese family that came to this town.” Fred suggested that this was the kind of opportunity that would not have been available in the previous town. He said the same about a hackathon in which his son participated.
Similarly, Melissa, a white mother of two who coached her sons’ robotics team, told me that “90 percent of the parents on our robotics team—and there’s twenty kids involved on different levels—have one immigrant parent. . . . I don’t know if they have come towards us because we are, you know, we have a half-immigrant family [Melissa’s husband is an Asian immigrant], or if it’s because they see that my husband and I have been very successful in business, and therefore they kind of are simpatico.” Melissa and her husband both hold doctorates in STEM fields. Their children went to private schools when they lived in a different nearby suburb, but later the family moved to Woodcrest so their older son could attend Woodcrest High School. She said simply: “He went to Woodcrest High School. We moved here for that. That’s the reason we moved here.”
While Melissa and Fred were unusually tied to Asians in Woodcrest among white parents I met, their perspectives are an important reminder of the role of profession in what parents emphasize and prioritize with their children. These parents seemed to appreciate the STEM focus of many Asian residents in Woodcrest. As we’ll see, they were the rare white parents who considered Asians in town to be an unequivocal benefit.1 I got the sense that parents like Melissa and Fred in other communities might frequently identify as misfits, or stereotypical science geeks. But the growing Asian community in Woodcrest, most of whom worked in STEM fields, provided a community to parents like them. Still, as I read and reread transcripts of my interviews with parents, I realized that parents like Melissa and Fred were not as common as you might expect, even though one in four white parents I met worked in technology, science, or engineering jobs. The weight of Asian American students’ academic achievement seemed to cloud other white parents’ abstract appreciation for diversity, as we’ll see.
For many parents of color, diversity also played a role in their move to Woodcrest. Studies of upper-middle-class Black parents find that in addition to schools’ reputations, they also tend to consider race, leery of schools in which their children might be the only Black student.2 And in Woodcrest, some Asian parents—especially those born in the United States—also expressed appreciation for the presence of a significant coethnic community when choosing where to live, or for diversity more generally. This included Bernadette, a Chinese American mother married to a US-born white. She described their home search many years ago when they moved to the area which included, among other things, looking “at what towns in the area had more Chinese people.” Priya, an immigrant Indian mother, explained similarly:
We wanted a town which was diverse. We didn’t want to go too far from the city. . . . We wanted yard space. . . . We wanted a decent school system. . . . It should be safe. What we didn’t want was our kid to go there and explain every day why he looks different. And you know, if kids come [over], “What are you eating?”
Priya’s explanation of diversity is telling—it is related to her children having peers of the same ethnicity. In fact, before Priya and her husband bought their home in Woodcrest they had an offer accepted for a house in another town that had less than 10 percent people of color at the time.3 She said,
We slept on it. In the morning we said, “We can’t do it.” Just the [lack of] diversity of [that town] worried us at the time. This was fifteen years ago. Because of the diversity of Woodcrest, even at that time, we chose it.
As with white families, however, the paucity of Black and Latinx families in Woodcrest did not come up when Asian families spoke of diversity. While the presence of Asian families was enough for most white families to claim Woodcrest was “diverse,” most Asian families themselves were simply looking for neighbors who came from the same country as them.
Once they arrived, immigrant parents tended to have at least one set of friends—usually their closest friends—who came from the same country as them. Chinese parents often met them at the local Chinese church, through the town’s two Chinese American organizations, or through school events when their children were young. Others connected with a larger Chinese community through various groups on WeChat (a social medium used primarily by the Chinese diaspora) for parents in Woodcrest and beyond. Some then signed their young children up together for activities such as speech leagues or math clubs, and developed close friendships through those. Indian parents made Indian friends through religious organizations, the Woodcrest Indian Association, and through their children’s schools. Some connected with graduates of their same college in India, and some were even classmates. Woodcrest High School hosted an Indian culture school on weekends, which drew families not only from Woodcrest but also from many surrounding towns. All of these networks helped parents feel Woodcrest was a town for them.
A small number of Asian families I met moved to Woodcrest not from a different town in the same metropolitan area, but from another area entirely, explicitly for the schools and not because of a parent’s job change or any other reason. Two Chinese American students and one Indian American student told me that one or both of their parents quit their jobs to bring them to Woodcrest. Neesa, the daughter of Indian immigrants, told me, “My dad was researching the best schools to go to for their children. So it was either this or Thomas Jefferson High School in Washington [a science and technology magnet school].” Her father could not find a job in the area, so he lived in another state and came to see his family on weekends.
Abigail, an immigrant Chinese student, told me that her parents did not like the pressures of the Chinese school system, which led them to bring her to Woodcrest. Her father continued to work in China while her mother lived with her in Woodcrest. A high school junior, Abigail attended an art studio for eight hours weekly and was preparing an art portfolio for college applications. She planned to attend college in the United States. She reflected on why her parents brought her to Woodcrest: “My mom, she always wanted like a different life for me. Like she wanted me to do whatever I want. . . . They obviously want like very good education for me, so I have a better future. And plus, I think they just don’t like the education in China right now.” Abigail’s description of her parents’ desires—for both a rigorous academic curriculum but one that allows for her individuality—resonates with Pei-Chia Lan’s interviews with college-educated Chinese parents in both Taiwan and the United States.4 Lan describes the global influences on parents in both places; they can consider places to work and live not just within their own country, but around the world. While many in Woodcrest saw families like Abigail’s as driving ever-higher levels of academic performance, Abigail’s story is a reminder that all burdens are relative; for her parents, the intensity of Woodcrest felt like a relief, and an escape from China’s rigid and competitive standardized education.
Principal Smith, a white resident of Woodcrest, told me this was not uncommon among immigrant families:
My understanding now is there are international marketing firms whose job it is to find a family home in one of these communities. So as the principal in recent years, I probably get four or five times a week an introductory email, “Here’s my child’s resumé. We’re moving to Woodcrest. We’re coming for the schools. . . . When can we come for an interview?” . . . And they like to send a resumé as if we’re a private school.
Like well-off parents around the country, Asian and white parents alike in Woodcrest carefully considered schools as they searched for a place to live.5 Most spoke with friends and colleagues at work to find out the “best” school districts. As other studies have shown around the country, this process frequently leads white families to school districts with high academic achievement, and, frequently, low numbers of students of color. Increasingly, however, this advice leads families to towns like Woodcrest, in which whites can express appreciation for the diversity driven by the large presence of professional Asian immigrants and Asians can find other families that share their cultural background.6



Academic Excellence
High levels of academic achievement are the norm in Woodcrest schools. Over half of the students in a school-wide survey reported spending three or more hours a night on homework; more than a quarter reported four or more hours per night.7 Forty percent of all students take at least one AP exam in a given year, and one in four takes more than one.8 In contrast to other school districts where many students who are enrolled in AP classes do not go on to take the exam for college credit, in Woodcrest it was the opposite: students and teachers in Woodcrest told me that many students not enrolled in the AP-level class, whether for scheduling reasons or because they were not placed in that level by the school, will go on to take the exam. They prepare outside of school and in rigorous non-AP classes.
Classes at Woodcrest High School are heavily tracked. For example, in eleventh grade chemistry students have a choice of four tracks: remedial, college prep (the default track), honors, or AP. In tenth grade, the teachers recommend a track for the students, though students can appeal the recommendation. Principal Smith told me that appeals were usually for placement in higher levels. About one-third of students took AP chemistry, one-fifth took honors, two-fifths took college-prep, and less than one-tenth took remedial. For US history in eleventh grade, students had three choices: remedial (taken by less than 5 percent), college prep (taken by almost two-thirds) and AP (taken by one-third).
Rather than honors or AP courses being seen as what the exceptional students took, for many at Woodcrest they were the default—and indeed, in chemistry over half of students took honors or AP. Neesa, the daughter of immigrant Indian parents mentioned above who moved from another region to attend Woodcrest High School, took the “regular” level (college prep) of math because “I’m not that great in math.” In Neesa’s social world, being weak at math doesn’t mean needing a remedial course; it means not taking honors. This was true of white and Asian kids alike. Rory, a white mother active in town politics and who previously had a career in education, expressed frustration when her daughter said, “I’m not very good at math,” despite earning an A+ in her college prep math class.
Some may assume that in a school in which more than half of students take at least one AP class, those classes must be watered down. That was not the case at Woodcrest. Despite high enrollment in honors and AP classes—on average students take four to five AP exams in high school—many reported that “regular” college prep classes at Woodcrest would be honors-level in other districts. Rory said,
If we moved to another community. . . . Let’s say we moved to Lincoln, Nebraska, right? . . . I would say to the school, during scheduling, “Okay, so she should be in calculus.” And they’d be like, “She didn’t take honors math, so there’s no way.” I’d be like, “I know. Just give her a placement test.” And then she’d take the placement test and they’d come back like, “I don’t understand.”
Shloka, an Indian American teen who moved to Woodcrest from a neighboring state at the start of eighth grade, confirmed Rory’s view: “A regular class here is like an honors class somewhere else. . . . And everyone still feels the pressure to take the highest-level classes in the school, which is like really, really hard.” Shloka spoke of her transition to Woodcrest at the start of eighth grade:
I [previously] was a big fish in a small pond. And I didn’t really have to try that hard to get the perfect grade. You know, just like stand out academically. And then coming into Woodcrest was like a truck full of bricks coming at you at like 300 miles an hour. Because it was just like all of a sudden, I’m mediocre.
Nevertheless, Shloka was taking multiple honors-level courses and seemed to thrive at Woodcrest High. In addition to her high-level academic classes, Shloka spent considerable time on music, including her acapella group (which rehearsed more than eleven hours a week), and Western and Indian classical voice lessons (which took over three hours each week). She spoke in a noticeably upbeat tone and seemed to thrive in the diversity of Woodcrest. Her tone was surprising given all that she did every week—I felt exhausted just speaking with her. Still, perhaps Shloka appreciated the diversity of Woodcrest so much because her previous school was less diverse. She described being told there that because she was Indian, she should “stick to math” rather than try to join the school chorus.
Nearly all other students who had started school elsewhere and then moved to Woodcrest described the same experience as Shloka. They were strong students at their previous schools, but their move to Woodcrest deflated them. Daniel, a Chinese American student, said, “I moved here from [another suburb], which is nowhere as competitive as here. I mean, I think fifth to sixth grade was a big culture shock, because back then I was like, ‘Oh, I think I’m the smartest kid in the school.’ Came here, I was just a normal kid.”
Parents agreed. One mother, Jaya, moved to Woodcrest from a larger, less wealthy, more diverse suburb in the same metro area when her only son was in sixth grade, eager for him to go to the better schools in Woodcrest that fellow Indian parents spoke of.9 Jaya said about her son’s transition to Woodcrest,
He struggled. Because he was doing very well. Everybody knew him as the best student in that school system. And suddenly [when we moved] he realized that there were many other smarter kids. It was very difficult for him to keep up. And he kept complaining that he couldn’t keep up.
Still, these harsh realizations did not make parents regret their decisions to move. Nearly all the parents I talked to said they would move to Woodcrest if they had to do it again. Jaya said, “The other option, if we didn’t go to Woodcrest or [neighboring town with similar characteristics], is to stay back in [our previous town]. And I still don’t prefer that. . . . It is important that your friends, schoolmates—you shouldn’t learn bad behaviors. You should have motivation in life. I don’t know if I’m right or wrong, but I wouldn’t stay back in [that town].”
When it came to high expectations, all the parents I spoke with were like Jaya—they simply did not see another viable public school option. Other towns, even those with above-average resources and educational achievement, were simply not good enough places to raise their children. They wanted to surround themselves with, to extrapolate from Jaya’s words, kids they assumed had better behaviors and motivation than those in other towns.
In fact, for many, other towns, especially towns that are not suburban, did not even appear on a list of towns they could have considered. One evening after I interviewed Priya we chatted in the library’s parking lot long after it had closed. As many parents did, Priya asked me where I live. When I replied that I live in Cambridge—at the time I was a professor at Harvard—she expressed genuine confusion, naming multiple suburban towns near Cambridge and asking why I didn’t live in those. I quickly tried to manage her impression of me, and shared that one of my children attended a private school, but that I am also very happy with the public schools my other two children attended. To parents like Priya, a Ph.D. Indian American like me simply would not choose an urban district for her children; it needed explanation, despite the fact that Cambridge spends more than 50 percent more per pupil to educate children than does Woodcrest. Parents like Priya deliberately sought a place in which their children would be one in a sea of high achievers. This may seem counterintuitive—after all, parents wanted their children to outshine their peers, and that is harder in a town like Woodcrest. But parents felt that Woodcrest would provide a context in which their children would feel compelled to achieve not just by their parents, but also by their peers and school expectations. Indeed, the investment in Woodcrest paid off for most.
College was the implicit—and sometimes explicit—goal of this academic achievement. In one of our first conversations, Principal Smith told me that “you’ll hear elementary kids in the car, parents are saying, they’re talking about what college they’re going to go to. Fourth and fifth graders. That’s in their fabric as they’re driving to playdates, you know?” One white student, Eliana, when I asked about her goals, said simply, “College.” She elaborated:
I really want to get into either an Ivy League or MIT or Stanford or some other like really, really good school. And that’s just like where all the attention is going in classes. Like it’s not, “Oh, no, I got a B on this test. That’s bad.” It’s “Oh, no, I got a B on this test. That’s going to affect my GPA, which is going on my college application!”
Her perspective was commonplace. It seemed like everything these students did was a means to an end, and that end was college admission.
I was surprised again and again at how kids talked about college the same way their parents did. Far from our (frequently confirmed) assumption that teenagers innately tend to disagree with their parents just for the sake of disagreeing, here adults and teens seemed to speak as if in lockstep with one another. The most elite colleges were the goal, the topic of endless discussion.
Families routinely identified top colleges in the United States—residential four-year colleges that accept less than one-third of their applicants—as mediocre. For example, Melissa, the white mother who coached her son’s robotics team, lamented the inability of one white teen on her robotics team to gain admission to MIT. I paused, nodded, and waited for the bad news to follow. “He’s going to Notre Dame instead,” she said, with a hint of both lament and judgment in her voice, despite naming a college that accepts less than one in five of its applicants.10 Shivani, a US-born Indian American mother, said of her eldest child, “He . . . didn’t get into any of his colleges. Either was waitlisted or didn’t get in. He didn’t apply to places like Tufts or New York University [colleges with admit rates less than 30 percent]. He kind of aimed high.” To place these views in perspective, consider that less than 100 of the 2,700 four-year colleges in the United States are this competitive.11 Furthermore, even when including less-selective colleges that admit up to three-fourths of applicants, only 15 percent of college students in the United States attend this broad swath of colleges.12 Still, students and parents were disappointed when they didn’t get into an even smaller number of top colleges.
What about the students not in multiple honors and AP classes, those for whom “aiming high” might actually mean a Tufts or NYU, or the flagship state school? Beyond the highest achievers at Woodcrest, there are many students who are not striving to be the very top students in their school. Just as low-performing urban schools sometimes get defined by their lowest-performing, highest-need students—as places that serve children living with drug-addicted parents, in extreme poverty, or close to violence—schools like Woodcrest are defined by the culture of the top-performing students—as places where competition is high, and students work extremely hard both in and out of school. During a focus group discussion, Tom, a white eleventh grader who had just returned from a college tour, described the different cultures in class levels:
I think the competition definitely goes up like the higher level class that you’re in. Like in an AP everyone wants to do really well. And then like as you go down the levels, it’s not as competitive. Just because the caliber of student that’s attracted to those high classes is more competitive.
I was intrigued by Tom’s description of different students’ “caliber,” so I asked more questions when we sat down for a one-on-one interview. Tom mostly took honors and AP classes, but seemed very aware of kids who did not. He elaborated his views: “There are kids who have potential and could do well, but they just don’t care for whatever reason. And they could be like outside in the smokers’ corner, smoking.” Though I looked out for the smokers’ corner after speaking with Tom, I never found it. Either the group was well-hidden, or he meant a metaphorical “smokers’ corner” as a placeholder for kids who were not the highest achievers.
Tyler, a white eleventh grader, might have been one of the kids in the smokers’ corner. Tyler yawned almost continuously during our interview—I almost felt guilty about taking him away from a nap he might have had during study hall instead. He wore all black, from his leather jacket to his black jeans to his black hoodie that he seemed to recede into. Unlike Tom, Tyler took mostly remedial classes. When asked about competition at school, Tyler said that he is “not in the higher-level classes, so I don’t notice it.” He understood that the levels had different cultures, even if he was less judgmental than Tom about those cultures. Tyler said, “Say you’re in the easiest math level, versus someone in an AP math class. Everything could be different, from levels of stress, to math homework, to how the teacher is in general.” Still, Tyler had a keen eye on college—he had recently joined the school track team in anticipation of applying to college: “Because some of the colleges I want to get into, they do have like certain athletic standards, so I thought that might be helpful.” Tyler was interested in attending a military academy, following in the footsteps of his father. Even the lowest-achieving students at Woodcrest aimed high and had the supports at school and at home to help them move toward their goals.



Extracurricular Excellence
Extracurriculars—organized activities outside of the required school curriculum that mostly take place outside of school hours—are an important part of life in Woodcrest. Nine in ten students participate in some extracurricular activity, with most participating in multiple ones.13 Just over half of students at Woodcrest High School participate in an academic group or club, six in ten are on sports teams, either in or outside of school, one in three are part of a music ensemble, one in four engage in a service club, and one in four in a religious youth group. All this organized activity outside of school has real benefits. During extracurriculars, kids learn to work collaboratively, resolve conflicts, deal with challenges, and identify and pursue goals together.14 Participation increases confidence, self-image, and even academic performance.15
Families in Woodcrest seemed to intuitively understand the benefits of extracurriculars, and many students excelled in them just as many did in academics. Extracurriculars rarely seemed to be a casual affair at Woodcrest; it seemed the only option was excellence. This was true of Asian American and white youth alike. Sports teams, robotics teams, and debate teams routinely won regional and sometimes state and even national championships. One young woman won a multistate Miss India contest in the teen category. Emily, a Chinese American eleventh grader, told me:
We have a lot of people that are literally the top of their field. Like the skating team in Woodcrest is really good. They go to the world championships and whatever. I have people in my class that disappear for like weeks because they’re going on the skating trip. And I know somebody in my grade is a top fencer in the US. And I remember in eighth grade, there was this kid that was nationally acclaimed in math. And then somebody’s brother is a piano prodigy. And all these random people that are just really good at everything.
I sensed frustration in Emily’s description, and I empathized with that. How does someone enter into a field in which everyone is already at a high level? So I asked her what she thought of the excellence all around. She said, “It makes people feel like they’re not doing well. And in fact if you look at it, you are doing well.” Still, I was pleased to see Emily taking risks and trying new things—in tenth grade a friend suggested she come to the bhangra (Punjabi Indian dance) team’s practice, and after that she kept going because it was “fun,” even though she wasn’t a top performer: “the technique, I still don’t have that down.” I was struck by Emily’s participation in bhangra. Aside from her not being Indian American, I also realized that I was beginning to take the high levels of excellence in extracurriculars for granted. Her testing a new activity at age fifteen was not the norm in Woodcrest.
When excellence is the norm, the expectations for preparation shift too. Helen, an immigrant mother from Hong Kong, told me that her daughter “doesn’t practice much” on her viola. “How much?” I asked. Helen said, “She practices pretty much—maybe not every day—but when she does, she’s about half an hour to forty-five minutes.” Confused, I asked Helen how that compares to other kids. She replied, “They do easily like two hours. And then if they really want to get into conservatory, they do like three, four hours a day.”
Just as Woodcrest has up to four tracks for individual academic subjects (remedial, college prep, honors, and AP), extracurriculars are also leveled. Varsity sports teams have competitive tryouts for which teens prepare seriously. There are, for example, six soccer teams (girls’ freshman, junior varsity, and varsity teams, and the same three for boys). The school has three levels of concert bands and orchestras as well, all of which require auditions. Students typically begin their preparation for these tryouts well before high school begins. Xin, a Chinese mother who moved with her family from a different suburb to Woodcrest when her older child was starting middle school, reported that their arrival was too late for her son to be in the music program:
My son never joined the instrument program during his elementary school. Because that’s very optional in [my previous town]. . . . So once we moved to Woodcrest and my son joined the middle school, he couldn’t join any of the orchestras or bands because he’s a beginner. To join the school bands or orchestras, you have to have at least have one or two years’ experience. So it ends up that my son, the whole middle school, high school and college, everything, he doesn’t have anything related to music. And that’s a miss for me. I did not know that if I miss the elementary school level, then he would miss out on the opportunities.
Considering that Woodcrest High has three orchestras and three bands, I was surprised to hear Xin report that even the lowest-level ensemble in middle school required experience before joining. Middle school was already too late to express an interest in music performance. And this was not simply one parent’s perception. One school leader told me that to participate in music ensembles in Woodcrest’s middle schools, families were required to enroll their children in private lessons outside of school (at their own expense).
How did teens in Woodcrest get so good at what they do? Private coaching was common, and not just for musical instruments. Students and parents not only reported private tutors for academics and college admission, but also private coaches for singing, art, sports, and even skills within sports. And extracurricular coaching as a means to get ahead was not limited to academically high-achieving students. Melvin, a white eleventh grader, had a private baseball pitching coach. He told me he gets mostly C’s in his classes, none of which were honors level. He admitted, “I know I can try a lot harder than I do. And I don’t get the best grades. But I get good enough to pass. Because I’m not worried about getting all A’s.” Melvin was growing up in the house his mother grew up in, and told me that his parents too are not concerned about his earning top grades, reporting that “they just want me to try as hard as I can. . . . So as long as I try as hard as I can, my parents are happy.” In contrast to his laid-back stance on academics, when it came to baseball Melvin was intense. He played on the varsity Woodcrest team, which practices or has a game six days a week during baseball season. In addition, in the off-season Melvin played with a private club team, alongside teammates from many surrounding private schools. The club team plays in the summer, but also has weekly indoor practices during the winter. Finally, twice a week Melvin worked with his private pitching coach, who is a coach at an elite college nearby. Melvin hoped to play baseball on a college team after high school. If anyone typified the “old Woodcrest” experience in my research, it would have to be Melvin. His parents’ laid-back attitude when it came to academics, his mother’s job as a secretary, and his family’s intensive focus on baseball—a sport unfamiliar to most Asian parents in town—together struck me as a world away from the experiences of his Asian classmates. Still, as with Tyler above, Melvin set his sights on a selective four-year college—and a prestigious one that recruits athletes, at that. When I visited his college prep chemistry class, Melvin and another student spent most of the period working with a paraprofessional in class who was there to assist the teacher, because he had trouble understanding the classroom teacher. With support like that, I got the sense that Melvin’s college dreams would work out just fine.
These dynamics—an early start, long hours, and private coaching—meant that dabbling in extracurriculars was usually not an option. Coaches reinforced these expectations. Sally, an Indian American student, told me that when, during the summer after tenth grade, she decided not to enroll in the residential debate summer camp attended by most of the Woodcrest debate team, she decided to quit the team altogether. She said, “This year [eleventh grade], I know a lot of people went to camp. And I was like ‘Oh, everyone’s going to be better than me.’ So I didn’t know if I wanted to really do it. And it was just so competitive.” I assumed that a teacher might encourage Sally to persist, to tell her not to worry about what others were doing. But when Sally told her teacher she was considering quitting, her teacher seemed to agree. According to Sally, her teacher told her,
“You can move to public forum,” which is another more relaxed type of debate where there’s not that much prep. But that conflicted with a lot of my classes. . . . I was like, “What if I really want to come back to this?” And then my teacher said that I could be in the class senior year, but she can’t guarantee that I get placed in it. So there was always that kind of risk of dropping and not being able to get back in.
Early involvement and sustained commitment were also crucial to the award-winning robotics club. In Melissa’s case, the resource she provided was her own time, rather than money spent on a coach. She shared with me the development of the team:
We started [our older son], I think, in kindergarten. . . . By the time he was six years old, he was already doing Lego robotics [at home]. We just bought him a kit. . . . We recognized exactly what he was doing. And so we were like, “This kid is phenomenally talented in mechanical systems.” . . . I said, “Well, I want to do this Lego robotics. Let’s take basically all the kids who are interested home to my house on Friday nights and we’ll teach them Lego robotics, which I’ll have to figure out along the way.”
Melissa devoted fifteen to twenty hours to the team per week during robotics competition season, and team members spent anywhere from six to thirty-five hours per week. She described her son. “He’s at thirty-five. It’s like a job for him.” Her flexible part-time work and background as a scientist enabled Melissa to coach a group of children from third grade to a national championship in high school.
Overall, an early, firm commitment many years before high school was required for students to engage in most popular sports and extracurriculars in Woodcrest. Parents were critical in getting kids started on the path to extracurricular excellence. Once they started, sustained focus on the activity, often with the support of a coach or a parent, propelled many to excellence. In these ways, Asian American and white families in Woodcrest shared a culture of extracurricular excellence.16 Still, as we’ll see in chapter 3, which extracurriculars they emphasized and the hours they devoted to them varied, with clear patterns by ethnicity.



College Admissions
One goal loomed over all the achievement in Woodcrest, whether academic or extracurricular: college admissions. Parents were less likely than children to say this overtly, perhaps because of a growing moral stigma against being seen as too focused on achievement in a town with a growing emphasis on emotional well-being. Still, students felt the pull of elite colleges. As Emily, the Chinese American student mentioned above who participates in the school’s bhangra team, said:
Everybody’s subconsciously prepping for college. Some of my friends started clubs this year. And I’m like, “Why did you start three clubs in junior year?” And they’re like, “Oh, it looks good on college apps.” I don’t think they care that much. . . . People are like, “I don’t have enough on my college resumé!” Like, “I do a sport, but I don’t do two sports!” Or like, “I take an AP, but I don’t take three APs!” I feel like they feel they need to be better than everyone else.
Emily’s comment points to a frequently unspoken understanding about the purpose of extracurricular participation and advanced-level coursework—college admission. Teens had to demonstrate “passion” and “interest” in their activities, while also understanding that participation would support their college applications, and a lack of demonstrated interests and engagement beyond the academic curriculum in school would hurt them in the college admissions game.
Several students reported that they were working with a private college admissions counselor to bolster their college prospects. Lakshmi, a daughter of Indian immigrants, said, “I have a college counselor. And they suggested that I should do a summer job to get experience before college starts.” Eva, the daughter of Chinese immigrants, said her mother found her a Chinese college counselor on WeChat. When we met in the winter of her junior year, Eva and her counselor were “building my resumé.” Tom, a white student heavily involved in the Boy Scouts, told me that his parents hired a private counselor after Tom’s older brother “got messed up by the college process. He got waitlisted at seven schools and rejected at a bunch.” Tom’s eldest brother ended up at the flagship state school, while his middle brother got into an elite private college with the help of the same private counselor now working with Tom in his eleventh-grade year. Robert, a Chinese American student, felt sheepish about his counselor, but also recognized the stress reduction it allowed. He told me that his parents expect him to attend an elite college:
They hired a college counselor for me. I used to be kind of ashamed of that, because I felt like I should be able to do it by myself. [Now] I actually take it more as a blessing, because it frees me up to not worry as much about it. He guides me through everything so thoroughly.
Even parents who spent considerable energy on reducing academic pressure seemed to have a laser-like focus on the college application process. Patricia, a white parent, did not allow her children to take more than one AP class a year because she worried about their emotional well-being. Still, she took on the college search for her children:
So what [my daughter] wants is to have a school [where] she could major in theater or musical theater that she doesn’t have to audition for. So not a BFA, but a BA, that’s a good size, that has a football team and the whole “Yay rah rah!” spirit. And she doesn’t want to be too far away from home. Okay. So with all that information, I kind of used all the resources that I have and came up with this list. And then we talked about it. And she’s like, “Yeah, those all sound good.”
The tension between reducing their stress about college and providing security to her children led Patricia to this seemingly contradictory stance. That same tension manifested itself differently in different families, based on their understandings of the college admissions process, the extent to which they cared about their children finding a passion, and how tied students were to their extracurricular preferences.



Investment and Payoff
The excellence I saw in Woodcrest and the money spent on college counselors paid off in the college admissions process. In just one year nearly three dozen graduates were off to study at Ivy League colleges. Even more got recruited by selective colleges to play for their sports teams. Altogether, over one-third of students went on to attend the most selective colleges in the United States, including schools like Berkeley, Northwestern, and the Ivy League. In addition, when you include slightly less selective schools like Mount Holyoke, the University of Michigan, and Rochester Institute of Technology—mostly schools that accept less than half of their applicants—you account for four in five graduates of Woodcrest High School.17 And nearly half of adults raised in Woodcrest go on to earn in the top 20 percent of US incomes.18
Amidst the endless discussion of achievement in Woodcrest, it is easy to conclude that parents there simply expect more of their kids than parents in other communities. Maybe they just care more about education than the rest of us. I certainly had that thought on more than one occasion during my interviews, as I started to think about how many times in the last week I had turned on a TV show for my kid just so I could finish plowing through my emails. However, it is important to remember that the desires of Woodcrest parents are far from unique. A belief in the importance and power of education is nearly universal among parents in the United States and, indeed, around the world.19
Kids too usually express a desire for academic excellence, even those who are in danger of failing.20
Still, the fact remains: Woodcrest was different. The kids at Woodcrest High School were surrounded by parents and neighbors with extraordinary levels of education, many of whom held degrees from top universities in the United States and Asia. And that was completely normal—taken for granted by nearly everyone in town. This makes a degree from the Ivy League part of a teen’s cultural repertoire: one of several possible—and feasible—“strategies of action” for what they’ll do after high school.21 Going to a good college is just something that happens for Woodcrest kids; the whole town is orchestrated so that it is just what you do. The utter normalcy of that path is perhaps where the gap between Woodcrest kids and teens in more economically disadvantaged areas is most noticeable. For kids living in economically disadvantaged areas, attending an elite residential college might as well be like traveling to Mars. It is something many may long for and dream of, but still something that is unfamiliar given the lack of graduates from those kinds of colleges in their social networks, and given the distance between their lives and the lives of most students on those campuses.22
When families arrive in Woodcrest most find themselves surrounded by similar families—mostly white, Chinese, and Indian, frequently working in STEM or technology, and with abundant resources to support their children’s achievements, both academic and extracurricular. Indeed, this is what draws most families to Woodcrest in the first place. In addition, families are able to provide abundant opportunities to their children beyond the public schools—tutoring when they struggle, whether in a remedial or honors class, private coaching and club teams in sports to give them an edge in high school varsity sports tryouts, and hours spent coaching their children’s teams, whether baseball or robotics. In these ways, the immigrant Asian and US-born white parents I met were not all that different from each other. The similarities, on first glance, might lead a casual observer to assume that the boundary between white and Asian in Woodcrest had dissolved—most kids and parents came to Woodcrest for similar reasons, and they seemed to achieve excellence in academics and extracurricular activities in roughly the same ways. This, after all, is what we might expect of highly skilled immigrants.
But as we’ll see in the next chapter, parents go about deploying their resources in support of their children differently, leading to ethnic tensions. Perhaps these tensions are inevitable—all this focus on children’s achievements creates a competitive tinderbox. Given the intensity with which everyone was pursuing excellence, differences in how parents pushed their children became sites of contention, clearly delineated by race.




Chapter 2
Tensions over the “Right” Way to Achieve Academic Excellence
Terry was a US-born Chinese American mom of two who spent much of her career working with Asian American youth. Over lunch we spoke about life in Woodcrest, her work, and her family. She met her husband, an immigrant from Hong Kong, at church. Sometimes they differed on what was best for their children, which she attributed to his childhood in Asia, where testing determines so much of one’s future. “Sometimes I say [to my husband], ‘I want the kids to go out and play now!’” Still, every year she went along with “dad’s summer camp” of academic work for their kids. One summer they learned the computer programming language C++.
Stewart, Terry’s older son, was aligned with his parents in his desire to take the most rigorous courses and not miss a single academic opportunity at Woodcrest High School. When Stewart was diagnosed with a learning disability in middle school, the school suggested he replace the usual foreign language class with a special learning support class. But Stewart told his mother, “Mom, I want the foreign language. Because I’m going to be behind if I don’t learn a foreign language.” Terry agreed to speak to the school, and Stewart ended up doing quite well in Latin. “It surprised me. I was like, ‘He really can learn a language!’” In high school, “he fights for the school to allow him to do APs. Because they say, ‘We don’t think you can do it.’” I asked Terry who drove the push for honors classes, to which she replied, “He wants to. . . . He says, ‘Mom, can you go in and talk to the teacher with me? They won’t let me. I know I can do it. I’ll work really hard.’ And he does.”
When I met Stewart, he was taking AP chemistry and told me he mostly gets A−’s on his report card. Like most Asian American kids and parents I met, Stewart and Terry were united in their emphasis on taking as many rigorous classes as possible (even when told not to by his teachers at first) and working hard to do well in those classes. And Stewart’s learning disability did not deter them. While Terry was acutely concerned about mental health, particularly among Asian American youth, this did not preclude supporting her son’s academic ambitions. As we’ll see, Asian parents in Woodcrest, like Terry and her husband, emphasized striving for the highest levels of academic achievement possible; they were less concerned about the workload associated with high-level classes than were white parents. This was especially true for immigrant Asian parents like Terry’s husband. And it was true even among parents who were concerned about emotional well-being, like Terry was.



Parents Pursue Academic Excellence
Nearly all parents share a desire for academic excellence in their children. And a majority of the parents that I talked to in Woodcrest moved there so they could send their children to its excellent public schools and thus push their children further up that ladder of excellence. But that’s where the similarities ended. Immigrant Asian parents and US-born white parents in Woodcrest tended to approach achievement differently. They came of age in different reward systems, as I described in the introduction, and tended to focus on cultivating the skills most rewarded in the system they understood best. In this chapter I highlight the different cultural repertoires that parents held—the different strategies with which they acted in the world.1 Childhood experiences in school and on the job in China, India, and the United States, messages from their own parents, observations of siblings, cousins, and neighbors, and so much more together contribute to the cultural repertoire each parent holds.
Parents in Woodcrest did not easily forget the pathways to their own success, and that knowledge very much guided their parenting. In Asia, standardized tests are the sole basis for entrée to elite colleges, and elite degrees are critical in Asia for getting an elite job.2 As a result, most immigrant parents held a laser-like focus on academic achievement. They frequently implored their children to focus on academics over athletics, to enroll in supplementary math education and to spend summer vacation on academic pursuits. Many also felt that they lacked the social networks and cultural references that open doors for children of American elites. That is, even within the United States immigrants may rely on elite college degrees to succeed more than the US-born does.3
Unlike elite Asian universities, US elite colleges do not just look at academic assessments when selecting students. US-born parents knew and understood this difference, so they had internalized more desire for pursuits beyond academics for their children. Further, even if a degree from an elite college does help in the United States, it is not as critical for success as it is in Asia.4 Given their own experiences in the US labor market, US-born parents tended to see more pathways to success. This led many to want limits on academic pursuits, in part to make room for excellence in extracurriculars, especially sports. In Woodcrest, these differences, patterned by ethnicity, were constantly on display.
Of course, there is no single “Asian cultural repertoire” when it comes to parenting, or anything else, just as there is no single “white cultural repertoire,” even among parents of the same social class and ethnicity, born in the same country, living in the same town. These groups are too varied and parenting is too complex. For example, whether someone from China grew up in a rural or urban area, or in a working-class or upper-middle-class family shapes their cultural repertoire.5 And migration inevitably shapes the cultural repertoires of immigrants. US-born Terry and her immigrant husband had overlapping but not identical cultural repertoires.
And college admissions and job prospects are not the only drivers of parenting. Parents also expressed desires to raise morally upright, happy children.6 And they wanted to help them find their passions too. But in a time of economic anxiety and declining admission rates to top colleges, college admission plays an outsized, if sometimes unspoken, role. And there were remarkable similarities within each of these groups, as we’ll see.
Asian Parents
Immigrant Asian parents in Woodcrest, like parents everywhere, wanted success and happiness for their children. In their experiences, academic achievement, especially in math and science, was the pathway to success. Tutoring, supplementary math classes, and long hours of homework were familiar to them—these were common when they themselves were children in Asia. Parents expected rigorous standards in math and homework assignments to practice their skills and keep them busy. A frequent question at Indian and Chinese parents’ social gatherings and in their social media feeds was not whether they would send their children to math classes outside of school, but which one to choose. In those circles, parents also discussed which level of classes high school students took, and more often than not, a child was choosing honors or Advanced Placement. Among immigrant families in Woodcrest, supplemental math and honors classes are just what one does, the default, rather than something for a child particularly precocious in math or particularly interested in a given subject.
Many immigrant parents explicitly compared their experiences in Asia to those of their children in Woodcrest’s schools, concluding that even Woodcrest’s schools fall short when it comes to science and math. Helen, a Chinese mother who first came to the United States for her undergraduate studies in engineering, sent her children to an advanced math club. She explained, “I like that training. And that’s why I send [my daughter] to those programs. She can get an edge on things. So I think like, because we came from Hong Kong, we know, we’ve been through that system.”
Parents like Helen used their own experiences growing up as a benchmark—this is just what kids are supposed to do. They didn’t see extra math as unusual or particularly striving, as many white parents did. This was true of Chinese and Indian parents alike. Saumya, an immigrant Indian mother, said,
We grew up in India. Math was much harder in elementary school than here. . . . We Indians see math as the foundation for a lot of things. You need to be good at math for anything you do in life. In second grade, we started my daughter with RSM to get more challenge, to learn more. And then we had some friends who were doing it. And they’re like, “Yeah, it’s great.”7
Saumya also points to the importance of social networks. Given that her friends routinely sent their children to RSM (Russian School of Math) classes, she did so too. Once a quorum of parents in a social group decided to enroll their children in RSM classes, it became part of the “normal” cultural repertoire for how to be a good parent in their network. In Saumya’s experiences both in India and among fellow Indian parents in Woodcrest, extra math is just what one does. White parents were not part of these conversations.
Like Saumya, Anjali was disappointed with the math standards at her children’s elementary school. Anjali saw her daughter’s enrollment in RSM as teaching her children to work hard, despite the low standards that she perceived for math in school:
One of the challenges for us is to keep her challenged enough. . . . Because when the kids are small, if they get things easy, they don’t know how to work hard. And when they come to middle school when other kids have caught up, then they’re lost. . . . As a parent, we need to keep them challenged so they know how to work hard. Because after a while, hard work is what makes you. Not your smartness . . . It’s a homework ritual for her.8
Overall, Asian parents tended to expect more homework from school than white parents. Shivani, a US-born Indian American parent, mentioned a Facebook group in which mostly moms in Woodcrest posted: “There’s all the Asian parents saying, ‘No, no, give them more, we want more homework.’ And then the Caucasian parents are like, ‘No, no, we don’t need to do that. It’s too much stress.’”
As I started this research the school district had just implemented a new, gentler homework policy: homework was entirely done away with at one elementary school and banned for middle and high school on all religious holidays, school vacations, and long weekends, an explicit attempt to reduce academic pressure. I asked Fan, a Chinese immigrant mother, about the policy. She said, “I think the homework is not enough. I think that they need to give more homework to my son. He just finishes his homework very fast! . . . I don’t like that. I think that they should have homework on holidays and the weekends.”
Some immigrant parents—mostly those who had spent decades in the United States—felt ambivalent about the push to excel academically. Ruby, an immigrant Indian mother who had lived in the US for over twenty years, explained about her kids, “I want them to be all-rounders, not just doing what they’re told.” Still, Ruby noticed different standards between Indian and US schools, which concerned her:
I think the major difference between the education systems in India and here . . . is in India, they put in more effort. . . . When I go back and I see my brother’s kids studying and studying and just doing that, it scares me. Because my children, I don’t know if they’re doing enough.
The transnational influence of her brother’s children weighed on Ruby. While she had immigrated to the United States because of the abundant opportunities for herself and her husband, she worried that even the very best schools in the United States paled in comparison to elite schools in Asia. When she thought about returning to India, her brother told Ruby that her children may not fit in because of the academic rigor:
My brother just says, “Yeah, you can come back, but your kids are not going to fit in. They’re going to have the hardest time. And all they have to do is study and study.” And my nephew actually, he sat for the exam for engineering. And he got like 99.999 to the sixth decimal . . . And then if he clears this, then he sits for the second one. They take best of the two. And then he goes for the advanced, which is like the IITs.
Ruby’s eyes grew wide as she talked about her nephew’s talents, and the possibility of getting into the IITs, the Indian Institutes of Technology. Still, I sensed deep ambivalence in Ruby. Even her brother seems ambivalent—he tells her that “all they have to do is study and study.” On the one hand, the academic focus of her nieces and nephews “scares” her and convinced her to sign her children up for RSM classes in the summer. But on the other hand, Ruby reminds herself, “I say, ‘No, I want them to be all-rounders.’” Ruby was likely influenced by parenting in the US—autonomy in parenting and holistic college admissions are key features of the American landscape. I related to her ambivalence—I imagined it was the same feeling I had when interviews with some parents in Woodcrest made me feel as if I was not doing enough to propel my own children to success, even if I too wanted to develop their own autonomy and well-roundedness more than my own immigrant Indian parents did for me. My parents planted extra math beyond the school curriculum into my own cultural repertoire as well. Still, Ruby’s children were high achievers. When I met Ruby, her son was about to start ninth grade in honors math—the highest level. Ruby’s cultural repertoire was shaped by her schooling in India, her experiences in the US, and her brother’s parenting, which led her to emphasize achievement while also rejecting the Indian system in favor of wanting them to be more autonomous.9
Bernadette, a later-generation Chinese mom of two, also had a broader understanding of excellence than most immigrant Asian parents. Her children were deeply involved in the music program at Woodcrest High School, and the elder had recently completed a college degree in jazz. Bernadette was one of the founders of an organization focused on Asian American students’ mental health. She told me that when her children, now adults, came home for Christmas recently she told them, “The only thing I wish for you guys is that you fall in love with the right person.” In fact, she and her husband were supporting their son’s music career by paying his rent, with the stipulation that he produce a song every month. She said, “The price of our partial support is, we’re buying songs. That’s basically what we’re doing. In order for him to get his monthly allowance from us, which basically covers his rent, he has to deposit a new song into his SoundCloud.” Still, like many Asian American kids, Bernadette’s children did projects for the school’s science fair, and Bernadette herself admitted, “I started [my son] on piano when he was four. I started [my daughter] on violin when she was six. I mean, I’m still a pretty Asian mom in that regard.” Both Bernadette’s childhood outside China along with her ethnic Chinese parents’ cultural repertoire likely played a role in her parenting.
Michelle was raised by Taiwanese immigrant parents in Woodcrest at a time when not nearly as many Asian families lived there and few classes like RSM were available. She and her husband moved back to Woodcrest to raise their two children there. Her immigrant Chinese mother-in-law seemed puzzled by her granddaughter’s dance classes, and offered instead to pay for RSM classes:
She was like, “How much are you paying for these dance classes? [laughs]. Is that worth it?” And really sort of questioning that. I’m like, “Of course it’s worth it! [laughs]. She loves it. Look at her face when she’s dancing!” Starting elementary school, his parents saying, “Hey, we’ll pay for Russian School of Math, or Kumon, if you want her to do that.” I was like, “No. She’s only six or seven. I don’t want her to do that.” So they offer every now and then.
Michelle’s cultural repertoire was different from that of most immigrant parents, and from her mother-in-law, probably because of her experiences growing up in the United States, even in Woodcrest, and perhaps also because of her experiences as a teacher in another school district.
Yan contrasted her own upbringing with her husband’s, both in China. Yan’s parents were engineers who frequently moved based on their work-related projects. In contrast, her husband came from a working-class family:
He showed strong interest with his studies when he was in fifth grade. . . . So eventually he got his Ph.D. in physics. I was on the path to get my Ph.D. And then I decided, you know, in our household, we don’t need to have two Ph.D.s, so I will just work. . . . And when he was in middle school, he probably was the number one for the whole county. . . . His mom only had maybe elementary education. Dad probably had a similar education. And his parents, especially mom, worked very hard. [While he was] studying every night, she would stay up late, she would cook dinner even at ten or eleven, just make sure his supper’s on, he had enough nutrition. So he was very focused with his studies. And at the time in China, going to study physics, that was a very popular and highly competitive major.
Yan’s husband’s academic accomplishments, despite his parents having little education themselves, make her three master’s degrees seem unremarkable by comparison. While the experiences of Yan’s husband may have been particularly unusual in China, it was precisely these kinds of backgrounds that landed Chinese and Indian families in Woodcrest. Most immigrant parents I met did not have the very humble beginnings that Yan’s husband did, but they did share experiences of educational success, usually through extra focus on STEM subjects, tutoring, and long hours of homework outside of school.
Given the extra math classes and tutoring even when a student was not struggling in a class, was it any wonder that a disproportionate number of Chinese and Indian American students ended up taking the highest-level classes at Woodcrest High? The frequency with which Asian students in particular were in advanced classes at school could make it even harder to make decisions not to take the high-level classes for Asian American students. Saumya acknowledged that “it’s really hard to find a balance between not stressing the kids out and keeping up with stuff. . . . I do more focus on her kind of relaxing. I don’t know if everybody does that. I don’t tend to push them too much.” Saumya told me that her daughter did not want to take Advanced Placement biology in tenth grade, and she agreed, but this created some anxiety in Saumya: “I’m in so many meetings where my kid is the only one who’s not doing AP bio, especially amongst Indians.” Those experiences make her feel “scared,” because she thinks, “Oh my God, what if my kid is left behind? Others will get into the colleges of their choice, and she won’t. Or her application won’t be competitive as the other kids’.” Like Ruby, Saumya did not want to push a relentless focus on academics. But they both were embedded in communities—Ruby mentioned her brother across the world in India, and Saumya mentioned other Indian parents in Woodcrest—that provoked anxiety about decisions not to push for the most rigorous coursework or extra math outside of school. As we’ll see, white parents usually did not feel the same concerns about their children’s achievement. Their cultural repertoires for success were different.
White Parents
Most of Woodcrest’s white parents placed a higher priority on making time for extracurricular activities than on taking the most rigorous academic courses possible. This meant, too, that they also hoped for less homework to make room for those activities. They were more likely than Asian parents to worry that too much schoolwork would cause undue strain on their children and were careful to maintain what they felt were reasonable expectations of achievement. They wanted “balance” in their children’s lives. And they reserved summer vacation for fun, job experiences, and developing noncognitive skills. White parents usually saw academic work outside of school (besides homework) as important only if someone needed remedial help and AP classes as designed for the minority of students who have a particular interest and aptitude in a particular subject. Most of all, they often contrasted themselves to other more unreasonable parents, as they perceived it. Those unreasonable parents were sometimes labeled explicitly as Asian, but more frequently the association was implicit. Of course, they too expected academic excellence—after all, that was what brought them to Woodcrest in the first place. But many felt academic excellence had spiraled out of control in Woodcrest. Supplementary math, academic pursuits in the summer, and multiple AP classes in one term were decidedly not in their cultural repertoire for what to suggest for their children, and often it seemed white parents defined their parenting in terms of what they did not do more than by what they did.
Patricia and her husband were one couple who chose Woodcrest for its academic reputation yet limited their children’s advanced schoolwork. Patricia is the parent in chapter 1 who took on the college search for her kids. She said:
We wanted to choose a town that had really good school systems. . . . We only allow a child to take either one AP or one honors every year, because our kids have always been very, very involved in music and drama. . . . That’s where they really excelled and really spent all of their time. We made sure, obviously, they did well in school. . . . But we also made sure they had time to really do all the other things that they liked to do, because I think it’s really important to have as much balance as possible.
I heard the word “balance” from parents of all ethnicities, but it was most common among white parents—they used it more frequently, and it appeared in more of their interviews.10 Patricia mentioned “balance” for her children on eight different occasions in our interview. It wasn’t that parents like Patricia didn’t care about academics—their move to Woodcrest suggests they did and that they deployed their resources to help their kids achieve academically—but they were more likely to also want balance between academic achievement and other things for their children—extracurricular achievement, time with friends, sleep, and more. Promoting balance through limitations to the amount of academic work was a main element of their cultural repertoire for parenting.
Lisa was another US-born white mother who, along with her immigrant Chinese husband, chose to live in Woodcrest because it was a “high-achieving town” yet worked to convince her child to reduce his course load in high school:
When he was in ninth grade, he wasn’t always doing his homework. He’d be disorganized. He would start homework and forget he had completed it. So we said, “I don’t think you should take Advanced Placement classes in tenth grade, because you don’t seem ready, because you’re unorganized. You’re not going to take AP bio.” And then he came to me and he said he wanted to take AP history. And I was like, “Alright, you never said you were interested in history. Where is this coming from?” And he was going to have to petition for permission because he has a B, and you need an A. . . . So I was like, “Look, if you really tell me that you’re going to be happy about reading the history textbook, because it’s going to involve a lot of reading of the history textbook, I’ll write that letter for you. But I have to understand why you want to take this.” And he said, “Well, I feel bad because all my friends are taking it.” So I said, “That’s not a good enough reason. When this is AP, that means it’s college level. And you’re fifteen and it’s totally okay that a fifteen-year-old is not taking a college class.” So then he got over it.
The irony of parents overruling peer pressure to take advanced classes did not escape me. Many white parents got more than they bargained for when they moved to Woodcrest—they wanted a place where their children would encounter high-achieving peers and families, to surround them by excellence with the hope that their children too would excel. But for some that influence was much too profound, and they found themselves having to reel in that influence on their children. Some white parents actually saw the influence of highly motivated peers as a negative influence.
Fred, a white father we heard from in chapter 1 expressing appreciation for the influence of Asian families in Woodcrest, still contrasted his own parenting with those of some of his son’s Asian American friends. Fred said that some of the immigrant parents put too much “pressure” on their children. He then gave me an example of his son’s Asian American friends: “They didn’t do as well on the SAT as their parents wanted them to. So one of them’s getting angry texts from their parents, and they’re both getting heat from their parents about their SAT scores not being adequate.” Fred contrasted those parents to his and his wife’s style:
We try to find the right balance between not making him miserable, and trying to get him to get stuff done. Like we’re definitely on his case every day to practice the cello and get his homework done. . . . And my feeling is, it’s legitimate to lean on your kid when they’re not trying hard. But it’s not legitimate to lean on your kid when they’re trying hard and not getting results. If they’re making a good-faith effort, I think you should be happy with that.
On the one hand, Fred appreciated the Asian families in Woodcrest for creating an environment in which his family could thrive. He had a lot in common with a sizable number of his Asian neighbors—he was a software engineer parent of a child who liked computer programming. He was one of a handful of white families that seemed to experience a stronger pull toward Asian families—rather than reject their emphasis on STEM fields and academic activities like computer programing classes, Fred’s son joined those Asian-dominated activities. Fred even expressed appreciation for the focus he observed in Asian families: “There’s a changing mix of cultures and ethnic backgrounds in the town, which I view as a positive in terms of making it a more exciting and interesting place to be. A lot of the newcomers come with a strong work ethic.” On the other hand, Fred disapproved of some of those same parents for pushing their children too hard to excel in school. But he did so gingerly, comparing early Jewish stereotypes to those he sometimes heard about Asians in Woodcrest:
I had a conversation at the gym with a guy who does local real estate. And he expressed some concern about the Chinese moving in, like they’re going to take over. And he felt like this is an alien invasion or something. And that just felt creepy to me because as someone Jewish, there’s a long history of bad things happening to Jews.
Just as I sensed ambivalence in Ruby’s comparison of her children’s amount of schoolwork to that of her brother’s children in India, so too did I sense ambivalence in Fred. He seemed to appreciate the things that Asian families do and strongly rejected overt racism toward the growing presence of Asian immigrants in town, and yet his voice had an edge of judgment as he told me about the Asian parents of his son’s friends scolding their children for their SAT scores. He contrasted that parenting to the balance he and his wife strive for in their own parenting, in part by considering their child’s emotional state—not making him “miserable” when communicating academic expectations. Reducing academic pressure, as we’ll see in chapter 4, is part of white parents’ cultural repertoire for maintaining emotional well-being.
Jennifer was a white mom who got involved in town leadership because of her concerns about student stress related to the amount of schoolwork students in Woodcrest were doing:
The kids who get to college from here, they go to Carnegie Mellon, it’s less stressful. They go to Princeton math department, it’s less stressful. They go to Harvard and Yale, piece of cake. That’s a sign that perhaps our teachers are taking the college-like AP classes too intensely. It doesn’t need to—it’s not actually college.
Why did white parents not push their children to meet the highest academic levels as many Asian parents did? Many drew on stories of successful individuals in the United States who had not been academic superstars. Furthermore, unlike many of their Asian neighbors, they considered pathways to success only in the United States. One such parent was Sarah, who said: “I have a lot of work experience in human resources because I’ve been in that for a long time. And I have seen it doesn’t matter. It really doesn’t matter where your degree is from.”
Avery, a white mother of five, said she and her husband are
fairly strict with our kids, expectation-wise. But we’ve never paid our kids to get good grades. We figure it’s enough for you to be happy with what you do, and to do the best that you can. If you’re a C student, be a C student, don’t be an F student. . . . You’re not necessarily going to go to school at Harvard when you get out. Maybe it’s a vo-tech. I love creative, artistic people who don’t always get it with academics. And I am fine with that. But fly with that artistic side of you. Do your best. I’m not going to push you into making A’s in calculus if that’s going to make you stressed out, have a nervous breakdown, that kind of thing.
I wondered, too, if Avery also believed that there are C students who should not try to be A students. In other words, like the AP classes described by Lisa, A’s were for outstanding students according to Avery, rather than something most students should strive for. But both felt that A’s and AP classes should not take kids’ lives out of balance.
Of course, white parents had basic academic standards that they wanted their children to meet, and they paid for tutors when they felt their children needed extra support. Balance also meant maintaining a basic academic achievement standard—higher in Woodcrest than in most places. Coach Rebecca lived in a town close to Woodcrest that she frequently compared to Woodcrest when she spoke. She contrasted her children’s use of tutoring to the enrichment of their peers:
We’ve paid for tutoring. . . . In a town like mine, and in a town like Woodcrest, we’re not trying to get ahead; we’re trying to stay where we are. And the sociodemographic changes have pulled the curve so far in terms of academic achievement that my kids need tutoring to stay in the classes that they’re in. . . . When I say I’m spending money in academic resources, it’s not necessarily enrichment. It’s tutoring, it’s a preparation class, it’s a study skills management sort of class.
Rebecca’s example demonstrates the value white parents did place on tutoring—but only when their child was falling behind. Rebecca eventually moved her son to a local elite private school. She described her son’s struggles with mental health to explain why she decided to move him. This was not uncommon among white parents, as we’ll see in chapter 4. Like most parents, she skirts the question of ethnicity—she does not name immigrants or Asians explicitly—while still making her view clear, describing “sociodemographic changes” as the reason for her children needing tutoring.
Like Rebecca, Lisa, the mother who implored her son not to take AP history, also expressed high hopes for her children’s achievement. She said:
One of the benefits of going to someplace like Stanford or MIT is that they talk to their students about like, “You are the best.” There’s a positive thing to that, because it does really help them achieve. They really do think they’re the best. . . . I have friends that are from MIT. If I hear them talk about engineering, they really think, “If you’re not from MIT, you’re not a good engineer.” . . . It’s so powerful to have that confidence. I lacked that confidence and I think that if I’d had that confidence in me, you know, I would have done something else, would have achieved more. So it’s very powerful.
Lisa was unusual in the explicit desire she expressed for her children to attend elite universities. These ambitions may have been driven by her modest upbringing compared to most other white parents I met—she attended public school in an urban district where, she shared, “we had no concept of applying to the Ivies” and went on to a state college where she grew up. Her high ambitions, however, did not change the cultural repertoire with which she guided her son to reconsider his desire to take AP history.
Lisa’s seeming paradox—her Ivy League ambitions despite pushing her son to forgo AP history—is one illustration of many that shows how our actions tend to be guided more by our cultural repertoire rather than by our values or ambitions. For Lisa, that meant she was used to thinking of AP classes as being for high-achieving, organized students particularly interested in a subject. In contrast, for many Asian parents in Woodcrest, taking as many advanced classes as possible—and clearing one’s schedule to make room for those classes—was the usual thing to do; this was what they observed in Asia growing up, and what they heard from fellow parents from the same country when they socialized in the United States. In this way, white and Asian parents landed on different emphases for their children. But how did those emphases, messages, and requirements shape what their children actually did?



Students Pursue Academic Excellence
Given the myriad influences on teens, how did their parents’ messages and cultural repertoires shape what they ultimately did? As parents we sometimes wish we were the sole influence on our children. We worry about negative influences on them, especially from their peers. Sometimes we gently nudge them in a different direction—toward particular kids, classes, or activities that we think they have a chance to excel in. But before all of that, those who have the resources plant themselves in communities where they think the influences outside home will be to their liking. Did Woodcrest parents succeed in imparting their cultural repertoires onto their children?
Asian American and white students alike seemed to heed the messages from their parents, with ethnic differences that paralleled those among their parents. Peer influences reenforced those differences. Friendships were shaped by the level of classes a student took, and those mattered for the extent of their hours on homework and for their striving for the highest levels of achievement. Ethnicity also shaped friendship networks—when your peers at Sunday school are also enrolled in extra math classes you are likely more willing to go along with it than if you are the only one. Overall, I found significant differences in Woodcrest between white and Asian American students’ perspectives on academic achievement, with implications for what they actually accomplished.
Asian American Students
Despite high academic achievement and hard work across all groups at Woodcrest High School, on average Asian American students put in more hours on homework, took more advanced classes, and achieved higher grades than their white peers at Woodcrest.11 Asian American students were also more likely than their white peers to spend their summers on academic pursuits. This was true of students in honors and nonhonors tracks alike. Their parents’ strong focus on academic pursuits seemed to pay off in their children’s accomplishments. Partly this was a result of the activities parents signed them up for when they were young—taking supplementary math classes in elementary school set them up to take honors and AP math in high school, for example. And then, in honors and AP classes Asian students were more likely to encounter peers who were spending long hours on homework and other academic pursuits, making those long hours seem more common than if they were surrounded by peers in the college prep track. Those hours usually led to higher grades too.
Indeed, overall in Woodcrest, Asian Americans were doing better academically than their white peers. In the year that I observed eleventh-grade chemistry, six in ten Asian American students were enrolled in Advanced Placement, the highest of four levels, compared to two in ten white students. And, Asian Americans taking the highest-level classes were not limited to STEM subjects. In the same year, Asian American students were also more likely to take Advanced Placement US history (43 percent) than their white peers (36 percent).
The higher-level classes taken by Asian American students did not preclude strong grades. Woodcrest High School does not “weight” grade point averages—that is, unlike many schools, an A in an advanced course counts the same as an A in a standard or remedial-level course toward a student’s GPA. Despite their overrepresentation in harder, higher-level classes, Asian American students still earned higher grades than their white peers. While one-third of students were Asian American at Woodcrest, nearly half of students in the top fifth of class rank were Asian American. Asian American students were more likely than their white peers to take AP exams, and of the fifty students who took five AP exams in one academic year, three-fourths were Asian American.12 Indeed, the only place that Asian Americans were underrepresented at Woodcrest was on the other end of the academic spectrum: they made up just one-tenth of students in remedial-level courses, and were just one-fifth of students in the bottom 20 percent.
Asian American and white students alike noticed this pattern. Caitlin, a white student who took some remedial classes, said, “If you look across the school, the races and like different classes that you’re taking, I feel like you’d probably find different races taking higher classes and lower classes. . . . If there is an Asian person in a remedial class, I feel like they are out of place.” And Karthik, an Indian boy taking mostly honors and AP classes, agreed: “There’s always the stereotype of Asians being more overachieving than others. . . . When people talk to me about my GPA, they assume it’s like a 4.0 or above. . . . It adds to the stress that’s already put on me by my parents. I always feel the need to fit in. So I’m always trying to improve my grades, get that B+ up to an A.”
Table 2.1. Student enrollment by race in eleventh-grade chemistry (by percentage)
 
	      	   Remedial  
	   College prep  
	   Honors  
	   AP  
	   Total  

	   White  
	   8  
	   49  
	   22  
	   21  
	   100  

	   Asian  
	   2  
	   25  
	   15  
	   59  
	   100  


Source: Woodcrest school data 2017.
Time spent on homework explains at least some of the difference in grades. While over half of white students at Woodcrest High School reported spending two hours or less on homework on an average weeknight, over 60 percent of Asian American students reported spending over three hours on an average weeknight.13
When asked about their goals, Asian American students were more likely than their white peers to set specific target achievements, such as a particular GPA or SAT score. Josh, the son of Chinese immigrants, said his goal was to “get 1500 on the SAT,” and Chinese American William said he wanted to “keep a good GPA . . . around 3.5.” When I asked William about his plans for the weekend, he made clear that he couldn’t do anything else because the chess tournament he was competing in would keep him busy from morning until night, though the soft-spoken young man also loved gaming. When I wished William “good luck” on his chess tournament as he left the room, his soft voice became animated in his insistent reply, “It’s not luck!” I replied, “Then what is it?” to which William replied, “It’s dedication and hard work!” For many Asian American students, like their parents, long hours of dedicated hard work was worth the payoff of winning that chess tournament, or improving that SAT score or GPA. Their parents’ cultural repertoires for getting ahead clearly had become a part of theirs by the time they were in high school.
Students seemed to heed their parents’ preferences for summer activities as well. Asian American students were much more likely than their white peers to report that they spend time during their summer vacations on academic pursuits. Many took advanced academic classes and worked with academic tutors during the summer (as well as during the school year). These classes were not the remedial classes that many readers will be familiar with—required classes taken by students who failed during the school year. Rather, they were enrichment classes designed to propel the student ahead, whether to skip a class in school, to prepare for what promised to be a challenging class the following year, or to learn additional material not taught in school. Lakshmi, the daughter of Indian immigrants, said when we spoke in early May that she planned to take two computer classes during the coming summer at a local private school, on the recommendation of her private college counselor: “I was thinking of being a computer scientist. So I wanted to try some classes out before I obviously went to get the major. [My counselor] was like, ‘There’s these two classes.’” The summer before she had taken robotics and chemistry at the same school. The chemistry class was in preparation for the AP chemistry class she was acing when we met. The alignment between her college counselor’s recommendation, the cultural repertoires for getting ahead among most Indian parents in Woodcrest, and what many Asian American students did during summer vacation together made academic summer classes a part of Lakshmi’s own cultural repertoire. So the recommendation was probably not a hard sell.
Lakshmi had also started an Indian club at Woodcrest, and, with all her commitments, had taken her mother’s advice to quit running on the track team when she got to high school in order to focus fully on schoolwork. While many children might rebel when a parent asks them to quit an athletic activity, I sensed no tension in Lakshmi’s decision. She seemed to agree that the commitment was too much: “My mom wanted me to focus more on my education than on track. . . . Also, track met six times a week, so I had to go on Saturdays as well.” Lakshmi continued with a weekly Bollywood dance class: “I’ve always loved dance in general. And we watch a lot of Bollywood movies. So that just kind of fused together.” As with Lakshmi, I heard surprisingly little tension between most students and parents when it came to their academic and extracurricular pursuits. It seemed that by the time they got to high school, most kids had fully internalized the cultural repertoires of their parents related to academic achievement.
Pooja, a gentle eleventh-grade Indian American girl, told me about her summer plans as a local professor’s research assistant:
I found a research opportunity with a professor. So I’m going to help write a research paper with them over the summer. . . . I want to get lab experience too. So I’ve been looking around and hopefully I’ll find something for that. . . . I also want to do science fair research.
I attended the school science fair that year, which was the year before Pooja’s intended submission. Close to half of the submissions were by Indian American students, and another quarter were by East Asian students. This was a strikingly different crowd from what I’d seen just a few days prior at a school concert of show tunes, in which the student performers were predominantly white. As I walked around at the science fair, looking at the displays and talking with students, I quickly realized I was in over my head. I could not understand the complex projects students had undertaken. One student told me she got into her project through working in a lab, and another through volunteering at a hospital. I wondered if Pooja had met them and gotten the idea for her own summer plans through those students. If not them, perhaps a different student at the science fair. For Indian American students in particular, summer lab work culminating in a science fair project was a part of their cultural repertoires for summer planning. Even if a minority of Indian American students ended up at the science fair, I was struck by the complete absence of Black and Latinx students. I guessed that of their parents, neighbors, siblings—none had had the opportunity to participate in one in the past—and most probably did not have the social networks to find a position in a science lab. It was not part of their cultural repertoires.
Asian American students not enrolled in honors and AP classes also tended to engage in intensive academic work. Neesa took the college prep level of chemistry and math, forgoing honors and AP. Still, she spent one to three hours on homework every night and earned high grades. With a sister already at an Ivy League college, Neesa had big boots to fill. Neesa told me her goal is to attend an Ivy League college, and that she is preparing for college by “doing SAT classes to get a good grade on that, and doing more extracurriculars, because it looks good on your resumé. And I’ll do like hackathons, because that also looks good if you win medals. And I’m trying to look for an internship.”
Smriti was another Indian American student in the chemistry college prep track. During eleventh grade when I met her, she was working with a college counselor and planned to take classes for high school students at a local college that summer. One class, as she described it, was “a health science program, [in] which you get a deeper look into what it’s like to be a doctor,” and the other was college essay writing. Like most eleventh graders around the country, Smriti was thinking about college. But unlike most others, her parents’ financial resources and their cultural repertoires for getting ahead led her to work with a college counselor and take summer classes to help make that happen.
Luke, a Chinese American student in the chemistry college prep track, said he spends four to five hours on homework every night and that his goals are to get into a “good” college, which he described as “like MIT or Harvard. Ivy League schools are really good colleges.” Similarly, Luke said his parents’ goals for him are simply “Good grades. Good college. Good job.”
These examples show that even Asian American students not taking the highest-level classes spent considerable time outside of school on homework, worked with college counselors, and did summer activities involving academic work. And they aspired to the very top colleges, just as many of their peers in honors and Advanced Placement classes did. Furthermore, I did not hear Asian American students complain about their parents’ emphasis on academics or suggestions of doing academic activities after school or during summer vacation. Rather, they seemed to have internalized the cultural repertoires for success that their parents held, even when that pathway was not the same as their white peers.
White Students
We saw that Asian American students at Woodcrest were more likely to take advanced classes than their white peers, in both the sciences and the humanities. They also were more likely to have top GPAs at Woodcrest, despite the lack of weighting grades by level of courses. White students were much less likely to focus on academic pursuits over the summer than their Asian American peers. A majority of the white students I interviewed had plans to work over the summer instead. Indeed, the one white student who was considering an academic class, Hunter, also planned to continue his job at a local restaurant, spend time at his family’s lakehouse, and play football with the Woodcrest team. Other white students planned to work as counselors in summer camps they attended as children. Ilya was typical: “The summer camp that I’m working at for the first time this summer is a Boy Scout summer camp that I’ve been going to for a long while. . . . I’m skipping the last two days of school. It runs from then for nine and a half weeks.”
Many white students described the message I also heard from white parents: that high academic achievement isn’t necessary for success in life. Carly, Avery’s daughter, said, “A lot of kids at school have a lot of pressure on them to be getting really good grades and to go to a really good college. And I think a lot of people have the thought that if they don’t do that, that they’re going to be a failure. But I don’t really think that way.” I asked Carly why she’s different, to which she replied, “My parents don’t put that pressure on me. And also I’ve watched my [older] brothers go through stuff, so I understand how you don’t always have to have everything perfect for you to be doing okay.”
I imagined Avery would have been pleased to hear her daughter echoing her perspective. While schools were one reason that Avery and her husband chose Woodcrest when they were moving to the area eight years before we met, she also felt the academic emphasis in town was too high. Hunter, the white football player, said, “My dad always says he’s seen a lot of guys who might not get all A’s, who aren’t the smartest, but if they work hard, they’re like very successful.” Ilya heard a similar message from his father:
There are people who get into Ivy Leagues who didn’t do all APs and tons of extracurriculars. I’m not even trying to get into an Ivy League. Because for the most part, people care more about the diploma that you get than they do about where it came from. . . . Theoretically, the education could be better from certain schools. But it’s not enough to really change your chances of success. . . . . My dad when he graduated from high school, was doing alright. . . . And he has a Ph.D. now. . . . And he’s like three away from the top of the director of the lab. And in high school he was getting B’s and C’s and not really doing his homework and stuff like that.
I don’t know whether the parents of Carly, Hunter, and Ilya were simply trying to assuage their children’s worries when they were not the top performers in their schools. I know that when my children are stressed I sometimes convey the same message: “It’s okay to not know what you want to do in life, I never took a sociology class in college—didn’t even know what sociology was—and now I’m a professor of sociology!” and “Your dad didn’t get top grades in college, and now he’s a successful entrepreneur!” even while I still hold high achievement expectations. Yet none of the Asian American students I spoke with shared this kind of specific message from their parents, even if they sometimes did tell me that their parents were not as demanding as other parents (a common refrain from students and parents alike across groups, as we’ll see in chapter 5). Like their Asian American peers, the white students had internalized their parents’ cultural repertoires for getting ahead.
There may be some truth to the message about academics being less important than they think, especially coming from white, upper-middle-class parents. Other research has shown that getting a degree from an elite college makes a difference in your future earnings only for students who are underrepresented minorities (Black or Latinx), whose parents lack a bachelor’s degree, or whose parents have low incomes.14 In other words, families of color may need to rely more on elite college degrees than their white neighbors.
Colleen, a white eleventh grader taking honors chemistry when I met her, told me about a shift in her friendship circle in high school, from a “mostly Asian—Indian, Chinese” group to a “predominantly American, like their parents were born in America” group. Colleen told me that her earlier group had too strong a focus on academics for her taste:
Whenever I hung out with them, it was always just school. It was always studying. Or if they got like an 87, they’d freak out, because that would be like an awful grade. So I think I kind of put those standards on myself too. And my parents don’t really push me that hard. They don’t get mad if I don’t get an A. I more push myself to get good grades. But I think when I was in that group, I was always comparing myself to these other kids who were constantly studying and worrying about school, and taking as many honors and APs as they could. I don’t think that was the right fit for me. It stressed me out.
Colleen described the stress she felt about academic achievement when she hung out with her previous set of friends, which she attributed to their parents’ influence on them. She contrasted her own mother’s approach to that of her peers’ parents: “My mom, she grew up in [nearby suburb] which is also a pretty academic town. So she grew up in the same situation as me. And I think that she didn’t want that for her kids. That’s why she doesn’t push us super hard.” When the cultural repertoires of her peers and parents did not align, Colleen made a conscious effort to find a new set of friends.
In many ways, the cultural repertoires of both white students and white parents were more defined by what students did not do rather than by what they did. And striving for the highest academic achievement by spending summer hours on academic pursuits, taking the highest-level classes, and spending long hours on homework were not part of their or their parents’ cultural repertoires. Like Asian American students, their perspectives seemed aligned with their parents’ perspectives.
The starkest difference in academic focus I found between Asian American and white students was among those who were not enrolled in honors or AP classes. In contrast to Asian American students in college prep chemistry, white students I met in college prep tended to have a more relaxed attitude toward academics. Many described feeling satisfied with lower grades as long as they were trying their best, a message reinforced by their parents. For example, Caitlin told me that her goals are “getting good grades and staying on top of everything. Trying my hardest.” When I asked Caitlin to clarify what grades she is happy with, her response revealed a difference from most Asian American students I met,
It depends what subject. Like math, I’m awful at. So I could get like a C in math and be like, “Okay, I tried.” And then I could get a B in English or history and be like, “This isn’t a good grade for me,” because I know I could have gotten better. But mostly if I have above a B, I’m satisfied.
In contrast to her satisfaction with B and C grades depending on the subject, Caitlin was ahead of her peers in basketball, a sport she played since age five with her father and brothers. Her father was a former college basketball player and sometimes was hard on Caitlin when it came to her effort in basketball: “When I was younger, he would just be like, ‘You’re not trying your hardest,’ and like, ‘I know you can do a lot better.’ And it was like a lot of pressure.” In contrast, she told me that her parents want her to “get A’s and B’s” in her academic subjects at school. The only pressure she mentioned was related to sports. I spoke with Caitlin just before the winter school holiday, when the team would be practicing every day except Christmas—including New Year’s Day.
Eleanor, another white student in college prep chemistry, explicitly distanced herself from her Asian American peers in terms of academic emphasis and seemed to repeat the message I heard from many white parents: that academic excellence isn’t the sole—or even main—driver of success in the United States:
A lot of Asian kids hang out together. Because they tend to be in like the same AP classes. And they tend to have the same values of focusing on class a lot. . . . It’s silly to me because . . . I know that like the grades you get in high school aren’t a big determinant of your future success. It’s a lot about resiliency and networking and stuff like that. Sometimes I wonder why people put so much time and effort into something that isn’t going to make that big of a difference. And I feel like you’re only like a teenager once. So I feel sad when they miss out on doing fun kid stuff that they’re not going to be able to do later on.
While the families of Eleanor and Caitlin had been in Woodcrest for generations—both were growing up in a parent’s childhood home—many white students whose parents had come to Woodcrest more recently shared their perspectives. Cody was one such student. We have met his father, Fred, who works in tech and appreciates the Asian influence on tech opportunities for kids in Woodcrest, but distanced himself from the pressure he perceived Asian parents place on their kids. When I met Cody, he was taking college prep chemistry. He was also doing honors math and honors in two electives. He contrasted himself with—and seemed to express disdain for—peers who took several advanced-level classes:
There’s kids that are just like, “How many ways can I kill myself?” [laughs]. There are kids that I know that take AP history, AP chemistry, and then honors everything else. And I think that’s pure suicide. And then in addition to that, they usually do something athletic. And then also they’re usually on debate. And so these people usually get home at like nine PM every night, or later. And usually get very little sleep. So I see these people. And I’m just glad I’m not one of them, because it does not seem like a healthy way to live.
Cody’s description may be an exaggeration—I did not meet students that fit the bill he describes, even when I visited AP classes. In particular, multiple AP classes and varsity sports were usually not paired. Still, Cody’s general point that others overload themselves with commitments and strenuous classes did resonate with what I sometimes heard. Later, Cody told me that his friend group was an “Asian-ish group”:
If you wanted to put me in a social group, that would be this group of Asian kids that do fencing and they also play League of Legends and video games and stuff like that. But they’re always talking about their grades. A lot of them are struggling to maintain their A averages. And I’m listening to them talk about their like honors and APs and how they’re just barely making A’s in them. And I’m thinking about “Well, I’m not nearly that good.” A lot of them have already taken SATs, and thinking about how they can get into Harvard or whatever.
I asked Cody to clarify what he meant by “Asian-ish,” to which he replied, “Work hard. Get into a good college. Press yourself insanely to do well.” Still, Cody was a strong student, telling me he earned mostly B+ and A− grades. I was surprised that Cody did not mention Asian American students when asked to explain “Asian-ish.” Over time in Woodcrest I learned that most did what they can to avoid talking directly about race or ethnicity. I guessed that this group was predominantly Asian, though clearly not exclusively so, given Cody’s membership. Interestingly, he also seems to distance himself from the desire to “press yourself insanely,” despite that description of his friend group.
During a focus group discussion Cody shared his experience of shifting from Advanced Placement US history down to the college prep level:
I actually started off in AP US history this year. I ended up dropping down shortly after the school year started. And the difference was huge. If you look at the AP classes, like almost everyone is talking about test grades almost all the time. Whereas if you go down a level, to what’s referred to as “normal” history, people are a lot more interested in actually learning the material and just enjoying the class than they are in getting the best test scores and scoring well on the AP exam.
Cody’s comments suggest a moral judgment of the culture in high-level classes, where, he suggests, students are there to achieve rather than for intrinsic learning. While he does not mention race, the school data tell us that Asian American students are overrepresented in AP classes in Woodcrest. I guessed that his comments were influenced by racial stereotypes of Asian Americans as excessively and mechanistically focused on achievement.15 The contradiction between his characterization and what I observed and heard—I found that Asian American students in college prep classes were just as intensive about academics as their peers in honors and AP—suggests this may be the case. And Cody’s boundary making to distance himself from a group of students normally valorized—those taking advanced classes—may provide a much-needed sense of confidence for students attending school in a high-achieving community like Woodcrest. While Cody seemed to associate with Asian peers more than most white students at his school, he nevertheless distanced himself from them in other ways, perhaps a defensive response to their higher achievement. While Cody hinted at moral judgment of a group of students that was “Asian-ish,” many white parents I met were more direct, as we’ll see in chapter 5.



Beyond Woodcrest High School
Immigrant professionals come to Woodcrest in search of academic excellence, just as many of their white neighbors do. However, their understanding of how to promote their own children’s excellence often differs from the understandings of their white neighbors, leading to tensions over achievement. Asian and white parents drew from different cultural repertoires to guide their children. White parents tended to see diverse pathways to success, whereas Asian parents tended to rely on academic achievement as the key strategy to put their children on a pathway to success.16 And their children tended to heed these messages, especially when their peer networks aligned with their parents’ messages.
Do the differences between Asian American and white student academic achievement behaviors even matter? From the little data available on outcomes in Woodcrest, we can see that while growing up in Woodcrest is advantageous for everyone, Asian Americans do even better academically than whites. While nearly every graduate of Woodcrest High School goes on to college, Asian Americans are more likely than whites to go on to selective four-year colleges.17 While this does not point definitively to the influence of parents’ cultural repertoires, it suggests that Asian American parenting in Woodcrest may be even more helpful than the parenting of their white neighbors, at least for future college selectivity. While many have assumed that Asian Americans seamlessly integrate into the dominant white group in upper-middle-class suburbs, I found little to suggest Asian families were adopting ways of getting ahead from white families.18 Unlike the white parents I met, no Asian parents talked about limiting the number of advanced classes they would allow their children to take, for example. On the contrary, Asian families relied on academic achievement as the best option for future success.
Are Asian Americans actually forging a new pathway to socioeconomic success in the United States? And will white families start to emulate Asian Americans? I did not find evidence for this, even when white parents recognized Asian American achievement and parents’ influence in that achievement. In fact, as we’ll see, some white parents rejected Asian parenting as bad parenting. But first, we need to understand life for Woodcrest teens after the last school bell of the day rings.




Chapter 3
The Racial Divides of Extracurricular Excellence
The American commitment to extracurricular activities, especially high school sports, runs deep. Most US schools spend more per pupil on sports teams than they do on math education.1 In contrast, in both India and China, high school sports teams are rare.2 These priorities are likely related to college admissions: Chinese and Indian universities pay little attention to activities beyond academics when admitting students. In contrast, being a top athlete can get you into a good college in the US even if your grades aren’t stellar.3 At Harvard, just 6 percent of applicants who are not athletic recruits are admitted, compared to 86 percent of recruited athletes who apply.4 At the nation’s top liberal arts colleges, one in five students admitted is a recruited athlete—at Amherst College more than one-third of admitted students come through sports recruiting.5
As with cultural repertoires related to academics, Woodcrest parents’ cultural repertoires related to extracurricular activities were often aligned with their childhood experiences in college admissions. In addition, they were also shaped by the activities of their friends’ children, and what was available to them, both logistically—if a town doesn’t have a crew team, no kids will become rowers—and financially. Their cultural repertoires in turn shaped what activities they encouraged, and how much time they thought their children should spend on those activities.
Most parents in Woodcrest engaged in some form of what Annette Lareau describes as “concerted cultivation” of their children’s extracurricular talents, exposing them to multiple activities at a young age and insisting they cultivate talent in something.6 But that was where the similarities ended. Asian parents tended to encourage their children to participate in STEM activities and to join the debate team. They also were less committed to intensive sports than white US-born parents, prioritizing academics over athletics. They especially disliked the intensive commitment required for participation on varsity sports teams: students I met who participated in sports did so for an average of twelve hours per week, with half the athletes reporting fifteen hours per week or more. In contrast, nonathletic extracurriculars typically required fewer hours of commitment every week, with an average of less than six. Regardless of their children’s activity of choice, white parents in Woodcrest prioritized time to devote to an extracurricular pursuit, especially one their child excelled in or expressed a passion for. As I described in chapter 2, this sometimes meant curtailing their academic ambitions to make time for sports, theater, or other time-consuming extracurriculars.
The differences between Asian and white families related to sports in particular were the reverse of what I saw in academics: white families tended to prioritize sports, sometimes signing up for private coaching and elite teams outside of school to give their children the best shot at making it onto varsity teams in high school, and sometimes lowering academic ambitions to make room for sports commitments. Asian families also cared about extracurricular excellence, but tended not to go the extra mile for sports. In the end, these differences led to ethnic patterns visible on sports teams, music ensembles, and other extracurriculars.
There was another important aspect of extracurriculars: how parents balanced the twin goals of guidance and autonomy for their children. As parents, we all try to guide our children. Especially when they are young, this can mean strongly encouraging or even requiring particular activities. Parents in Woodcrest told me about activities they required, usually when their children were younger: Russian School of Math classes, debate, baseball, Sunday school, and music lessons. Whatever the activity, any requirement a parent makes tends to wane by the time teens get to high school, when most parents move toward more autonomy for their children. Aside from nudging (or mandating) our children to particular activities, we also attempt to support their autonomy and self-expression by providing space for them to “develop their passions,” especially as they grow older.7 This was true for all parents in Woodcrest as well. They all felt the need to engage in this delicate balancing act—maintaining their children’s autonomy (or at least, the illusion of autonomy), while also ensuring their children participate in activities that they felt would develop important life skills and make them competitive for the college admissions process.
But how parents encourage their children’s autonomy is shaped by their cultural context. Upper-middle-class American parents place a particularly high priority on autonomy, which leads their children to a sense of agency and entitlement in the world, as Annette Lareau has shown in her study of class differences in parenting among Black and white American parents.8 Large-scale studies show that Americans in general tend to emphasize self-expression more than people in India and China, and Indian and Chinese parents are less likely than parents in the West to emphasize children’s autonomy.9 This pattern holds after migration to the United States.10 And again, these messages are successfully transmitted to children: children’s autonomy seems to matter more for emotional well-being and motivation for white US children than it does for children in Asia or Asian American children.11
Indeed, in Woodcrest, Asian parents felt more comfortable explicitly steering their children to particular activities while white parents seemed to place more importance in their children choosing their activities. This difference was another domain in which white parents sometimes drew boundaries between themselves and Asian parents. In fact, here is where we start to see white parents in Woodcrest expressing a sense of superiority over Asian parents. They sometimes believed their choices and decisions simply made them better parents.



White Parents
Avery and her family moved to Woodcrest for its good schools and its proximity to her spouse’s job at an electronics firm. We met her in chapter 2, and heard about her message to her children about doing their best in school but not needing to take the highest-level classes, especially given their numerous sports activities. She said that Woodcrest High School has “a reputation for being a pressure cooker, which we’ve tried to avoid with our kids.” While Avery advised her kids not to take too many honors-level classes, they were more intense when it came to sports. We spoke most about her youngest child Carly, the only one still in high school. Avery explained Carly’s vigorous participation—she played on two varsity teams (basketball and soccer) and did club sports throughout the year as well—as something innate:
She was born that way. Absolutely. She’s always been a very physical kid. . . . She taught herself to swim at three. She would swim across the swimming pool by herself. She was on a swim team when she was four. . . . She has these injuries. I’m like, “Get in a pool!” In that way I’m a little bit of a tiger [mom], because I know what’s good for her body.
In a town in which many Asian parents are stereotyped as tiger moms, Avery’s reference to herself as a tiger mom was a surprise. Mothers rarely self-identify as tiger moms—this is a label full of judgment, one to be avoided. I suspect Avery felt less stigma with the label for two reasons. First, Avery is white. Second, the stereotype judges mothers who are “tigers” when it comes to academics, but Avery’s ferociousness is about sports. She self-identifies as “tiger” when it comes to developing her athletic daughter’s physical body, despite her expressed desires for less stress associated with schoolwork and grades.
Avery’s insistence that Carly’s athleticism was innate may have stemmed from a preference for children’s autonomy. When I asked Avery about her goals for her daughter, she deferred to Carly’s goals for herself:
She would like to be in sports therapy or criminology or something like that. . . . She wants to help people with prosthetics who lost limbs, using artificial limbs. She could be anything she wants at this point. I’m just fascinated watching. I don’t really have any specific goals for her, except to support where she’s going.
I was struck by Avery’s deferral to her daughter, and her desire to watch things unfold, as if her influence played no role, despite her strong opinions about what would be good for Carly.
Still, Avery may have influenced her children more than she realized. Athletically built, Avery came to our interview dressed in sports gear, with “personal trainer” written on her T-shirt. While Carly taught herself to swim at age three, it was her parents who signed her up for a swim team at age four. In other words, Avery actively shaped Carly’s early interest. Another family might never have been near a pool with their three-year-old, and if they did find their three-year-old swimming, many would have left it at that rather than seek a swim team that started even before kindergarten. Still, while Avery may have played an important role in cultivating Carly’s skills as a star swimmer, the narrative by which she described her daughter’s athletics emphasized personal interest much more than the narratives I heard from Asian parents. And as we’ll see, these narratives often led to moral judgments about good parenting.12
Avery’s parenting typified what I found among white parents in Woodcrest—she supported extracurricular excellence and varsity sports, and she emphasized her children’s autonomy, even while subtly playing a role in what her children ultimately did beyond school hours. Parents like Avery took pride in the assertion that their children came to intense participation themselves, without needing to be pushed.
Coach Rebecca was similar. Her two children excelled in sports. Her daughter played on the US national basketball team for her age group. A former college basketball player herself, Rebecca beamed, “Both of our kids are very good athletes. They love it. At a very early age we said, ‘We’ll do [sports]. But if you ever complain once about going to practice, it will stop. Because you have to want to do this.’ Like I am not into the kicking, screaming, dragging, ‘you’re going!’ sort of thing.” Still, Rebecca supported her daughter’s love of basketball by spending tens of thousands of dollars on participation in various leagues and for travel to practices and games across the country and even abroad.
Perhaps to defend herself against potential criticisms that she may have pushed her daughter’s high achievement in sports, Rebecca contrasted her daughter to her son. She told me her son joked about his sister’s sport: “My son, we laugh all the time. He’s like, ‘Did I ever score?’ I’m like, ‘Honey, you never did.’ He’s like, ‘I swear, like I must have scored at least once!’ And I’m like, ‘No. Didn’t happen!’” The implication was that her daughter, unlike her son, had natural talent in her sport. Still, Coach Rebecca’s son played three other sports at the varsity level, and one of those at the club level as well. That is, it may have been inevitable in a coach’s family that a child would play sports, and do so at an elite level, even while they had choice about which sports in which they would excel, perhaps based on some kind of proclivity for particular sports or skills featured in those sports. In Coach Rebecca’s view, her son was destined for the sports he plays given his talents and interests, his sister destined for hers given her talents and interests. I noticed a few years later that both of Coach Rebecca’s children were recruited by multiple Division I colleges to play, well before the usual college admissions process. The contrast between the expressed beliefs in autonomy of parents like Rebecca and Avery versus the more subtle ways in which they guided their children also shows the importance of paying attention not only to what parents say but also to what they do when considering the influences on children’s achievements, extracurricular and otherwise.13
From Avery and Coach Rebecca’s accounts it should be obvious that high-level athletics took incredible resources—time and money. And many white parents seemed willing and able to expend them. Ashley, another white mom, told me that her daughter played varsity soccer for four years at Woodcrest High School, and her son played as well. Ashley explained the complexity of soccer in Woodcrest:
[My son] actually didn’t play [varsity] one year because he played academy. Academy soccer is year-round, and it’s kind of more focused and intense. So he played that for a year, so he couldn’t play at Woodcrest that year. . . . You start out in club soccer and then you try out and supposedly the best kids play academy. . . . It’s a lot of driving, a lot of travel. And a lot of money.
I asked about the costs associated with academy soccer:
I think it was $2,500 to be part of the club, $250 for the kit, and then you were traveling every weekend to [other states]. Typically you could do that in a day, though not always. So whether you had to pay for a hotel or not. And then there were [college] recruiting tournaments. So, Florida, or Virginia, or California, there’s Las Vegas. Or ID camps. . . . If you want to go to a certain college, you go their ID camp for two or three days.
As Ashley described her son’s soccer, I found myself confused about all the different levels—beyond the usual JV and varsity at school, there was club, academy, tournaments, and ID camps (ID camps are residential summer camps that involve training in front of multiple college coaches, who come to identify students to recruit to their teams in the future). I had to stop her midsentence more than once to clarify.
In the United States varsity sports teams regularly play for over a dozen hours every week. And for most sports at Woodcrest High School, intensive varsity teams were the only option. Parents who remained committed to varsity sports (or other time-intensive extracurriculars), mostly white, advised their children to adjust their academic levels of classes accordingly. Insisting that their children not overload their schedules with all advanced classes was part of their cultural repertoire for balancing academics and extracurriculars.
Of course, not all white families are the same, and many white students were not athletes. Jennifer, a white mother who met her husband at the Ivy League university they both attended and where their children now go to college, was different from most white parents I met. She signed her children up in elementary school for two different competitive problem-solving programs and required both children to join the debate team during ninth grade. Jennifer described the other children in problem-solving competitions and the debate team as almost exclusively Asian: “Often our kids were the only white person on a team.” She felt some affinity with the immigrant parents of children on those teams: “They share a value around raising their kids that seems closer to our family’s values. . . . It may have to do more with maybe a shared value around education.” Jennifer grew up working class, and was the first in her family to go to college. Unlike the few other white parents who seemed to integrate more with Asian families in Woodcrest, she did not train in a STEM field. Still, her preferences resonated with more Asian than white families. While she did not connect her working-class background to her requirement that her children try debate in ninth grade and signing them up for academic extracurriculars early on, I did wonder if she connected with immigrant families because of their shared lack of history in the white upper-middle class in the United States. Jennifer was not an athlete, so I assumed her academic achievement in high school was what landed her in the Ivy League university she attended, a experience similar to many immigrant Asian parents whose academic achievements landed them at top colleges in Asia, eventually leading to opportunities that enabled them to move to Woodcrest.



Asian Parents
I did not meet any Asian parent or student who spoke of taking fewer honors classes to make room for sports, or of the possibility of being recruited for a college team. Asian parents tended to see sports as a means for physical fitness rather than as a domain for excellence, leading many to place lower priority on sports than white parents did. Sometimes this led Asian parents to press their children to quit sports teams, especially intensive varsity sports teams. Sharmila, an Indian mother of recent Woodcrest High School graduates and a teacher herself, was one such parent. Sharmila described her message to her children when they were in high school,
I didn’t tell my kids to go to a certain school. But definitely to study. That’s your first priority. . . . If you have to leave certain activities, you leave. I told my son so many times to leave swimming because he was not doing his homework. But he said, “No, I want to do swimming.” So he was doing all that and I was worried about him. He was doing too much. . . . Asian kids definitely know that studies are their first priority.
Sharmila should not have worried—her son went on to a top university that admits less than 10 percent of applicants. Sharmila’s language around her son’s course load paralleled the language Coach Rebecca used to describe her children and the sports they played. Sharmila said, “My son took a lot of AP courses. He was just that kind of person. . . . He took it upon himself. . . . So yeah, there was a lot of work. . . . Many times I said, ‘If it’s too much for you, don’t do it.’” Despite her message, Sharmila’s Ph.D., coupled with peers who also took high-level classes, likely made academic excellence a key element of her son’s cultural repertoire.
Nandi, an immigrant Indian mother, had a son who loved sports, despite his mother’s ambivalence. Nandi tried to stop Anish from joining the freshman football team in ninth grade: “I didn’t want him to try football. . . . I literally, I said, ‘I’m not signing you up.’” She worried about injuries from football, describing her son as “not like a big boy or anything. He’s a skinny guy.” Eventually Nandi was overruled by her husband who signed Anish up, but after a month Anish quit anyway. Anish also swam for the high school team. And he loved baseball, but Nandi preferred he not join another team:
In the spring, he wants to play baseball. Last year he tried and he couldn’t make it, because he is not doing baseball training throughout the year. But he loves baseball. And he has been playing since whenever little league starts. . . . So he’s saying this year also, “I want to try out.” He’s asked me to get a pitch back for him, and he wants to go for some lessons. . . . He doesn’t realize, like all the exams are during that time. The AP exams, and the finals will be in the beginning of June. And this is when he has allergies. So everything will add up. But if he really wants to do it, if he makes it, I wouldn’t stop him from doing it. Like if he asks me in March or something, I definitely will make arrangements to take him to a couple of practice batting sessions and all. But we won’t be like totally focused on getting him into the baseball team. Because he does one sport, and that should be good enough.
Nandi expresses a desire to support Anish’s interests, but focuses on his academic achievement and does not take deliberate steps to help him make it onto the baseball team. Perhaps his interest in baseball would surface early enough to put in the preseason practice along with talent to make the team—both talent and interest could outweigh parents’ preferences—but the bar was higher for him to make the team. While one sport is good enough for Nandi, when it came to academics it seemed the more the better. Anish excelled in multiple subjects, taking AP biology, honors Mandarin, honors English, and AP statistics. He was a year ahead of even the highest level for his grade in math classes. This contrast was common among Asian American students—many were performing at high levels academically and taking advanced classes in multiple subjects, but when it came to sports, if they participated it was usually in just one sport. Contrast this lukewarm commitment to athletics to the same parents going out of their way—some moving from houses to small rental apartments and even moving jobs to come to Woodcrest—in order to avail themselves of what they understood to be an outstanding public school system in the realm of academics.
A small number of Asian parents lamented the dearth of less-intensive sports at Woodcrest High School. They wanted their children to have some kind of athletic experience, even if they did not appreciate the intensive varsity sports the school offered. The solution, for these Asian parents, was intramural sports. Two Chinese parents shared their interest in intramural sports with me. When I asked Mei-Ling, an immigrant mother from China, what the one thing is that she would want to change about Woodcrest High School, she said,
I have proposed to the school one thing, but the school has not responded: recreational sports. People talk about reducing stress, having a healthy mind. And there’s nothing better than sports. And here, sports is the privilege of a few. . . . Also, the sports teams here, they are all or nothing. When he first started, my son joined the cross-country team. And the cross-country team meets six times a week. You have to make all of them. So then the clubs started, like a month later. And then my son was more inclined to do some of the clubs, even though he would still have two or three days a week to do cross-country. I mean, he’s out of the team just because he couldn’t make the six-day commitment. So if you have a recreational option, you’re just going to go out and run a couple of days a week. That would tremendously help the students reduce stress.
Mei-Ling’s solution to student stress was informal sports, but, as we’ll see, school leaders and white parents had different ideas about how to address student stress. School administrators told me about requests like Mei-Ling’s. In fact, the outgoing principal cited the lack of intramural sports as one issue he wished he could have tackled during his time at the school, despite requests from multiple immigrant parents. Like Mei-Ling, many other Asian parents also felt physical fitness was critical, but for physical fitness teens simply needed a baseline level of activity that could wax and wane with the ebbs and flows of school projects and academic competitions, the same way that many adults tend to exercise more during particular times of year—when work is quieter, when the summer brings longer days to exercise after work, and in January in response to New Year’s resolutions.
Asian parents were also more explicitly directive than most white parents. Shuyi, an immigrant Chinese mother, told me that she insisted her son sign up for debate in middle school despite his apprehension:
In middle school, everybody said Woodcrest debate is good. There’s an elective course, but there’s a lottery. So I just said, “You should apply and see if you get it.” At that time he was not into debate at all. Because he’s quiet—he doesn’t like to talk that much. He said, “If I don’t get in, that will be perfect!” [laughter]. But somehow he got in. And then once he got in, I think the teacher, the group of kids, they do a lot of tournaments—he likes to win. You know, the feeling of getting a medal. So then he said, “Oh, that’s good!”
Shuyi’s prompting, based on shared community information, got her son in the door, and then luck got him a spot in the class, but his positive experiences, interest, and perceived talents kept him there. Overall, Asian parents more frequently told me they encouraged (and sometimes required) their children to sign up for nonathletic extracurriculars, like supplementary math classes and clubs, robotics clubs, and debate.
Hong, too, was explicit when it came to his preferences for after school-activities. Hong’s eleventh-grade son played on Woodcrest’s varsity tennis team, and outside of school he participated in both a public speaking club and a competitive math group. I asked Hong how his son got involved in those activities, and he was clear about his own influence: “Most of those are through us parents. Because we have lots of different channels to gather information. And we think, ‘Okay, you’ve got to do something.’ I think most of the time, they don’t know what they want. . . . So my wife and I did a lot of driving of what to do.” The influence of Hong and parents like him may have led to a tennis team dominated by Asian American students: twenty-nine of the forty-two players on his son’s team were Asian American. While Hong’s son was unusual for his participation in a varsity team in high school, his choice of sport was not.
Still, Hong was also flexible when giving direction. His twelve-year-old daughter loved dance, and took classes in multiple styles, including Chinese dance and hip-hop. Beyond dance, she was involved in tennis, Chinese school, and advanced math outside of school. Hong said, “Definitely we know that’s too much!” Hong laughed when he said this, but I couldn’t tell whether this was a nervous laugh at realizing his daughter’s hectic schedule might stigmatize him in my mind, or if it communicated his ambivalence about her dance, which perhaps he blamed for her overscheduled life after school. He said about dance:
We don’t think that will lead her anywhere. At the beginning, we didn’t [support her interest in dance]. But then we said, “If she really loves it, then we’ll give her a chance.” . . . So that’s why last year she only did twice a week. . . . But she really wanted to do more, so we said, “Okay, let’s support you. It takes so much time and money, but it’s okay.” . . . Math, we said, “Okay, I don’t want you to be in the competition level, but you’ve got to be good at it. That’s a foundation.” That’s kind of a Chinese family [laughs].
Hong delicately considered his daughter’s interests—he wanted to grant her some autonomy in her activities—but made clear his expectation that his daughter needed to be solid in math, beyond what she would learn in school alone. In Hong’s social world, the baseline for math achievement was not simply doing well in the college prep level math at school; rather, it was doing additional classes outside of school. For him, children with a particular interest or aptitude for math would go to math competitions.
As for tennis, Hong negotiated a deal with his daughter:
When they were little, I liked to bring them out. Did I want them to be a superstar? No. Because I’m not [laughs]. But I think it’s a good activity and it’s also good exercise. . . . So they became better and better. My daughter, she is pretty good at it. But unfortunately, she loves dance more, so we had to cut tennis to two times a week. I would rather her to do three times a week or more. But we don’t have time. So our agreement is “At least you keep tennis. Don’t drop it.”
Most parents I met wanted to foster their children’s autonomy, especially by the time they got to high school. But many Asian parents, like Hong, felt comfortable sharing their expectations and influence on their children as well.
US-born Asian American parents seemed to be influenced by this Western focus on autonomy, even more so than immigrant Asian parents. Grace was one such parent. She mentioned that Asian American kids in Woodcrest were overrepresented in the school orchestra, and perhaps to stop me from seeing her son as a stereotype of Asian Americans, told me that she “really didn’t want him to play. . . . I remember clearly announcing to all my friends, ‘No way are my kids going to play a musical instrument.’” She then told me the story of her daughter, the elder of her children, begging to learn to play the violin at age three, and then her son joining those lessons eventually. After a few years her daughter quit but her son persisted. Her story of early interest is not unlike Avery’s description of her daughter’s swim team at age four. And yet it is probably not mere coincidence that Grace’s Asian American children took to the violin and Avery’s white child to sport. Still, beyond the orchestra, Grace’s daughter was an outstanding athlete—she placed third in a national ice skating competition. To prepare, she spent twenty-five hours per week on skates, unusual for an Asian American student in Woodcrest. Grace’s childhood in the United States probably shaped her own cultural repertoire, such that she was willing to allow her child to spend dozens of hours every week skating, while the Woodcrest environment alongside Grace’s childhood in an immigrant Chinese family may have ensured that Grace’s children still took interest in activities like string instruments more common among Asian American youth.



What the kids did
Of course, parents are not the sole drivers of what teens ultimately do. There are students’ peers, their natural proclivities and talents, a particularly inspiring teacher or mentor, and the activities available to them at costs they can afford and in locations and times they can get to. Still, parents did seem to influence patterns I found in what kids actually did. Nearly two-thirds of white students participated in some kind of sports activity, compared to just over half of Asian American students. At the elite sports level the difference was even more dramatic: over 40 percent of white students participated in varsity sports, compared to one-fourth of Asian students. Asian students were underrepresented in three-fourths of sports offered.14 A small number of sports attracted a disproportionate number of Asian American players—tennis, volleyball, boys’ swimming.15 These are sports outside of the traditional American ones—baseball, basketball, and football, for example—which may have enabled immigrant families to gain a foothold more easily (see table 3.1).
Table 3.1: Sports participation by race, Woodcrest High School
 
	   Sport
(sports with >30 participants included)  
	   % Asian American
(overall: 36%)  
	   % white
(overall: 52%)  
	   % Black, Latinx, multiracial
(overall: 11%)  

	   Boys swimming  
	   70  
	   24  
	   6  

	   Boys/girls tennis  
	   68  
	   25  
	   7  

	   Boys/girls volleyball  
	   54  
	   32  
	   14  

	   Ultimate frisbee  
	   38  
	   56  
	   6  

	   Track/indoor track  
	   28  
	   59  
	   13  

	   Girls swimming  
	   26  
	   70  
	   4  

	   Golf  
	   22  
	   78  
	   0  

	   Cross-country  
	   21  
	   68  
	   11  

	   Boys/girls soccer  
	   20  
	   72  
	   8  

	   Football  
	   17  
	   64  
	   19  

	   Skiing  
	   13  
	   84  
	   3  

	   Boys/girls basketball  
	   11  
	   72  
	   17  

	   Baseball  
	   10  
	   83  
	   6  

	   Boys/girls lacrosse  
	   6  
	   88  
	   7  

	   Field hockey  
	   8  
	   90  
	   2  

	   Boys/girls ice hockey  
	   3  
	   92  
	   5  


Source: Woodcrest school data 2017.
On the other hand, more than 70 percent of Asian American students at Woodcrest High School participated in an academic group or club, compared to 43 percent of white students. Asian Americans were also more than twice as likely as white students to participate in one of the school’s orchestras or bands, with nearly half doing so.16 These patterns parallel trends in the US overall. Across the United States, Asian American kids tend to participate in school clubs more than their peers of other races; however, they are less likely to participate in sports.17
As with academics, I found more resonance and less rebellion when I compared how students talked about extracurriculars to how their parents did so. Earlier we heard from Avery about her athletic daughter Carly. I met Carly at school before I met Avery, right after the school day ended one day, during the time between the end of school and the beginning of basketball practice at four. Like many students, she was much taller and broader than me—she looked like an athlete. Wearing a sweatshirt, black leggings, Converse all-stars, and an ankle brace, Carly walked with confidence as we looked for a quiet space to talk.
With four older brothers, Carly could barely remember a time when she wasn’t playing sports (recall that her mom got her onto a swim team at age four). She played for the varsity Woodcrest soccer team in the fall, and the varsity basketball team in the winter. Basketball met six days a week for practices that lasted at least two hours, plus weekly games. In the spring she played for an elite club soccer team, with some games played much further afield—she told me about an upcoming game that was going to take her family over nine hours to reach. That team also met during the late fall and winter seasons for off-season practices forty-five minutes away. Carly hoped to get recruited to play for a college team. Avery would have been pleased to hear that Carly told me that “my parents don’t put pressure on me.”
Avery would have also been pleased to hear that Carly too thought she should limit her academic involvement to make room for sports. Carly was taking AP history when I met her, and she took honors chemistry:
I almost did AP chem. But then I decided that would be too much. And I just didn’t want to put too much pressure on myself to do everything. . . . I knew it would get a lot tougher this year. And with all the sports, especially since I added on club soccer through the winter.
This struck me as just the opposite of what was reported by many Asian American students and parents, who tempered sports ambitions to accommodate their myriad academic commitments. And it worked, evidenced by Carly’s solid grades, which she reported as “A’s, some A−’s, occasionally a B+, but mostly just A’s.”
Many Asian American students explicitly told me about heeding their parents’ advice about prioritizing academics over extracurriculars, especially time-intensive sports. Ajay, the son of Indian immigrants who previously ran on both the cross-country and track teams at Woodcrest before quitting, said, “My parents encouraged me to do track at the beginning [in fifth grade] because it’s a healthy activity that takes up your time in a positive way.” Later, however, Ajay’s parents nudged him away from athletics: “Now in high school I think [my parents] are less excited about track and cross-country because it takes up a lot of time.” In eleventh grade, the year I met him, Ajay quit track in order to save time for academics. Still, Ajay participates in other extracurriculars. He takes private trumpet lessons, plays in the top-level concert band at Woodcrest, and also plays for the audition-based Woodcrest jazz band. Ajay was also involved in a student organization focused on mental health. Still, together these commitments did not add up to the hours required by joining one varsity sports team. Beyond extracurriculars, Ajay told me he took “mostly AP and honors” classes and managed to earn a 3.95 GPA. His extracurricular and academic accomplishments suggested that Ajay worked hard and was willing to commit to high-level extracurriculars, yet shied away from the commitment required to participate in varsity sports during the most intense year of high school to date.
Sophia, the daughter of Chinese immigrants, has been swimming on the YMCA swim team since elementary school, and continued on that team in high school rather than join the school team because it was less intensive. She said:
During the school year, I actually don’t go to practices that much. Maybe like once or twice a week. But I do it a lot over the summer. . . . The school swim team is more of a time commitment. I think you have to meet every day and you have meets every week. And I really didn’t have the time for that.
The casual YMCA swim team allowed Sophia to keep fit while accommodating her intensive academic schedule, which included AP chemistry, AP history, honors English, and honors math—these were the highest levels available to eleventh graders. While Sophia was casual about swimming, she did have one intensive extracurricular, debate, perhaps a recognition that she would need to show intensive commitment to something outside of school when she applied to college. Sophia attended debate tournaments and was about to go to nationals when I met her. The previous summer she attended a residential debate camp, and she planned to do so again the summer after we spoke. She got into debate on the recommendation of a Chinese American friend in ninth grade. Given her course load and racial differences by academic track and extracurriculars at Woodcrest High School, Sophia was more likely to make Asian American friends, and those friends were more likely to introduce her to debate than to varsity sports. In other words, students’ social networks, influenced by academic tracking, enhanced racial differences in extracurricular participation, making Asian American students like Sophia even more likely to participate in nonathletic extracurricular activities, even beyond the influence of their parents.
One white student, Colleen, did complain about the competitiveness of soccer in Woodcrest. Colleen described the tryouts for varsity soccer: “I found it was very competitive. . . . So it wasn’t a very fun environment. I loved soccer, but I didn’t really like the competitive part of it.” Being cut from the soccer team led Colleen to join the track team, rather than quit sports altogether: “I got cut from the team. So then I started track. I really like it. . . . It’s not a sport you have to try out for. You join it and it’s kind of like on your own level. You can be like super intense about it, or you can be very relaxed.”
Colleen was the only student who described participation on a varsity team as more relaxed. Perhaps because track is more an individual sport than a team sport, it enabled greater participation, with a bigger range of performance levels among team members. Still, note that when Colleen wanted to quit soccer she did not give sports up altogether—rather, she simply switched to a different sport, one that Indian American Ajay quit to make room for rigorous academics. Carly, Avery’s daughter who played soccer intensively, also imagined switching to a less-intensive team when I asked if she ever thought about quitting soccer. Carly told me that “I don’t think I’ve ever thought seriously of not ever playing again. If I did, I would just go to a lower club or intramural or something like that.”
The lower priority of sports among Asian families may have made it harder for Asian Americans to make it onto high school teams even if they wanted to play. Asian American students at Woodcrest High were almost 50 percent more likely than their white peers to report that they tried out for a sport (or other activity, where cuts were less common), but didn’t make it.18 Genevieve, a Chinese-born mother who attended a US boarding school for high school and has lived in the United States since then, contrasted her son’s middle school experience with Woodcrest High School,
I thought he had a very well-rounded experience in middle school. Not as much in high school. . . . What I observed is that because the school is much bigger, it became a lot more difficult to get into activities. And he . . . tried out for basketball, soccer, [but] he wasn’t able to get on teams.
Eventually Genevieve sent her son to the same boarding school she attended, in part because the school “had sports for every kid. . . . You’re required, actually, to do sports.” Her own experiences at boarding school may have shaped Genevieve’s priority placed on sports, in contrast to most parents I met who were born in Asia.
Paul, a Chinese father, reported that even after five years of swimming with club teams, his son could not make it onto the varsity swim team at Woodcrest High School. Saachi, an immigrant Indian mother, told me that her son “used to always play soccer. He couldn’t get on the soccer team. Kids passionate about a sport cannot get in because it’s so competitive. There are so many things, so many people. I think there are like 76 spots and 400-odd kids try out for it.” Of course, white students also experienced competition for sports teams. Indeed, 17 percent of white students reported having tried out for something but not making it in high school. Still, this was significantly lower than Asian students’ reports of not making it onto a team they tried out for.
These findings resonate with data on admissions to Harvard University, which became public in the wake of the ongoing lawsuit by Students for Fair Admissions. The data suggest that one reason for Asian American applicants’ lower admit rates than whites’ (when comparing students with the same grades and SAT scores) is the higher likelihood that white applicants are recruited athletes—identified prior to the admissions process as players the coaches want for their teams.19 White students admitted to Harvard are four times as likely to be recruited athletes as Asian American students admitted to Harvard.20 Overall, white kids in the US are far more likely to be recruited by college coaches to selective colleges than kids of any other race.21 And at Woodcrest, in one year over forty students were “recruited athletes”—meaning coaches identified them as students to admit as long as they achieved a minimum academic level—yet just five of those students were Asian American. Sports recruiting was a significant path to elite colleges in Woodcrest—10 percent of students going on to top colleges from Woodcrest High School were sports recruits.22 So sports may be an enduring area in which whites are able to maintain advantage over Asian Americans in college admissions.



Race and the Pursuit of Extracurricular Excellence
Many white parents did for sports what many Asian parents did for academics: pay for extra coaching, enroll their children in activities outside of the school system, and support their children’s performance at high levels in multiple domains. Going into this research I thought that these differences would lead to critiques from Asian parents about sports that were parallel to those I heard from white parents about academics. I imagined that some Asian parents might even lobby for less extracurricular-related stress and shorter hours on the field, just as some white parents lobbied for a new homework policy to reduce schoolwork and academic pressure. In other words, I assumed they would advocate for their own children in ways similar to white parents in the realm of academics.
I also wondered if I would find some Asian families who were spending considerable energy cultivating athletic excellence in their children, just as they did to cultivate their children’s academic excellence. That is, once Asian families realized that sports are an important avenue to college admission in the US, unlike in Asia, I wondered if some would shift their priorities away from academics and toward athletics, especially if they noticed serious talent and interest in their child. This is what theories of immigrant assimilation would predict—immigrants changing their behaviors to be more like established Americans, in pursuit of the American dream.
I was wrong on both fronts. Asian parents seemed to take a “live and let live” approach to athletic excellence. That is, most did not seem to mind when their children could not make it onto competitive varsity sports teams. The immigrant parents I talked to wanted to chart their own pathways to success, and despite being newcomers to the US, they felt quite confident in those pathways. They did not seem to feel the need to assimilate into the sports aspect of upper-middle-class white culture. In fact, some used white families’ emphasis on sports to justify and defend their own emphasis on academic excellence, drawing a parallel between the two. Most Asian parents did not disapprove of the high sports standards at Woodcrest High School, and they did not criticize white families for limiting entrée onto high school teams only to those with intensive prior training. This was simply not a competition that they envisioned their children to be a part of.23 Instead, they seemed to more fully embrace the meritocracy of academic competition in which they were embedded. They put all their eggs in the academic basket, perhaps in part because they felt it was their best shot at winning.




Chapter 4
Emotional Well-Being: Happiness and Status
Just before I started visiting Woodcrest High School and speaking to students and parents, I attended a forum for candidates running for two new seats on the school board. The forum was held in a basement meeting room of Woodcrest’s public library. I planted myself in a seat in the back. Soon, the room was full. I assumed I would hear questions about how candidates would ensure the most rigorous teaching, the latest technology in school, and high levels of excellence. In this town of suburban liberals, I also guessed that many would express support for the town’s diversity and the busing program that made it even more diverse. But what I heard that night took me by surprise.
Every single question the audience asked was—whether implicitly or explicitly—about the emotional well-being of the kids. Parents wanted to know whether candidates thought student stress was an important issue, where they stood on it, and what they planned to do about it, asking: “Do you think there should be a limit on how many AP classes a student can take?” “Do you agree with creating limits on how much homework teachers can assign?” “How should the district address mental health?” “What is at the root of our children’s stress?” While some parents were clearly looking for guidance about this tricky topic, others seemed to be using this hot topic to gauge a candidate’s stance on particular policies. But regardless of their motivations, I realized that night—before I had even set foot in Woodcrest High School or interviewed any parents—that the emotional lives of students were a source of huge concern and significant tension. This was true for white and Asian parents alike (even if their cultural repertoires for addressing children’s emotional well-being sometimes differed, as we’ll see).
Fretting over one’s children and their emotional well-being was a primary activity for parents in Woodcrest. Of course they worried about whether their children were doing well in school, but they seemed to worry much more about whether kids were getting enough sleep, whether they were having enough fun on the weekends, and whether the pressure to achieve was pushing them to depression and anxiety. And they raised alarm bells at the school survey data showing that one in six students at the high school had “seriously considered attempting suicide” sometime in the past twelve months.1 And as with parenting in other domains, ethnic tension simmered related to what parents were doing and how the district should address their concerns.
I did not expect these worries to be so clearly front and center, but perhaps I should not have been surprised. After all, the concerns I found in Woodcrest clearly parallel worries that we’ve heard across the country.2 A growing number of studies show that intensive parenting at home and high levels of academic rigor at school can lead to psychological strain in children, conflicts between teachers and parents, and family conflict.3 These worries are not new—in fact, parents were concerned that homework could damage children’s emotional health over a century ago in the United States, with many municipalities and even the entire state of California banning or limiting homework.4 Others blame more recent heightened stress among upper-middle-class teens on competition for college admission.5 Some even suggest a full-blown mental health crisis among American adolescents, with upper-middle class children particularly vulnerable to bouts of depression and anxiety that emerge from the dogged pursuit of excellence.6
This national (and century-old) conversation about teen stress seems implicitly to be about white upper-middle-class teens.7 However, there is an additional and different conversation about so-called Asian tiger parenting for what some view as excessive pressure to achieve.8 Some studies find that Asian American young adults report their parents to have very high educational expectations, leading those lacking stellar achievements to experience “feelings of shame, embarrassment, and depression.”9 These feelings often stem from weak relationships between Asian American youth and their immigrant parents, or a sense of obligation to parents to achieve.10 Indeed, Asian American youth have higher rates of suicidal thoughts and attempts and lower self-esteem than white youth.11 On the Harvard campus, six of the nine suicides from 2007 to 2017 were Asian American students, although they only made up 20 percent of the student population.12 And yet Asian Americans are much less likely to utilize mental health services than any other racial group in the United States, even when they have a demonstrated mental illness.13
At the same time, parenting norms are changing in Asia. For example, Pei-Chia Lan, in a study of Chinese parents in the United States and Taiwan, found that upper-middle-class Chinese parents pay much more attention to their children’s emotional needs than in the past, due in part to transnational flows of ideas about parenting between China, Taiwan, and the United States.14 It was evident that concerns about emotional well-being had made it to immigrant Asian parents in Woodcrest too.
When it came to concerns about children’s happiness and stress, sometimes it felt like Woodcrest families were playing “opposite day.” The typical parent-child conflict story we are used to hearing is that parents are all about trying to get their kids to focus, work hard, and get A’s. I remember as a child overhearing my parents express disdain for my classmates’ parents who rewarded good grades with money (my immigrant Asian parents expected nothing less than A’s, which weren’t seen as exceptional in my house). Even local businesses did their part to try to motivate hard work and dedication to school: we could bring our report cards to the local arcade and get tokens for every A or B we earned. Across all of these particular “solutions,” the overall picture is clear: the biggest problem parents have, it seems, is getting our kids to do more academically. And this is still the typical story in much of the country, and for me as a parent outside of Woodcrest. When my son’s middle school sent home a letter alerting parents to the option of doing extra work to gain credit for accelerated math, my son sheepishly let me know he had already declined the offer, leading to a heated argument between us. But this was the exact opposite of what I found in Woodcrest. There, as we have seen, many parents of high school students were asking their children to put on the brakes. To do less homework. To take fewer APs. To quit varsity sports. Everyone seemed to be fretting about this ill-defined but increasingly important notion of mental health. Some parents even turned to teachers and the principal for help in conveying the message that the relentless focus on academic achievement was too much.
An overarching concern about teen emotional health dominated many community meetings I attended, as well as interviews with school staff and other members of the community, even those who didn’t have kids at the high school. Of the five people I interviewed who had run for school board, two ran on a platform primarily aimed at reducing student stress, another two started to focus on student stress after hearing about suicides, and the fifth listed the issue as one of their top five priorities. Multiple town organizations addressing emotional health among youth provided a variety of services, including free counseling that did not require parental notification; events for parents with nationally known speakers offering advice on reducing student stress and fostering independence; and a suicide prevention program.
Most school staff and administrators in Woodcrest seemed to be aligned with parents in their concerns about students’ emotional health, with coordinated efforts to reduce student stress. When a new superintendent was hired shortly before the start of this research, improving student mental health was one of five identified goals for the district. The high school principal’s monthly letters to the school community also emphasized the need to dial back achievement and not make college admission the sole focus of high school. Multiple parents told me about how the principal, speaking at the high school orientation for eighth grade students and their parents, implored students to limit their number of advanced classes in ninth grade in order to maintain a reasonable workload, even if their eighth-grade teachers were recommending the advanced track in multiple subjects. Students and parents also reported that in that same meeting the principal had practically begged them not to talk about college at all in ninth grade.
Changes reflecting these concerns were everywhere at Woodcrest High. Soon after I began my research, a teacher told me about the school’s relatively new Peace Space, a small room for relaxation and reflection, complete with couches, low lighting, and arts and crafts activities. I sometimes found a handful of girls chatting or snacking in the room when I passed by. Woodcrest had already decided to stop calculating numerical class rankings and did not weight students’ grade point averages for AP and honors classes like most high schools do. The school did not name a valedictorian. All of these were attempts to discourage competition among students to be at the top of the class and to reduce the incentive for students to take more advanced classes just to boost their GPAs. The year that I began this research the school also implemented a school-wide study hall period three days a week, a change led by Mr. O’Brien, a school administrator. He said:
Students have been saying for years . . . that they’re stressed out. . . . So there was a perception of a need for some sort of flexibility in our schedule. . . . And the feedback through surveys is that that helped lower the stress for students. Students feel like they have access to the teachers, and they’re getting more opportunities to get things done during the day and therefore spending less time at home doing schoolwork, which I feel has a huge impact on student well-being.
Woodcrest High School also tried to reduce stress by instituting an honors chemistry class two years prior to the start of this research, with the intention of pushing some students from AP-level chemistry to honors, a slightly slower-paced class but still appealing to students who would not be satisfied with taking the college prep track (unfortunately, this change resulted in even fewer students taking college prep chemistry, but the number taking AP barely budged). Overall, while school staff and parents alike were concerned about students’ emotional lives, the actions the predominantly white school staff took at school to address emotional well-being most frequently aligned with the desired actions of white parents, as we’ll see.



Parent Concerns about Emotional Well-Being
As parents in modern society, worrying about our kids is just what we do, a marked difference from previous generations.15 We parents can be unrelenting in our anxieties. Catharine Warner, in a 2010 study of middle-class parents and their elementary school children, found that parent concerns about their children’s emotional well-being seemed so excessive that they were dismissed by teachers.16 Warner noticed parents engaging in what she calls “emotional safeguarding,” which includes habitual “intervening to protect a child’s self-esteem, and expecting that teachers understand a child’s unique personality”; on the flipside, she found that teachers viewed such behaviors as unnecessary expressions of parental anxiety.17
Warner hypothesized that as children grow older and academics become more central to their school experiences, parents will worry less. And that decrease in turn would make room for more worries about academic achievement. In Woodcrest, I found the opposite. Many parents shared with me concerns about their children’s emotional health that grew as their children grew older. Hualing, an immigrant Chinese mother, said,
I quit my job to be a housewife, to take good care of my kids and make sure they have a good education, go to a good school. That’s the initial goal. But after a few years I realized this was not correct . . . because I felt so stressed. Every day I would look at the tests. On exam day, I would worry about the exams. . . . So my parenting style changed. [Now] I’m not the normal Chinese parent that just wants their kids to go to the top school.
Hualing’s early focus on tests probably had to do with her own upbringing—when she was growing up in China, after every test her school would publicly post a list of the students in rank order. She said, “This was really stressful. Even if you are the top student, you are afraid you cannot retain the top spot. If you are the last student, you are so ashamed. . . . I hope they have changed it by now.” I found Hualing’s mention of her own feelings of stress refreshingly honest. We often tell ourselves that we are worrying for the sake of our children, when in reality our anxieties often reflect our own insecurities about being good enough parents.
As Hualing’s children grew, she considered their happiness. She told me that she hoped that as young adults her children would “enjoy what they’re doing. Have friends. And then have impact on society, on the field they focus on. Have respect in the field they’re working on.”
Like Hualing, Rana, an Indian immigrant mother, told me she stopped pushing her kids after elementary school, though Rana’s shift was related to extracurricular activities:
There was a time that I would say “My child has to do this and this and this and this.” I wanted them to be very busy. . . . Then I kind of realized that I didn’t want to do that anymore. . . . I really wanted them to find things to do that they really wanted to do with themselves, that they liked doing.
Like white and Black upper-middle-class parents of elementary school children in Annette Lareau’s study of “concerted cultivation,” Rana kept her young children busy with activities. But as they grew older, Rana seemed to focus more on their autonomy and a desire for them to enjoy their activities. Still, I sensed a hint of ambivalence when I spoke with Rana. She contrasted herself to “other parents” who, as she described it, “have been very good about persisting in keeping the kids on for all of these different activities.” She seemed to wish that her fellow parents shared her desire to pull back from all the activities, or else that her son would have chosen to continue with all the activities she had him try. When fellow parents—especially, in the case of immigrants, parents from their same country—were intensive about achievement, it was hard to pull back. In fact, it took an active decision not to engage in the intensity apparent all around.
Molly, a white mother of two recent graduates of Woodcrest High School, described a shift between elementary and middle school in academic work that led to increased concerns about stress on her part:
My [children’s] elementary school climate was loving and learning based, and exploration based. . . . Then comes middle school. And it hits you like a ton of bricks. Some of the teachers pile the homework on. Some of the teachers start the, “When you’re in college, you can’t slack off. When you’re in college, blah, blah, blah.” . . . I remember the homework. There were nights he wept. And I went to talk to the principal about the homework load. . . . Too much homework. Too many hours.
Rather than shift her personal perspective like Rana and Hualing did, Molly laid blame on the school when describing her increasing worry about her son. Some parents reported hearing about their children’s peers who were suicidal, which led to increased concern as well.
Growing amounts of academic work, time-consuming extracurriculars, watching other children struggle with feelings of suicide, and personal reflection on what truly matters in parenting all came together to lead most parents of high schoolers to pay attention to their children’s emotional health. By the time their children were in high school, most parents emphasized happiness and attention to stress, and the importance of balancing emotional well-being with academic and extracurricular success.18 Perhaps by the time children were in high school, teens had so fully internalized their parents’ and peers’ emphasis on high levels of academic and extracurricular achievement that parents could feel confident that their children would pursue excellence without explicit messaging. This enabled parents to focus their messaging on taking care of emotional well-being—getting enough sleep, not being overscheduled, and enjoying life, among other things—without sacrificing achievement.
Parent Goals and Visions for Success: “Happy” and “Not Stressed Out” Children
Parents’ goals for their children also often signaled their concerns about emotional well-being. When I asked parents about their goals for their high school–aged children, most reported, among other things, a desire for their children to be “happy,” “joyful,” or “not stressed out.” Patricia, a white mother of three, said, “My goals for [my youngest child, a high school senior] are, number one, to feel happy and self-assured and content. . . . I want her to be happy.” Molly, the mother who expressed frustration with the academic work in middle school, told her children that what was crucial was to “find your joy.” She shared her message with me:
You’re going to be a human being a lot longer than you’re a college student. I want you to be a human being first. . . . I want you to have healthy stress management, healthy outlets, healthy friendships, healthy sense of self. A sense of humor. Get a good sleep. Be around joyful people. . . . You’re a person a long time. Every age has stress to manage. Every age has friendship to balance, and competing needs of competing friends to balance. I want my boys to learn balance and take pleasure in living.
I also asked parents what a successful life for their children ten years out would look like, as another way of gauging their priorities and goals. When Avery imagined a successful future for her athletic daughter, Carly, she said:
She is not stressed out. She’s not having a nervous breakdown. She’s happy with the work she does. . . . She gets up and she goes, “I love my job.” I don’t care how much money she makes. I don’t care if she’s married or not, if she has kids or not. I just want her to wake up and say, “I really love what I’m doing.”
It is worth noting that Avery, like most parents, did not express any specific concerns about her daughter, suggesting that her words were not in response to particular emotional difficulties her daughter faced, but rather reflect what was important to Avery overall.
Dads had similar goals. Fred, a white father, described his goals for his high school–aged son in very simple terms: “emotional development, building and sustaining relationships.” James, a white father, served on a town-wide mental health committee. He described the committee’s work as “trying to help students come to terms with whatever emotional issues that they have, and advocating for social-emotional learning in the schools from a young age.”
Each of these parents had children who were thriving in school academically. Perhaps their children’s success in school enabled them to focus on happiness and the importance of balance.
Most Asian parents also spoke of their children’s happiness when articulating their goals for their children. Still, they were more likely than white parents to talk explicitly about happiness and educational or material success as going hand in hand. Betty, a Chinese immigrant mother of two, said, “Going to college is a goal. . . . And the other is to be happy.” Akshata, an immigrant mother from India, said this about her goals for her son Aarav:
To get into a good school, yes. And be happy with what he’s doing. I always feel that if you’re happy with what you’re doing, the money will follow. So of course I want him to have a comfortable life. And you do have to work hard to have a good life. Nothing comes for free in this world, right? But whatever he does, he should be happy with it. That’s what my goal and wish for him is.
For Akshata, material success and happiness seem to go hand in hand—one cannot be achieved without the other.
Shu heard about pressure at Woodcrest High School back in China when she researched schools online in anticipation of moving to the States; her husband’s work brought them to the area, and initially they settled in a different town in the same metro area. She said, “I read a lot of comments, and a lot of people said, ‘It’s a pressure cooker.’” Two years later, however, Shu’s family moved to Woodcrest for its strong STEM focus. Shu described her ideal school as “very caring, very loving.” Shu’s move in particular highlights the competing interests of parents to cultivate both emotional well-being and excellence, especially as children grew from the elementary up to the high school years.
Saumya, an immigrant mother from India, spoke explicitly about her desire to maintain the right balance between pushing her children to achieve and maintaining emotional health:
I think it’s really hard to find a balance between not stressing the kids out and keeping up with stuff. So I will tell my daughter, “Fridays don’t do homework, just chill. Go hang out or watch TV.” But then at the same time, come Saturday, [if] she’s still chilling out I am like, “Get on with it. Don’t leave it for Sunday night.” So I think I do more focus on her relaxing. . . . Like she didn’t want to take AP bio this year. You know, like “Fine.”
One US-born Indian American dad, Salil, also pointed out this tension, but at the level of college admissions. He said about his goals: “What I always say is I just want to optimize for happiness,” and then quickly pivoted to college admissions in the next breath: “So ideally we’d love him to go to a Harvard or MIT or whatever.” Later in our interview Salil elaborated: “If you think your kid has a shot at [getting admitted to an Ivy League or MIT], you want to encourage them. But you also want to say, ‘Look, it’s not a big deal.’ It’s a catch-22. Because you want to say ‘strive,’ but also, ‘don’t worry if you don’t make it.’ Which is conflicting to be honest, right?”
Some Chinese parents, both immigrant and US-born, drew on their Christian faith to express broad goals for their children. Eric, a US-born Chinese American dad who grew up in a working-class family, was one such parent. He contrasted his laid-back style to the pressure his son puts on himself: “My philosophy is as long as you learn to give it your best, you don’t have to get all A’s. You don’t have to be the top of the class. It’s a matter of personal learning and personal growth.” Eric’s son still took honors and AP classes and earned A’s and B’s. But he told me that his son’s friends “are getting all A’s and getting into multiple AP classes and honors and so on. So for him, he doesn’t think that he [stands out].” Eric went on, “I try not to give them too much pressure, because I know everybody has a different calling in life. From a spiritual point of view, I’d like them to remain faithful to the same faith that I share.”
While most parents responded to questions about their goals and definitions of success for their children by mentioning some form of emotional well-being—happiness, fulfillment, lack of stress—six parents, all of whom were Asian, did not.19 Hong, an immigrant Chinese father, was one such parent. In response to the question about goals for his children, he said, “I think ideally we want them to find something they like to do. And also, at the same time, it can at least sustain their lifestyle.” Hong’s definition of success in ten years also did not include “joy” or “happiness” like others, did: “My definition of success is that you can provide whatever service or products to benefit more people. That’s my definition. You help more people.” Note that even while he does not bring up affective dimensions in his goals or definition of success, Hong focuses on work and service, not simply achievement and individual success.
Even while most parents did bring up some aspect of emotional well-being, Asian parents were less likely to identify problems related to emotional well-being as a serious concern in need of solutions. Beyond the six parents described above who did not identify emotional well-being as a goal or aspect of success for their children, other Asian parents did not perceive teen emotional well-being as a problem, even if some of those parents did express emotional well-being as an important goal.20 Hong, the father focused on work and service, mentioned discussions of “pressure” in Woodcrest schools, about which he said, “I don’t think that’s a big deal. Stress is anywhere you go. You want to excel but you can’t. . . . So that’s what I say. It’s not a big deal. . . . You have to live with it.” Hong described a changing population in Woodcrest that is increasingly Asian, which, as he described it, led to more competition. I asked what he thinks of that competition, and he replied,
I think competition is a positive thing. We’re not fighting each other. I think the reason the town itself is getting so much better is because . . . you attract more good students, good families. And then they provide a good environment. And then your kids hopefully will benefit from that environment. . . . So we hope in this environment, everybody wants to do better, everybody wants to work harder. . . . And in that environment, hopefully your kids, they may not be the best, but at least they will go with the flow.
Hong identifies an influence in Woodcrest that social scientists call social capital—the ways that who we know and encounter regularly brings us advantages.21 His perspective on the value of living in Woodcrest was common—recall all those parents in chapter 1 who moved to Woodcrest in part to be around Woodcrest’s well-educated, professional parents and their children. Still, Hong was a minority, even among immigrant parents, in his perspective that pressure is not a big deal at Woodcrest’s high school.
Hualing, the mother above who described her shift in parenting as her children got older, worried that all the talk of emotional health in Woodcrest could make problems worse: “I think maybe the kids can overcome [mental health problems] by themselves. . . . But they [educators at school] overemphasize it. I feel it’s a negative impact. . . . If nobody talks about it, maybe some people may suffer. But maybe they can overcome by themselves.” She felt that even some of her friends overemphasize mental health concerns about their children.
The perspectives of Hong and Hualing were not the norm in Woodcrest. Chinese, Indian, and white parents alike tended to identify goals tied to happiness and reducing stress for their children, and most expressed some desire to address those goals. They wanted to balance their desire to promote excellence in their children with their desire for their children to feel happy inside. Still, parents differed in their views on how the school and community should assist them in doing their jobs of raising simultaneously high-achieving and emotionally healthy kids. While Asian and white parents were aligned in their concerns about emotional well-being, their cultural repertoires for addressing those concerns were different, as we’ll see next.



The Battle over Homework
A town battle over homework was already brewing when I started this research in Woodcrest. In a school-wide survey, over half of students reported that homework caused them “a lot” or “extreme” stress. White students reported even more homework-related stress than Asian American students did (despite Asian American students reporting more time every night on homework). Some parents were adamant that reducing homework was a crucial way to reduce student stress; others felt homework was an important part of learning, and some parents even felt that Woodcrest students didn’t get enough homework. Parents advocating for less homework tended to be white. Often their children played on one or more sports teams, whether for varsity Woodcrest or private club teams; practices and weekend games could easily eat up more than a dozen hours a week, leaving what seemed like impossibly narrow windows for homework. Parents who appreciated the chance for their children to enhance their learning at home tended to be Asian; those who had immigrated to the States as adults had spent even more time on homework when they were children in Asia. Their children tended to have fewer commitments outside of school (and as we saw in chapter 3, some of their kids quit sports to clear space for more academic work after school). Parents across the board were invested in their children’s emotional well-being, yet reducing homework as a mechanism for maintaining that well-being was a controversial move.
Some parents brought their concerns to school staff and school board members. For example, Molly, the white mother who implored her children to “find your joy,” relayed one of her children’s experiences with stressful amounts of homework in middle school. She said, “I went to the principal and said, ‘There shouldn’t be homework before a school vacation. There shouldn’t be three projects due in three classes that are large projects due on the same day. This boy is weeping.’ . . . The principal said to me, ‘I have parents coming in here telling me there’s not enough homework.’”
Molly and other parent advocates were successful in pushing for a new homework policy aimed at reducing the amount of homework in Woodcrest’s schools, which was implemented just as my research got under way. The new policy passed by the school board banned homework on religious holidays, long weekends, and during school vacations at Woodcrest High. One elementary school eliminated homework altogether. (That choice was framed as a pilot project that would be used to help decide whether a similar policy should be enacted for all the elementary schools in the district. Eventually, it was adopted district-wide.)
By calling for reduced academic work, these white parents argued for deemphasizing a domain in which their children were outpaced by their Asian American peers. Perhaps it is unsurprising, then, that some immigrant parents disagreed with the new policy. Priya, an immigrant Indian mother, disapproved of the new policy and the decision-making process that led to it: “There was a single voice that was taken into account when this policy change was made. . . . There are many, many parents I’ve talked to—immigrant more so. They’re wondering, ‘Why was this change made?’” Priya noted, finally, “It’s the majority [vs.] minority.” The alignment by ethnicity, with more Asian parents disagreeing with the homework policy and more white parents embracing it, made district leaders less likely to listen to her concerns, as Priya saw it. She said she attended district meetings about the homework policy: “But there was some rolling of eyes, like ‘Oh, another immigrant telling us.’ . . . When you say, ‘That’s not stress,’ now you’re feeding into the same thing they believed about immigrants, that we don’t see stress.”
Priya pointed out that many white parents advocating for less schoolwork had children very active in sports. She said, as if speaking to a white parent, “Your child was playing sports till nine, so didn’t have time to do homework, so your child was stressed. And my child wasn’t playing sports, so he was not stressed.” In other words, parents could choose to allow their children a hectic sports schedule, but if they did not, the school should assign homework for them to do.
Priya also suggested that school board members did not understand the impact of the policy. She told me that immigrant parents sent their kids to Russian School of Math more frequently as a result of the policy change: “There are many, many [after] schools which have opened up. . . . Their child comes home. ‘Do you have homework?’ ‘No.’ So they’ll check it. What are kids doing, then? Kids are on devices. It’s not that kids are being productive or they’re socializing. If that was the intent, that’s not happening.”
Priya was unusual among Asian parents in her civic engagement. Beyond the sports-academics racial tension she identified, she complained to the superintendent about the way she addressed happiness:
The superintendent said, “I want the kids to be happy.” I said, “What is happiness? Is [there] a singular definition?” So I did challenge her. Her take was, “Look, I went to [low-ranked state school], and I’m happy. I’m superintendent.” I said, “Well, that’s okay. But maybe that’s not happiness for somebody else.” So my point to her was, listen to the voices which are saying—the immigrant population. They don’t have any bank balances they come with. . . . They start with a hundred dollars, sometimes a thousand. And they create a house. They give their kids education. And the only path to success for them is education.22
The unfettered faith in American meritocracy of Priya and others like her was striking. Priya describes Asian families as the true believers in the American dream—being newcomers to the United States, their only way up is through academic achievement, as many described it. While American meritocracy was designed to benefit upper-middle-class whites, Asian Americans in Woodcrest had mastered some of its measures, especially the academic ones. They were, ironically, advocating more for this system than the group it was intended to benefit did.23
Asian parents also tended to believe that individual families, not the school, should make decisions about how much academic work to take on. In their view, if a child was stressed about homework, that was the family’s fault for not having the child take the appropriate number of intensive classes. Akshata, the Indian mother who shared her desire for both financial security and happiness for her son Aarav, said: “I know people talk about a lot of stress at Woodcrest High School. . . . But a lot of that stress is brought on by the parents. And the students. I personally feel the school system doesn’t tell you to take fifteen APs. . . . It’s the kids and the parents who are driving that.” Sharmila, another Indian immigrant, said,
We are thinking kids are stressed out. They’re not getting enough sleep. And we are hearing all these complaints about “Oh, there’s so much homework and there’s so much stress on kids.” But I feel like the kids or parents, they’re taking it on themselves. Like, nobody asked them to take four AP courses. Obviously in an AP course there will be more homework.
These parents adhere to a very American belief in individualism identified by Alexis de Tocqueville centuries ago.24 Akshata and Sharmila also seem to believe that some kids are capable of handling copious amounts of homework, while others are not. And those who are not should not hold back those who make time in their schedules to do so and are up for the challenge.
Why did Asian parents tend to advocate for family rather than school-wide responsibility? While I was sympathetic to parents like Priya, Sharmila, and Akshata, I also noticed that they were trying to protect opportunities to shine in the domain where Asian American students tended to shine already: academics. Both Asian and white parents held cultural repertoires for dealing with emotional health that protected their status. White parents advocated reducing schoolwork, which had the potential to reduce academic achievement at the top, where Asian Americans were outperforming whites. Simultaneously, Asian parents did not want to limit how much students could take on—an absence of limits that enabled top-performing Asian American students to spend as much of their hours outside school on homework as they chose.
Ultimately—and unsurprisingly—the parents advocating for limiting homework prevailed. Other research has shown that white, upper-middle class parents are often skilled at bending schools to their will, sometimes at the expense of students of color attending the same schools.25 This happens for many reasons. First, they can draw on professional expertise in their advocacy.26 Second, they can use their social networks to build support for their perspective.27 Third, their shared racial identity with most school staff—90 percent of teachers and school staff in Woodcrest schools are white—means they are also more likely to share similar cultural repertoires for addressing students’ emotional health, such that their repertoires are more likely to align with those of school staff.28 Finally, minority parents may not have as much of a sense of agency to advocate for change at school as white parents do.29
Indeed, this is what happened in Woodcrest. White parents were more actively involved in their children’s schools, as volunteers, PTA members, and members of hiring committees, than Asian parents. And they frequently shared the perspective of school staff. One white parent, Jennifer, was on the committee to hire a new school superintendent. She reported that the hiring committee was in agreement about wanting someone who would prioritize socioemotional learning over academics: “We [members of the hiring committee] wanted the same things. We wanted someone who cared about social-emotional learning. We wanted someone who didn’t need to be number one [academically].” While all parents may have cared about socioemotional learning, it was white parents who were more likely to prioritize it over academics.
Asian parents mostly kept their views to themselves. For example, when Radha told me about her frustrations with Woodcrest High School, I asked her, “Did you bring any of these things up with the school?,” to which she reluctantly, almost apologetically, replied, “I did not. Maybe I should have.” Helen, an immigrant Chinese mother, when asked about the homework policy, replied, “I think, not so good. I know a lot of parents talking about, ‘Oh, we pay that much money for the houses here so that our kids can get a really good education. And then now you say there’s no homework.’” Yet, she also did not bring her concerns to any school staff to advocate for her perspective. In fact, the school principal told me that his main interaction with Asian parents, in contrast his more frequent interactions with white parents, was around their children’s class placement: “Wanting to skip a full year of math. It’s mostly math and science, STEM. That it’s a personal affront to their child’s intelligence if the teacher has not recommended their child for AP. . . . [They say,] ‘I know my child best. My child can handle it. It’s not your job to say that’s too many AP classes for my child.’” Mr. Smith, like any good principal, always backed his teachers’ decisions and deferred to them to work with families to come to an agreement. He told me that, in contrast, many more white families come to him with a variety of concerns, including related to homework. But when white parents brought up course load, it was most often for the opposite reason: white parents wanted Mr. Smith to convince their children to take on fewer AP and honors classes.
The Asian parents’ lack of advocacy was obvious even when the district explicitly invited families to give feedback on the homework policy. Three years into my research the school district tweaked the relatively new policy, opening opportunities for families and school staff to weigh in again. The tweak changed the “no homework” days to make them more predictable, and also expanded the elimination of homework to all elementary schools. Given the strong views many parents expressed in my interviews, I expected a large turnout at the meeting I attended at which parents could voice their perspectives. Instead, I found the school board facing a room of less than twenty in the audience, all but one of whom appeared to be white. The one Indian parent who spoke was the lone voice questioning the wisdom of the policy. At first he did not speak, only walking to the microphone when the board chair announced last call for audience members to speak. The parent then told the board in a quiet voice that without homework his fourth grader was not developing a sense of responsibility, nor getting the “simple repetition” necessary for learning. In contrast, two white teachers spoke forcefully early on in the meeting, and expressed their support for the policy. One white student also spoke earlier, and began her prepared remarks by listing the myriad extracurricular activities in which she participates—student council, volunteer work, a varsity sports team, and more. She then described a schedule in which she had little time to herself or to socialize with her friends. She expressed hope that the school board would take into consideration the hectic schedules of kids like her when they decided whether to keep the homework policy.
I was struck by the paucity of voices, whether at the meeting or in my interviews, suggesting that activities rather than academics be forced to reduce their commitments. Why did no one suggest a new extracurriculars policy, establishing a maximum number of hours on the field or in the robotics lab or days off from extracurriculars, to reduce students’ committed hours outside of school to make room for homework, rather than homework making room for hectic extracurricular schedules? I was particularly surprised that only one Asian parent ever suggested this, whether in public meetings or in our one-on-one interviews.
That sole Indian parent was Harleen. Harleen was born and brought up in Ireland, and moved to the US for work. She did express disapproval of the long hours of sports teams in our conversation. When I asked Harleen what she would change about Woodcrest High School if she could change one thing, she shared a strong opinion,
[I] found the emphasis on sports to be ridiculous. . . . [My daughter] was doing cross-country at one stage. She was doing it four days a week, five days a week. Why do you need to do that? And then the counselors are like, “Oh, the children are under so much stress here.” Yeah, hell, yeah. Cut back on some of the sports, guys!
And when she was playing school soccer, it was like, soccer, soccer, soccer. . . . Your child doesn’t come home till, say, 7:30, 8:00 from school, from soccer. Then they’ve got homework. Then they’ve got to have a shower. . . . What are you putting these kids through? If you’re going to do sports, do it every second day. Give the kids a break in the week. They don’t have to do it four, five days in a week. . . . I think that perhaps when the school says that their kids are all very stressed, all the parents should help, the parents should do this. Yeah, but you know what? You guys should also stop and think; what is your sports department expecting of these kids?
Harleen had a warm demeanor. I went to the wrong Starbucks for our meeting, and when I finally found the right one twenty minutes late, I was nervous that she would be irritated. Instead, she greeted me with smiles and a hug. Though we’d never met, she walked up to me and said, “I’m a hugger, I’ll give you a hug!” And then she tried to buy me coffee. Still, her outrage about the emphasis on sports was clear, and even more surprising given her positive affect about pretty much everything else. When I asked if she ever brought her concerns to anyone at school, Harleen said, “I think with the counselors, once or twice we talked with them. You know, people shrug their shoulders, right? I don’t think the change comes. Perhaps it’s this country, the greater emphasis [on sports].” Despite her passion, and her success in a career that required her to speak up and confront colleagues, even Harleen did not take her concerns beyond one or two conversations at school. I also did not hear about this issue in school board meetings I attended or viewed minutes for or in other public discussions among parents in Woodcrest. Harleen’s solution was to implore her daughter to quit sports (she wasn’t successful). A combination of lack of cultural know-how and the alignment between white parents’ perspectives and the perspectives of school staff and leaders made views like hers fall on deaf ears, if they ever made it to school staff in the first place.30 Overall, it seemed the very American cultural practice of expressing views and concerns to school officials was not part of Asian parents’ cultural repertoires for what to do when one disagrees with a policy at school.



Exiting for Private School
As far as I could tell, families never left the Woodcrest public schools in order to attend another town’s public schools. They either shifted to a private school, or moved because a parent’s job took them to a different metro area altogether. No one in Woodcrest—parents, school staff, or local leaders—could name a family that moved away from Woodcrest so their children could attend a different public school. In addition, when I asked parents whether, if they could go back in time, they would have moved to Woodcrest again (or stayed there, for the few who grew up in Woodcrest), nearly all said they would. One exception was a white mother who said she “might have” stayed in the same urban district in which she lived prior to Woodcrest, giving the caveat that if her family hadn’t moved, “our kids probably would have ended up in private schools at some point.” The only other parent who expressed a preference for other public school districts was Shivani, a US-born Indian American mother whose daughter struggled with mental health–related illness. In a high-performing district like Woodcrest, the only imaginable alternative for most parents was private schools.
Woodcrest parents sought private schools mostly to provide a less stressful environment to their kids. Parents seeking less stress in private schools is not unusual: a study conducted by the National Association of Independent Schools found that one of the four main reasons parents enroll their children in independent schools is dissatisfaction with a school that “is focused almost solely on test scores and academic curriculum.” These parents seek “a school that will focus on [their] child’s social and emotional development.”31
Almost all the Woodcrest parents I met whose children attended private schools were white. Robin, a white mother of two who moved to Woodcrest for its schools before her children were born, pulled her younger child from Woodcrest public schools after eighth grade for a private high school. She claimed to be “not your average parent in Woodcrest. I try not to be.” She went on to contrast herself to “other” Woodcrest parents:
We haven’t pushed our kids. My daughter who went to school here, we encouraged her not to take a lot of APs and all that. She did take one AP a semester or a year, which is unusual in Woodcrest. You would think that would be a lot. But we really didn’t push her to take a lot of those classes, because we just didn’t think it was healthy for her.
After that daughter’s anxiety was exacerbated by the environment at Woodcrest High School, as she perceived it, Robin sent her younger child to a private high school: “I think they’re not as high pressure. The focus is not so much on ‘How many APs and honors are you taking?’” The tuition at that school is over $50,000 per year and graduates attend numerous elite colleges, including, in the past five years, four Ivy League colleges and multiple liberal arts colleges around the country, from Smith to Carleton to Reed. Other private schools attended by Woodcrest students whose parents I interviewed listed similar tuition rates and college representation among recent graduates. They also all included lower percentages of Asian American students than Woodcrest’s schools. These were schools designed for white elites decades ago, and even today white elites were the families most likely to send their children to those schools.
Bill, a white self-described “laid-back” stay-at-home dad with a “deep emotional involvement” with his kids, described the pressure at his children’s public middle school in Woodcrest as more intense than the pressure at the private high school they ended up transferring to; that pressure was his primary reason for opting out of the public high school. Bill said, “I call Woodcrest a factory that makes college applications.” In contrast, he described a more personal experience in private school. “It’s much more humane in terms of the way it interacts with students and parents. There are adults who are really engaged personally with your kids.” Bill and his wife moved to Woodcrest after their children were born, with the intention of sending them to Woodcrest’s public schools. His and his wife’s separate experiences attending private schools as children likely made private schools an obvious move for them when they felt dissatisfied with public schools. These experiences made transferring to private school a part of their cultural repertoire. Still, the opportunities available in a smaller private school community were not lost on Bill. He said, “The fact that you can do whatever you want to do. . . . If you want to play soccer at [private school], you can play soccer. I mean, my daughters played soccer. They both played soccer as kids. But there’s no way either of them would have played varsity soccer for Woodcrest High School.”
Bill’s assessment of greater opportunities to shine in private schools is generally correct. Private schools tend to have fewer students than public schools, and indeed, Woodcrest High School educated well over four times as many students as any of the private schools attended by children of parents I met in Woodcrest. Smaller size makes for fewer peers with whom to compete and better prospects in the college admissions process, as Mitchell Stevens shows in his study of college admissions at a selective private college.32 Stevens also shows how stronger relationships between college admissions officers and private school guidance counselors than between admissions officers and public school counselors give private school applicants an edge.
While comparisons of students’ academic levels between individual public and private schools are hard to come by, one Asian American parent suggested that math and music were more advanced in Woodcrest than at the elite private school her children attended. Grace appreciated the smaller class sizes and the emphasis on writing in private school, but noted that “if you’re really interested in orchestra and math team, science, Woodcrest is actually a great place to be.” She shared the example of a Woodcrest family she knew in which the two children had comparable scores on a math assessment at the same age. But one child attended the same private school as Grace’s kids for middle school and was ranked number two in the school, while the other stayed in public school and did not even make it onto the middle school math team.
For Carol and her husband Charles, both white, racial dynamics in achievement also played a role in their decision to move their children to private schools, and they said that explicitly. They sat down with me together in their spacious living room for an evening chat. In a conversation where they seemed to complete each other’s sentences, together they described their eldest child’s transition to private school:
She was struggling a little bit with identity issues. . . . Like in math club, she was feeling demoralized, because there were very few girls in math club. And there were maybe two Caucasian kids in math club. We’d say, “How’d you do on the test?” and she’d say, “Well, for the Caucasian kids, I did really well.” She had Asian boys in her grade who were extraordinary. One of them was a nationally ranked math guy and the other one was a pianist. These were savants. Prodigies. . . . And then after them, there were just many super competent, driven kids. . . . She was starting to give up on her intellectual identity.
I sensed that Carol and Charles wanted their daughter to feel successful and special, almost as if she were entitled to a position at the top of the academic hierarchy, but that hierarchy was spoiled by Asian American peers. Given their financial resources, private school was a viable solution to this problem for them.
It is hard to say how much increasing college prospects played a role in the switch to private school for parents like Carol, Charles, Grace, Bill, and Robin, since they never talked about those advantages with me. In the end, many made choices that ultimately would help their children achieve conventional success in the world of achievement and college admissions, but in the name of preserving their children’s emotional well-being. This was probably not simply a happy coincidence.
These white families’ exits from the public system as their children grew older were not anomalous. A higher percentage of children at Woodcrest High are Asian than the percentage of children in the town, and a lower percentage of children at the high school are white than the percentage in town.33 In the past five years the number of white students at Woodcrest High School declined by 12 percent, while the number of Asian students increased by over 40 percent.34 In contrast, while in the town the Asian population overall had increased by just over 40 percent, the white population had decreased by just 10 percent, suggesting both that fewer white families with school-aged children were moving to Woodcrest over time and that some were shifting to private schools.35 This pattern is not unique to Woodcrest. In the United States overall, white children are more likely to attend private schools than Asian American kids.36



Asian American Cultural Brokers
Most parents in Woodcrest agreed that paying attention to their children’s happiness is important. Still, a persistent narrative in town was that immigrants pressure their children too much, leading to poor mental health outcomes among Asian American students in particular. I was most surprised to hear this narrative among Asian parents themselves. A few Indian and Chinese parents, many of whom had adult children they raised in Woodcrest or were born in the United States, acted as “cultural brokers” to their respective communities, conveying messages about the importance of paying attention to their children’s emotional well-being, and of easing up on academic expectations, making room for their children’s autonomy, and more.37
Multiple residents pointed me to a handful of Indian and Chinese immigrant community leaders who established the town’s ethnic organizations, encouraged dialogue between their communities and the town’s government, and more. These leaders acted as cultural brokers. Suneel was one such Indian leader. He raised his children in Woodcrest and was now a grandfather. Suneel spent much of his spare time forging stronger ties between the established Woodcrest community and its Indian immigrants. Early in his interview, Suneel told me that he is “concerned about the stress” among students in Woodcrest schools. He later told me about a meeting with a candidate for state government: “This is what I was telling [him] the day before yesterday: ‘You’ve got to have more counseling. Go and pass a bill that quadruples the number of counselors in the high schools.’”
Unlike Suneel, most Asian community leaders concentrated their efforts on changing parents rather than policies, sharing messages about the importance of attending to emotional well-being, and how to do so. Cultural brokers strove to shift parents’ understandings of what it means to be a “good” parent through ethnic group workshops.38 Some helped organize events for their communities related to mental health.
Kamala, an Indian immigrant parent with adult children who had lived in the United States for multiple decades by the time I met her, helped organize events specifically for the Indian community about parenting and stress. I asked her what advice she would give to younger Indian couples in Woodcrest. She replied,
I just tell them, “Be smart about your expectations.” And that is one focus that we [have] in those workshops, to reduce the pressure on the children. . . . I tell them, “You think it’s the most important thing to send your children to an Ivy League college. But I think it’s more important to raise happy and healthy kids.”
I attended an event Kamala co-organized, in which other Indian community leaders also implored fellow parents to focus on their children’s happiness, interests, and passions, and to prioritize those foci over achievement. The event included a panel of Indian American graduates of Woodcrest High School. Parents who attended seemed eager to learn from the experiences of those speakers. The graduates and community leaders alike told parents and teens to expand their perspectives on viable professions and colleges, to support teens’ exploration to find their “passions,” and to focus on leading a balanced, happy life.
Terry, a US-born Chinese American parent who had worked with Asian American youth for many years, held a parent workshop at a local Chinese church. She told me that she spoke strongly to parents to convey the importance of emotional well-being. She asked parents, “What would you do different if you knew your behavior could drive your kid to attempt suicide?” Terry described some parents in the workshop as responding in tears, saying, “That’s me, I could drive my kid to that.”
These events usually tied parent pressure to ethnicity, with leaders suggesting that parents needed to move away from their ethnic cultures of achievement because in the Woodcrest context they were putting undue stress on their children. In some ways, these community leaders seemed to buy in to the tiger mom stereotype of Asian parenting and the damage such parenting can cause. Interestingly, I heard similar messages in community-wide events related to emotional well-being, without the tie to ethnicity. That is to say, in events organized around ethnicity, parent pressure was tied to being Indian or Chinese, but in events geared toward all Woodcrest parents, organizers attributed parent pressure to being in a high-achieving, high-income community that was, by all accounts, still dominated by white upper-middle-class families.
Still, events organized by cultural brokers, often in collaboration with town ethnic organizations, were more effective than town-wide efforts in convincing Asian parents to attend. Even when a town mental health organization invited an Asian American psychologist to speak about culture and parenting, about 80 percent of the audience appeared to be white. The speaker spoke about cultural differences between expressions of care in Asia and the United States, and asked attendees to reflect on questions such as, “When was your happiest moment?” In contrast, events organized by the town’s Indian and Chinese organizations were attended almost entirely by Indian and Chinese parents, respectively, with turnouts from those communities much larger than in the town-wide events. The cultural brokers organizing ethnicity-related events were most successful in bringing Asian parents together to talk about how to manage their children’s emotional health.
On the one hand, I questioned the wisdom of tying these discussions to ethnicity. After all, I found white and Asian parents alike caught up in their children’s achievement, even while they sometimes criticized other parents for being too focused on achievement. I sometimes felt defensive of Asian parents, often seeing my parents reflected in their struggles to help their children succeed while also wanting them to experience joy. And I saw the ways that white parents criticized Asian parents while simultaneously enabling their own children to excel in sports through private coaches and club teams. The critiques felt unfair.
But another part of me wished that there had been an Indian organization in my town when I was growing up that organized events around reducing academic expectations, teaching parents how to express love to their children in the US context, and helping parents see the importance of increasing children’s autonomy as they grew older. My parents’ cultural repertoires were so different from those of my peers. When my best friend would kiss her parents goodbye and say “I love you” every time she jumped out of the car I questioned my own relationship with my parents: Why didn’t they ever say “I love you”? Did that mean hers loved her more than mine loved me? My cultural repertoire or “love language” expanded in those encounters in the car, and perhaps my parents could have expanded theirs in workshops like those I attended in Woodcrest so that we could be better aligned. If I had grown up in India, of course, I probably never would have witnessed parents saying “I love you” to their children—instead, I would have seen expressions of love through food and hugs all around me. Cultural brokers in Woodcrest were part of the process of assimilation in parenting, sharing strategies for how best to attend to children’s emotional well-being in ways that made sense in the Woodcrest (and broader US) context.



The Kids Are (Mostly) Alright
What was the payoff of all the fretting parents did about their children’s emotional health, and from the events organized by community leaders? If there was reason to worry, it didn’t seem that worries about Asian American and white students should have been different. In the school-wide survey, students reported similar levels of sustained feelings of sadness or hopelessness across racial lines, with 26 to 29 percent of all groups affirming they had at least one period of sustained sadness or hopelessness in the past year.39 In addition, 15 to 18 percent of both white and Asian students had “seriously considered” attempting suicide in the past year.40 Aside from the similarities between Asian and white students at Woodcrest High, these rates were also similar to national studies.41 So if there is a mental health crisis, it is not one related to ethnicity, nor to Woodcrest, but a national one. While many adults in Woodcrest attributed student stress and worries about emotional well-being either as related to Asian parenting or as endemic to Woodcrest, student data at Woodcrest and around the country suggest this was not the case.42
Still, Asian American students were a bit more likely to “strongly agree” that they face pressure from their parents to earn good grades (39 percent) than were white students (32 percent), even if a majority of students did not report this kind of pressure.43 Beyond their parents, peers may have played a role in feelings of pressure to succeed academically, especially among Asian American students. Asian students reported more academic pressure from their friends than their white peers did, perhaps because they were more likely to be in honors-level classes. One-third of Asian American students said they strongly agree that they feel pressure from their friends to do well in school, compared to one-fourth of white students. Of course, this was the kind of influence many parents sought when they brought their children to Woodcrest. Those peers may have exerted enough pressure about grades that parents felt they could—and perhaps should—back off.
In our interviews students rarely blamed their parents for any achievement pressure they felt in school. In fact, they often told me that their parents were not like other parents—because they did not pressure them to achieve. Eva was one such student. Her parents went to college in China, then immigrated to the United States for graduate school before Eva was born. With a GPA of 3.9, Eva told me her goal is to get into a “good college” and eventually to become a pediatrician. She also dreamed of owning her own house or apartment, and having a dog. She described her parents, however, as having lower aspirations:
They always tell me to not be too stressed out, to like bring home a C and get like good sleep instead. And they keep trying to convince me that becoming a doctor is really hard and it’s too much stress. They want me to go to art school instead.
I didn’t meet Eva’s parents, so I don’t know how serious the suggestion of art school or C grades actually was. Still, I do know they were serious about her achievement. They hired a college counselor they found on WeChat to guide her through the college admissions process. And they did take her art interest seriously, paying $70 per class for her private teacher.
Aarav, an Indian American student, told me that his mom Akshata, the mom who thought families should take responsibility for a sensible workload, and his dad are “not as strict as other Indian parents. They never force me to do any of these extracurriculars. I’m in a bunch of clubs, but that’s more because that’s what I like to do. . . . They’re more hands off than other Indian parents.” Like many of his Indian and Chinese American peers, Aarav’s reference point was other parents who came from the same country as his parents. Living in Woodcrest enabled parents to back off.
Jonah, a white student, said: “Some parents force their kids to just like do everything in school perfectly, . . . but my parents want me to be happy as well, and not be stressed out of my mind.”
I was happy to hear that most kids felt their parents were reasonable, though I sometimes felt as if students felt protective of their parents when they shared the view that their own parents were not as bad as other parents. It was clear that students’ ambitions, whether in academics, sports, or other extracurricular activities, grew as a result not only of messages they heard from their parents when they were young, but also from what they saw their peers doing. And in a community of high achievers, children may not see parents with similar cultural repertoires as unreasonable. After all, that is how our cultural repertoires work; they become part of our everyday tool kit and not something unusual or a cause for rebellion.
Overall, the student data led me to question the prevailing narrative in Woodcrest that there is a mental health crisis in town owing to academic pressure from parents, especially Asian parents. The portrayal of Woodcrest as a place that leads children to depression, anxiety, and even suicide felt more like a manufactured moral crisis than anything else.44 And I started to notice that parents seemed to advocate addressing emotional well-being in ways that protected their race’s group status. Parents weren’t ready to throw in the towel on their achievement ambitions, even when they expressed a desire for their children to feel happy and fulfilled. Rather, they were searching for ways to balance their goals of happiness and success. The overt worries about mental health may have even been displaced concerns about group status. Perhaps tensions between Asian and white parents over homework, limitations on coursework, and more were really just anxieties about status and children’s success and worries about who was getting ahead. But from what I could tell in my meetings with students and their responses on school surveys, they were going to be alright—or at least as alright as other American kids.



Happiness and Status
Dorothy, an Asian American community leader, described a group of mostly—but not exclusively—white parents:
When we ask parents . . . “What’s success to you?” . . . Inevitably, the answers come out as they want them to be happy and resilient. . . . [But] behind that, there is more personal ambition for their kids than people admit to, or will come out and say. The people who speak the loudest about stress, and wanting the town to do something to reduce the stress, at the same time, they’re pretty personally ambitious for their kids. They still want their kids to do everything needed to go to some top schools. So I think there is a lot of underlying ambition that doesn’t jibe with what they say.
Dorothy’s description reminded me of so many parents in Woodcrest who expressed great concern about emotional health—of their kids and of all kids in Woodcrest—but who also supported their kids in the pursuit of regional and national sports teams, multiple honors and AP classes every year, and more. Their behaviors, messages to their children, and rules with their children may suggest even greater attention to excellence than they themselves realize. And explicit messages about achievement when children are young may provide the space to step back and emphasize happiness as they grow older and have internalized the achievement message. Still, parents’ words provide important context about how they define what it means to be a good parent, and how that meaning making differs by ethnicity, as we have seen. Much is to be learned by what parents say, even if what they do sometimes differs.45
But even in their responses to questions in interviews, parents tended to address concerns about emotional well-being in ways that emphasized their own group status.46 It is no coincidence that white US-born parents were downplaying academic competition and schoolwork at a time when Asian American students at Woodcrest were thoroughly outperforming their white peers. When white parents noticed their declining status in the supposedly meritocratic domain of academics, they seemed to turn to emotional well-being as a different domain from which to maintain their sense of higher status than Asians in Woodcrest.47 Furthermore, by shifting their children to private schools, white parents increased their children’s chances of gaining entrée to selective colleges, even though emotional well-being was typically cited as the key reason for the change in schooling. For their part, many immigrant Asian parents disagreed with changes to reduce academic competition and schoolwork, domains in which their children excelled. And recall from chapter 3 that some Asian parents requested intramural sports opportunities as a means to reduce stress, which coincided with Asian American students’ low representation on Woodcrest’s very competitive varsity sports teams.
Overall, the various machinations of parents suggest that emotional well-being may be a new domain for gaining status, and for immigrant assimilation. Some students told me about their participation on the boards of town organizations devoted to addressing emotional health among youth, and others held positions as “peer mentors” for incoming students to Woodcrest High School—one of their primary jobs, they proudly told me, was to convince these new students of the importance of self-care. Students seemed well aware that these positions could be marshalled on the college applications they would be filling out in the very near future. Asian American students may be particularly keen on cultivating this self-presentation as students cognizant of emotional health given common beliefs that Asian Americans need to work against the stereotypes of them in order to have a chance at top colleges.48
Hearing parent concerns about their children’s happiness was heartening. Despite all the conflict and competition in Woodcrest, parents seemed to have their children’s emotional well-being at heart. White and Asian parents shared a desire to raise emotionally hearty kids. Still, as we saw, their cultural repertoires for doing so varied, just as they did for guidance on academics and extracurriculars. And all of this hand-wringing over emotional well-being and jockeying for status led parents to frequently draw boundaries between what it means to be a worthy versus unworthy parent, and those boundaries frequently were drawn along ethnic lines.




Chapter 5
The “Right” Way to Parent
All of the emphasis on pushing our children to excellence while protecting their emotional well-being and the pressure to be a “good” parent have endless consequences. We complain, we lament, we judge ourselves for not doing enough. But perhaps even more than all that self-directed judgment, there is another consequence that is even more common, and more pernicious: we judge other parents. We take parenting seriously, and we view others’ parenting according to our own standards of worth. Beyond convincing ourselves we are good parents, we spend even more time judging other parents—for being too coddling, too harsh, too involved, too absent. We draw moral boundaries to distinguish ourselves from parents we feel are less worthy than ourselves.1 In this chapter I dig deeper into the moral boundaries of parenting: What does it mean to be a “good” parent?2
Of course, the definition varies significantly, as I have shown throughout this book. Many parents in Woodcrest felt compelled to distance themselves from those who did things the “wrong” way in their quest to support their children’s achievements, whether academic or extracurricular, or to support their emotional health. Parents often compared themselves to other parents, often those with a different ethnic background or birthplace. And parents of the same ethnicity even compared themselves to other parents from a different region of the same country of origin, all to make claims about their own, usually superior, parenting. They seemed to emphasize differences in order to cultivate identities as the good parents in a town where the supposed overemphasis on achievement by other parents was privately lamented and occasionally publicly shamed. Woodcrest parents were hyperaware of what the larger world was saying too; the growing discussion in popular culture about “helicopter parents”—often assumed to be white—and “tiger moms”—assumed to be Asian—was avidly discussed by the well-read population of Woodcrest, and parents frequently drew boundaries to distance themselves from those negative stereotypes. These claims frequently took on a moral tone.
Many white parents expressed disdain for parents who did not take family vacations so their children could stay home and study for the SAT, or who sent their children to tutoring to get ahead academically. This parenting, according to the critics, placed too much emphasis on academic achievement and too little on emotional well-being, did not valorize children’s autonomy enough, and misunderstood what summer vacation was supposed to be for. The parents critiqued were often explicitly described as Asian, and at other times the association was implicit. These sentiments sometimes went hand in hand with worries about their own children feeling “average” or not special. These judgments helped white parents maintain a sense of superiority and greater moral worth, despite concerns that their children couldn’t compete when it came to academics.
For their part, Asian parents were very aware of these critiques. Which is not surprising, since subordinate groups are often all too cognizant of how they are judged, misunderstood, and stereotyped by the dominant group. They responded in two ways. The most common response was assent. Many of the Asian parents I interviewed said that some Asian parents are indeed at fault: for having unreasonable expectations, for not allowing their children enough autonomy, and for not addressing their children’s emotional well-being in the right ways. These parents were never critical of themselves; rather, they nearly always invoked some sort of intra-Asian distinction, claiming that Asian parents of a different generation, or of a different country, or even of a different region of the same country, were the ones that did the things that gave Asian parents a bad name.
A more tentative minority of Asian parents drew a parallel between white parents’ attention to excellence in sports and Asian parents’ attention to academics; these parents acknowledged different foci, but suggested that hyperattention to these divergent domains were acceptable, albeit different, styles of parenting. They did not judge white parents for their emphasis on sports in the same way as they were judged by many white parents for their own emphasis on academics. But they did judge the hypocrisy of whites criticizing Asians for similar behaviors in a different domain. Overall, perhaps because of their relative newcomer position in the US compared to most whites in Woodcrest, Asian parents seemed to be on the defensive when it came to judgments about parenting.



White Parents: Moral Boundaries around Summer Plans, EXPECTATIONS, AND Autonomy
Rory’s two kids, both white graduates of Woodcrest, were currently attending Ivy League colleges. Even though her kids had already graduated, she had no shortage of opinions. We met at the public library, where we found a spot to sit near the children’s section. I worried about the background noise in that area, but I didn’t need to. Rory’s strong voice was clear and crisp. She did not mince words, even when talking about race, unlike many fellow white Woodcrest parents:
One of my daughter’s friends, she got a 1560-something on the SAT, right? . . . Her parents had her retake it. I was saying that to somebody and one of my friends said, “Let me guess. Her name isn’t Sally Smith.” And I’m like, “No, it’s not.” . . . [They are from] Korea. . . . They didn’t go away on vacation because she had to study for the SAT2s. . . . As my friend says, it’s never the blonde Norwegian [laughs]. . . .
Most of the white parents I spoke with were like Rory: summer vacation had a sacred quality to it. There were certain things that you and your kids were supposed to do: take vacations; get a job at the mall or volunteer at the local paper; sleep in. When other kids in the neighborhood didn’t do those things and instead did additional academic work, it caused some consternation. The descriptions from Rory and others often came with nonverbal expressions of frustration and judgment—a sarcastic tone, an incredulous look, a search for affirmation as they made eye contact with me. Many tied the problematic behaviors they perceived to race or ethnicity, sometimes explicitly like Rory did (“Sally Smith” suggests both white and American, and blonde Norwegian distinguishes white from Asian immigrants), and at other times the link was more subtle. Rory went on:
They are like, “In my country, in fifth grade, we were doing blah, blah, blah.” I’m like, “Well, but you aren’t in that country. You’re probably here for a reason. Because your country is controlled by an authoritarian dictator. So let’s embrace this” [laughs]. . . . So they’re sending all these kids to Russian Math.
Rory’s judgment was unmistakable from her tone. I found it hard to reconcile the likely reference to parents from China (“country controlled by an authoritarian dictator”), and the exhortation to “embrace this”—presumably her way—with her clearly liberal identity. During our interview Rory made a disparaging remark about President Trump, and later she said about Woodcrest, “people are very liberal,” clearly including herself in that group. Yet she felt comfortable making a broad generalization about Asian parents. To Rory, the high expectations of immigrant parents who send their kids to Russian School of Math is, simply put, bad parenting. Parents having unreasonable academic expectations was one of the main aspects of Asian parenting that white parents frequently distanced themselves from and one they felt placed an undue toll on children’s emotional health.
This perception of unreasonably high academic expectations, especially in math, led parents like Rory to disapprove of the overrepresentation of Asian American kids in honors classes. Rory told me about a tutoring class she heard about, independent of school, that was specifically for students in honors math. “Is it just me, or does anybody think there’s something a little odd about the fact that so many kids in ninth-grade honors math—kids who are supposed to be somewhat good at math—need a tutor that this tutor has a whole class for honors math?” To Rory, students needing extra help was evidence that they should not be in the honors level in the first place.
Critics like Rory often assumed that parents, rather than children, were driving this insistence on high achievement and additional academic activities. But recall that most kids said that their parents don’t pressure them like other parents pressure their kids, and kids often cited their peers, but not parents, as a source of pressure to take advanced-level classes. Still, Rory was skeptical about how much autonomy the children of such parents could possibly have. This was the third aspect of good parenting I frequently heard from white parents’ judgments of the follies of other, usually Asian, parents. Rory said,
If you got all the parents in this town and you said, “Raise your hand if your kid is passionate about math,” . . . How many fourteen-year-olds do you think are passionate about math? I’m not saying none of them are. But I know what most fourteen-year-olds are passionate about. It’s not math. They swear, “Oh, my child just lives and breathes math!” I know your kid! That’s not true! [laughs].
Rory assumed parents forced their children to take advanced math or sign up for RSM. This time she did not name Asians, but from her previous comments I understood that this was who she meant. Indeed, as we saw in chapter 3, Asian parents did exert more direct influence on their children’s activities than white parents, who also cultivated their children’s interests but exerted more effort to maintain the impression that their children had autonomy.
Patricia, another white mom, also expressed disapproval of other parents related to summer plans, academic expectations, and autonomy. In chapter 2 we saw that Asian American students were more likely than white students to have summer plans involving academic work or research. Patricia told me about her observations related to ethnic change in Woodcrest as her three children grew older:
I think the older two, they all had friends that were Asian or Eastern Indian. As the years went by, it became more and more. . . . My youngest—in her kindergarten and first-grade class, I would say it was probably 50 percent Asian and Eastern Indian. Which is again, perfectly wonderful. But you could tell as time went on, it was different. And specifically, when you go to graduation now, there are very many names that are obviously not, quote unquote, “born in the United States.”
I will admit that I did not appreciate the characterization of names like mine as “not born in the United States.” I frequently correct others—even my own children—when they use the word “American” as a stand-in for “white,” excluding me from the country I have called home all my life. Despite highlighting things being “different,” Patricia went on to express appreciation for the growing diversity in Woodcrest, calling it “really good.” As she went on, though, she shared a downside she perceived: “In terms of the competitiveness of the school, I would say that it probably has become worse.” I questioned just how much Patricia really appreciated the growing diversity of Woodcrest. It was as if she wanted the different cuisines and faiths without accepting other aspects of her Asian neighbors’ cultural repertoires. Like Rory, Patricia specifically drew a boundary when it came to summer vaca-tion plans:
They’re taking a summer bio class, and then they take AP bio [in school]. And they’re doing that so they get the A in AP bio. . . . One of my daughter’s really good friends, Leela, this summer took two classes at [local private school]. . . . My sixteen-year-old, the first half of the summer, we went abroad for a two-and-a-half-week trip, which was wonderful. [Then] she worked at [the town pool] for a week as a lifeguard and swimming instructor. And then she left and went to the camp that she’s been going to for eight summers to go be a counselor. No biology. No math.
Patricia later told me that Leela’s parents are immigrants from China. She sounded defensive when she described the impact of travel and work on her daughter during the summer:
Did she grow over the course of the summer? Exponentially, because she had all these different social situations. She worked with kids. She figured out how to lead people. And I’d take that any day of the week over her taking a chemistry class over the summer before she takes her chemistry class. It makes no sense.
For Patricia, good parenting in the summer means taking children on vacation, encouraging a job, and building nonacademic skills. And not creating undue stress, which she assumed came with the “wrong” summer activities. She placed high value on maintaining a healthy level of stress, and contrasted her own style to others’ parenting—“for our family, we really want to make sure that people are both physically and mentally happy. . . . And I see so many of these kids that are just being pushed. And creating such stress in their lives.” While Patricia does not explicitly tie the behaviors to race or ethnicity like Rory did, Leela’s Chinese ethnicity along with Patricia’s description of ethnic change driving competition in Woodcrest suggests this was not a coincidence.
Emma was another white mom who believed in using summers to develop nonacademic skills through work. She had a particularly clear view of what students were doing outside of school because of her job at the high school:
I see kids after ninth grade working in [hospital] labs. And on the one hand I say, you know what? That kid doesn’t want to play basketball or maybe doesn’t like arts and crafts. But school year-round? That’s the equivalent of school. Maybe there’s the very unusual, rare, truly brilliant kid for whom that is a great choice. But I frankly think that plenty of the kids who are doing that should work in Dunkin’ Donuts part time. That’s just a bias of mine. . . . I feel like it kind of robs them of a piece of childhood in a way that I frankly think is not so healthy in the long run.
Emma tries to signal no judgment, acknowledging her own “bias” about the summer activities she feels are most important. But like Patricia, her drawing of a moral boundary was clear. The children working in labs are being “robbed” of their childhoods, presumably by their parents.
Shannon drew a moral boundary about academic expectations. She and her family moved to Woodcrest when her older child was in first grade. Prior to moving, Shannon and her husband “did a lot of research and [Woodcrest] had an excellent school system. . . . So we chose Woodcrest.” When I asked Shannon how the town has changed since she moved to it nearly twenty years ago, she said, “The population has shifted toward a higher percentage of Asian, that’s very clear. . . . And the school district and the friends that my kids had, I would say changed over the twenty years from a small percentage of Asians to a large percentage of Asians.” When I asked how the population shift has changed the town, she began, “It’s hard for me to say this without—I don’t want to sound racist. . . . I don’t want to sound biased.” I braced myself for what would come next—which Shannon indicated was likely to offend. She went on,
But I do believe that with the influx of Asians, I think they choose Woodcrest because of the school’s reputation. And I think they have different attitudes about education. . . . I think they push their children harder, and I think they have much higher expectations.
Shannon’s lack of self-reflection here was notable given that she too had moved to Woodcrest for its “excellent school system.”
Overall, many white parents expressed disapproval of these specific practices associated with Asian parenting: seemingly excessive academic expectations (which were assumed to stem from parental pressure), academic activities during summer vacation, and less autonomy than they thought was appropriate for teens. In a liberal town like Woodcrest most parents did not express overt disdain for a whole race group—they were too polite, too schooled in the harms of racial stereotypes to do so, especially in front of an Asian American researcher. Instead, their remarks were more subtle expressions about the right way to parent and the kind of parents they are not. Nevertheless, as I hope I have convinced you, the associations were clear and visible.
White Feelings of Displacement
How did white parents make sense of the consequences of the parenting they deemed problematic? Many pointed to the impact on their own children’s emotional health and their sense of self, damaged by the relentless academic striving of their peers. I asked Shannon, the mom above who described Asian families as having different “attitudes about education,” how that difference alongside the increased Asian population of Woodcrest had impacted her children. She led with a positive impact: “They had great friends who cared about education,” she said without hesitation. And then she turned to the negative:
On the other hand, my kids, and especially my older daughter, who was very bright and very motivated, felt like an average student, because there were so many geniuses and superstars and kids that are just off the charts. Whereas in any other school district anywhere else in the country, she would have been at the top of the class. . . . I think her self-esteem suffered a bit.
This sense of displacement was common among white parents in Woodcrest. Shannon seemed to feel entitled to her daughter feeling above average. There is no recognition here that those “geniuses and superstars” may have simply studied more. (Still, despite Shannon’s worries, that daughter ended up at an elite college that admits just one in four applicants.)
Rory described a similarly negative impact, though she began with the negative impact she perceived on Asian American kids themselves:
[After taking math classes] the kids come back to school. And then [parents] will complain, “Well now my child is bored.” Well, your child is bored because you sit him for four hours in Russian Math over the weekend! Could have been better off playing outside or doing something else.
Rory’s moral disdain for the child’s family quickly moved from the potential impact on their child to concerns about the impact on her own child:
[Let’s say you’re] a parent who doesn’t send your kid to Russian Math. You’d put a nail through your hand before you’d send your kid to Russian Math. But now he’s like “Oh, but I can’t be in honors math, because all those kids—” and this did happen with [my son]. It was hard for him last year. Because he was like, “But all those kids, they already know how to do X, Y, or Z.”
Rory blamed the parenting of Asian families for her son’s loss of status and his inability to gain entrée to the honors math track she thought he deserved, based on her own estimation of his math skills. This was an unfair breach of the rules of parenting, as Rory saw it. Still, despite her disdain for parents sending their children to Russian Math, Rory did sign her son up for a math team in elementary school. And in the end, Rory’s eldest child was attending an Ivy League college, suggesting her family still did well in the ongoing competition among Woodcrest seniors for spots at elite colleges.
The irony of Rory’s child attending an elite and expensive college was not lost on me—like Asian families she critiqued, Rory pulled out all the stops when it came to her children’s college application process. The only difference was the strategies they engaged. Rory did support her son in math, through an elementary school math team, but not the Russian Math more common among Asian families. And her daughter benefited from being a legacy to her college—Rory also went there—and smartly, she applied knowing that that would give her a boost in admission. Asian families, of course, were much less likely to have access to a legacy boost for US colleges, because most Asian parents did their undergraduate degrees in Asia.
Emma was another white mom who pivoted from the negative impact of bad parenting on Asian American kids to the loss of status for her own child. I asked Emma what the negative consequences are of the “academics year-round” approach she described. First she said,
I really think that part of growing up is interacting with people over like stupid, silly stuff. Like . . . all week long, twice a day you’ve been going to McDonald’s. A friend’s saying, “Do we have to go there today?” That’s not happening in a lab.
Then Emma pivoted to the impact on her own son, lamenting that he “self-identified as a nonstudent, not liking school very early on. . . . Because there are so many frankly cutthroat ‘super students,’ quote unquote.” Parents of the kids she described, in other words, overstepped the boundaries of good parenting. At the same time, Emma too worked hard to ensure that her son got into the best college he could, in part by hiring a private college counselor for him and a private tutor to prepare for college entrance exams. Emma held a particular vision for what it means to be a good parent. In her view, hiring an individual tutor or college counselor was permissible, though a summer job in a research lab was not.
At times, Asian parents were publicly shamed for what others perceived as poor parenting. Sabrina, a white mom who was a strong critic of the ever-increasing academic achievements at Woodcrest, reported on a public discussion with a new district administrator:
She was talking about how she really sees a major part of her job as to build connections and relationships within the town, between the different schools, between different groups within the school. And a Chinese dad stood up and said, “You know who you need to build connections with? The admissions officers at the Ivy League schools. You need to tell them that Woodcrest deserves a bigger piece of the pie. The reason it’s so stressful at the high school is because we have so many kids that deserve to go to those schools. But because of quotas, they won’t accept them.”
Sabrina continued,
A white parent said, “That’s not where I want my superintendent’s attention. That’s crazy.” And then I raised my hand and I said, “Here’s the problem with that. . . . If you have only moved to this community thinking that it’s a straight path to an Ivy League school, you have done your child a grave disservice. You’ve actually put them at a disadvantage. Because there are so many bright kids here.”
In a town like Woodcrest, Sabrina could assume (and more often than not be right) that the schools brought a family to town, just like they brought her and her family to town. Like Shannon, she seems to resent Asian families following in her footsteps to the classrooms of Woodcrest. Still, she fails to fully grasp the privileges of living in Woodcrest when she suggests that doing so puts a child at a disadvantage in the college admissions process. Over thirty students from Woodcrest in one year of this research went on to one of the eight Ivy League colleges. To put this number in perspective, consider that in one recent year just sixty-seven high schools in the United States sent any students to Harvard, out of the over twenty-six thousand high schools in the United States.3 Students coming from Woodcrest were much more likely to attend Ivy League colleges than students in almost any other school district in the country. Yet white and Asian parents alike, including both Sabrina and the Chinese dad she disagreed with, frequently claimed that going to Woodcrest High School made entrée harder.
Overall, white parents critical of Asian parenting seemed to lament their children’s lost status. As they watched their children no longer feel above average, they grew resentful of the growing number of Asians in their community. Despite Asian American teens excelling academically, white parents did not emulate the cultural repertoires that they saw leading to that outcome, as might be expected when a group observes another achieving success. Instead, whites maintained their feeling of superiority by rejecting Asian families’ strategies for getting ahead and describing the importance of children’s autonomy, summers focused on nonacademic activities, and reasonable academic expectations, placing them outside the boundary of good parenting. Of course, this was not a conscious ploy. Still, what seemed to elicit the strongest feelings in my conversations with white parents were the things they believed Asian parents did that seemed to make achievement and standing out harder for their own children. Drawing moral boundaries around parenting—judging Asian parenting to be unworthy, even if it led to academic excellence—was one mechanism by which white parents could hang on to their sense of status and superiority.



Asian Parents: Defensive Moral Boundaries
Given the critiques I heard from white parents, I was surprised not to hear similar critiques among Asian parents about the different ways they tended to exert influence on their children. Instead, Asian parents more often than not simply excluded themselves from the behaviors that were judged morally suspect. Many were aware of the disapproval of parents like Shannon, Patricia, Emma, and Rory. In fact, the moral boundaries they described around parenting often seemed to involve a hyperawareness of those critiques. But instead of rejecting white parents’ contrasting styles, perhaps unlikely given most Asian parents’ marginal status in the US as immigrants, most Asian parents distanced themselves from the behaviors that were critiqued. In other words, they accepted the critiques but said that they themselves were not on the wrong side of the moral boundary, even if other—even most—Asian parents were. For example, Helen, an immigrant Chinese mother, told me that “Most parents, I think they want [their kids] to go to good schools, like Ivy League schools and then have a very good job. . . . I don’t want exactly the same thing. I don’t think [my daughter] needs to go to an Ivy League, or any of the prestigious schools.” Like so many other Asian and white parents, Helen couldn’t quite articulate what she did want for her daughter—just the boundaries around what she did not want.
Other Asian parents distanced themselves from those who were critiqued for not providing their children enough autonomy. Akshata, an immigrant Indian mother, contrasted herself to other Indian parents: “Most of the Indian parents that I know, I think for them, success is only through sciences. . . . We’ve left it to our son [to decide] what he wants to do.” Akshata contrasted her and her husband’s parenting with that of her sister-in-law who lived in another town:
She has this idea in her head that her daughter should be a doctor. And she keeps trying to brainwash her. I tell her “You should not do that. . . . What if she doesn’t want to? Let her decide. She’s going into eighth grade now. And she has her own ideas. . . . You cannot decide for her. Don’t do that.”
Akshata also contrasted her desire for her son to get a summer job as different from most other Indian parents in Woodcrest. She and her husband felt that their son would learn the soft skills necessary to be successful at work in the future through a high school summer job:
[My husband] started realizing that just studies was not everything. There should be an all-around development. You should know how to conduct yourself in front of ten people. How you meet and talk to other people is very important. And he saw that in the real world, people who are ahead of him or successful were not necessarily the brightest students when they were in school. But they were very good at selling themselves.
This realization resonates with the message we heard many white parents share with their kids in chapter 2—academics are not the sole avenue to professional success. Still, Akshata’s son was a strong student—he told me his GPA is 3.75 and that he takes “mostly” honors classes.
Like Akshata, Nandi contrasted her own parenting with that of other Indian parents who were, as she described them, too directive. She said,
I think the non-Indian parents, they give a lot of autonomy to the kids. . . . But Indian parents, definitely decide mostly for the kids. Very rarely do they let the kids decide. . . . So giving this freedom [to my son], at least he gets independent. He can decide for himself. Like when the language choice came, I personally wanted him to take Spanish. Spanish, I thought, would be more useful in the United States. And people say that it’s an easy language to learn. But he decided he wanted to do Mandarin. So I didn’t force him to take Spanish. . . . If he thinks he wants to do something, I think he should be able to explore that.
Parents like Helen, Akshata, and Nandi recognized the disapproval of some Asian parents’ styles in Woodcrest related to expectations, autonomy, and summer plans. They responded by distancing themselves from those styles, thus insulating themselves from accusations of bad parenting. In many instances these were the same parents who acted as “cultural brokers” related to how to address children’s emotional well-being, as I described in chapter 4.
Indira, a US-born Indian American mother previously married to a white American-born man, claimed that Woodcrest is “full of crazy parents.” She explained her view with an example from her son’s high school orientation in eighth grade:
The principal goes through this whole little rigmarole of “Next week you’re going to get the recommendations from your middle school teachers. Your kid’s going to be recommended for up to three honors classes. . . . That’s terrific. Take them out to dinner. Congratulate them. Celebrate your kid. Pick two.” And he gives a nice talk about balance, and the importance of getting used to the setting, having extracurriculars and sports and whatever else your kid is interested in. And that two honors classes is really what they have found is the reasonable amount.
So I love this, right? I’m very happy about this. . . . And at the end of it, there’s these parents who are like, “But if they only take two honors classes in ninth grade, how are they going to get into Harvard?” I’m suddenly panicked. I’m like, “Am I too relaxed?” And then I had this like, “No. I’m the sane one. They’re the crazy ones!” [laughs].
When I asked her to clarify, Indira said that the “crazy” parents “tend to be more immigrant. . . . Of the friends I have, not so many of the born and raised in the US parents are quite so crazy.” Indira aligns herself with the school principal, part of the dominant culture of signaling attention to emotional well-being by limiting academic ambitions. In doing so, she drew a moral boundary between her own parenting and that of immigrant parents.
Indira’s son Ammar agreed that his mom seemed to get it right when it came to parenting. In a separate interview that took place at school, Ammar told me, “There’s going to be like the extremely lenient parents who don’t really care, and also like the really focused parents who micromanage every aspect of their child’s life.” He went on to say that his mom “is probably in the middle.”
I imagined that Indira would have pleased to know that her son described her as “in the middle.” Indeed, Indira’s family were all high achievers. She met Ammar’s dad at the Ivy League university they both attended. And when I met Ammar he was taking two honors classes and one AP class. He also was a part of multiple clubs and a varsity sports team. He also told me he was learning multiple languages on his own through the app Duolingo—Italian, French, Dutch, Portuguese, German, and Russian; this was in addition to the Spanish he was learning at school. Ammar told me that “I’m hoping to get proficient in all those, and then also add Arabic and Japanese.”
While US-born Indira distinguished herself from foreign-born parents, some immigrant Indian parents engaged in boundary work in order to distinguish themselves from immigrants from China. Suneel, the Indian community leader who suggested legislators budget for more school counselors, described differences he perceived between Chinese and Indian residents of Woodcrest related to their degree of focus on academic excellence:
Back in China, they have the one-child policy. And here they want their child to really, truly succeed. So the tiger moms, that’s what they do. And there are more tiger moms among Chinese than among Indians. . . . Once I was talking to a friend of mine. And he said, “I don’t want my children to be friends with Chinese boys or girls.” I said, “Why?” He said, “They just want to study, study, study.”
Some North Indian immigrant parents even differentiated themselves from South Indian immigrant parents, whom they viewed as too focused on academic excellence, playing into a common Indian stereotype about regional differences in India.4 Ruby, a Punjabi immigrant mother, said,
The southern part of India, people are more academically driven. Punjabis [northern Indians] in general, they’re entrepreneurs, so they’re more flashy, more outgoing as in just more fun in their lives. Not as academically driven. And that’s where you see the difference here between the people from the southern part and the northern. . . . [South Indian parents] will have their kids in spelling bee competitions.
Ruby’s children were high achievers, earning “mostly A’s and A−’s.” Her ninth grader took honors math as well. Still, she suggests the academic expectations of South Indian parents are even higher.
Overall, parents and kids in Woodcrest described lower levels of parental pressure than I expected when I began this research. I sometimes wondered if they were just telling me what they thought was the socially desirable answer, even if it wasn’t what the parents actually do. In fact, other studies, based in New York City and Los Angeles, have found that adult children of Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants describe their parents’ definitions of success when they were young as entailing extraordinarily high achievement levels.5 But if parents and kids in Woodcrest were just telling me what they thought was the socially desirable response, it raises the question of why children of immigrants in New York and Los Angeles did not feel that same pressure. After talking with so many parents in Woodcrest and observing the busy lives of their children, I concluded that the social context in Woodcrest may have made those explicit messages unnecessary. Just as studies of youth living in concentrated poverty show how the lack of community members with steady jobs and college degrees makes those harder to imagine and sustain even when young adults desperately want both—there are few models to draw from on how to be successful in college, alongside a lack of resources to support that success—communities like Woodcrest may provide such abundant models of success that parents explicitly advocating high achievement may be unnecessary for success.6 Asian parents living in places with a wider range of achievement levels (due in part to a wider range of educational backgrounds among parents), like those in previous studies of Asian American families, may feel more need to explicitly direct their children throughout childhood. In places like Woodcrest, the social context may make that influence unnecessary; everyone was achieving at a pretty high level, even if where exactly they landed was of course not the same. Indeed, on the school-wide survey it was African American students—most of whom were bused from the nearby city—who were most likely to say that their parents pressure them to do well in school.7
The defensiveness from Asian parents and kids suggested that they bought into the superiority of white ways of parenting. They took white parenting as the standard by which they should be measured. That is, to appear to be good, morally defensible parents, they needed to appear more like white parents. Still, a minority of Asian parents rejected the critiques. I turn to those parents next.
Asian Parents Critique Their White Neighbors
While many Asian parents responded to white disapproval of Asian parenting by distancing themselves from the tiger mom stereotype, some dismissed those critiques as hypocritical. Weren’t Asian parents’ high expectations in academics just like white families’ high expectations in sports? For example, Shivani, a US-born Indian American mother of three, said:
There’s some nationally ranked ice skaters here. They skate hours a day. They get up at like five AM. . . . It’s a lot of dedication. And I think it’s great. So I’m like, “‘Do you complain about that?” So if a kid wants to do math and loves math, so what if he goes to math camp every summer? If his parents aren’t forcing him and he really loves that, there’s nothing wrong.
Shivani pointed out the seeming contradiction in a board meeting of a local organization dedicated to teen mental health, on which Shivani sat:
White parents, they were like, “Well, but math is intense, and it’s not recreational.” I’m like, “No, it’s the same thing. If they love it, and they have a propensity towards it, so what?”
Shivani said of teens in intensive sports that “it’s great” and hoped for the same empathy for her own Asian American children’s participation in more academic extracurricular activities. Still, she drew on the importance of autonomy in her critique. That is, she prioritized the importance of autonomy, similar to many white parents, but questioned white parents’ refusal to admit that some kids may choose math camp.
Saumya, the Indian mother in chapter 2 who spoke of higher standards in math in her experiences in India than her children’s in Woodcrest, also compared supplementary math to sports participation:
I think Indians are seen very negatively for putting the kids in Russian Math by non-Indians, and to me, it’s just weird, because people do all kinds of clubs for sports. And I think it’s the same thing. They are trying to get better in hockey or baseball or whatever, so they’re doing clubs outside of school. That is not looked on negatively. But doing something extra in math is looked at negatively. . . . They’re like “Oh, our kids can’t get into honors math if they’re not doing Russian Math, because it’s too hard.” . . . Which is probably true. But if my kid doesn’t do a club team, he or she won’t get into the JV or varsity teams. So what’s the difference? It’s just what you prioritize. And I think the Indians are prioritizing math over sports.
In other words, when white parents disapproved of Asian parenting for an intensive focus on academics some Asian parents, like Shivani and Saumya, pushed back and suggested that they are simply focused intensely on different pursuits.
Sabrina, the white mother above who saw moving to Woodcrest as dampening children’s prospects of getting into elite colleges, explicitly rejected arguments like those made by Shivani and Saumya. She responded to perspectives like Shivani’s and Saumya’s in her interview, suggesting she had heard those arguments before:
So a big argument that comes up when people do condemn the proliferation of academic enrichment: “Why is that any different from club sports or private coaching?” . . . And I understand the analogy. It’s a little different, though. Nobody is required to do soccer in order to graduate. It’s not a complete analogy. The academic enrichment stuff is co-curricular. . . . Whether a kid gets private coaching in baseball or soccer or whatever doesn’t have the same impact on the kid’s academic life.
Ironically, Sabrina justifies intensive cultivation of sports skills but not academic skills by her prioritizing academics—suggesting academics are too important to provide enrichment beyond the school walls. Indeed, Sabrina’s children were active in sports both at the town and club levels. While I guessed that I had some things in common with Sabrina—I too never signed my kids up for academic enrichment outside of school—I found her justification perplexing. It was the homework policy debate all over again—attenuating academics to make room for extracurriculars (especially sports), while placing no limits on the intensity, hours, or private coaching in extracurriculars.
When I spoke with Dorothy, a US-born Asian American community leader, it sounded as if she understood the perspectives of residents like Sabrina all too well. She said:
I think there’s a sentiment from some people who feel that the Asian community is driving some of the academic pressure in the town. . . . I think it’s out of fear that maybe the Asian kids are edging out some of the other kids. So you hear, “Well, they all send their kids to Russian Math and all these outside programs to give their kids a leg up. Why do they do that? That’s not okay, it’s a problem.” And you hear that a good deal from some of the people who, the wanting-to-dial-down-the-stress people. There are a lot of comments from them.
Still, Sabrina and parents like her seemed to set the terms of debate in Woodcrest. In public meetings and in conversations with school leaders I rarely heard arguments like Shivani’s and Saumya’s. This dominant narrative about the right way to parent meant that most Asian parents acted in response to it, often defensively.
Overall, when the dominant group, whites, defines the terms of worthy parenting, many immigrant parents seem to accept their judgments and respond by distancing themselves from the behaviors that whites reject. As they do so, some draw upon other lines of difference—generation, national origin, and region within national origin—to distance themselves from, as Indira described them, the “crazy parents” in Woodcrest.
I did not hear Asian parents expressing disapproval of white parenting, besides their critiques of white judgment of their own parenting.8 As I considered the live-and-let-live approach of Asian parents in Woodcrest, I realized that their position as immigrants and racial minorities may have led them too to see white parents’ cultural repertoires as the norm, even if they didn’t share them, and hence see them as ineligible for critique. Much like working-class Americans who decry inequality yet often buy into systems of meritocracy that disadvantage them, and like women who critique men’s sexism but less frequently the corporate workplace practices that make balancing home and work responsibilities challenging for them, so too Asian parents in Woodcrest sometimes called out the hypocrisy of white critiques of Asian parenting, but never white parenting practices themselves.9



The Future of Woodcrest
Life is, of course, always uncertain; yet these days, that uncertainty feels all the more inescapable. From climate change to a global pandemic to financial insecurity, parents feel these burdens not just for their own lives, but for the lives of the children that they have devoted themselves to. Parenting, in turn, feels like an enormously important, and endlessly stressful, undertaking.10
Parents in Woodcrest, just like parents everywhere, grappled with everything as best as they could. They were determined to achieve the “right” balance in all aspects of their parenting: scheduling kids just enough but not too much, giving them freedom while still guiding them toward the best choices, finding the “right” summer plans, attending to their emotional well-being without sacrificing achievement. The list was endless. And for many Woodcrest parents, it seemed like a second job. No surprise then, that within a high-achieving community in the midst of global uncertainly, feeling like you are a “good,” morally upright parent seems more essential, and harder to achieve, than ever.
In general, we don’t want to brag, but we do want everyone to recognize how hard we are working and what a good job we are doing. Middle-class parents feel a moral obligation to pay for their children’s college, despite the potential for high levels of debt.11 Some well-off white parents of young children even feel morally obligated to provide test preparation classes so their children can have the “best” educational opportunities.12 We also work hard to instill a sense of morality in our children. Wealthy parents often take great pains to raise their children to be morally conscious, despite their incredible privileges.13 And we feel the need to show it. When we meet with teachers, we try to signal that we understand our children are imperfect, but nonetheless that we are good parents who take our parenting seriously.14
Of course, our perceptions about what makes a good parent vary. Books about parenting across cultures abound. Psychologists study the minutiae of cross-cultural differences in what parents say they value, the extent to which they emphasize their children’s autonomy versus interconnectedness, styles of discipline, and much more.15 This endless investigation is proof that parenting is one of the most vital, yet varied, things we do as human beings. At the same time, parenting cultures shift over time. In the United States today, we take for granted that everyone sees, and should see, their children as an important source of meaning. But this view on parenting developed only a century ago, with the shift from an agrarian society in which children contributed to household labor to one in which children became, as Viviana Zelizer has described it, “priceless.”16 With that shift came increasing worries among parents about whether they were doing the best for their children. Concerns about how best to raise our children have only grown more intense over time.17 And of course, as we have seen throughout this book, the migration experience shapes ideas about parenting.18
Most parents in Woodcrest were adamant that they were raising their children the right way. But the terms of debate seemed to be set by white critics of Asian parents who cancelled vacations for SAT prep, did not provide sufficient autonomy for their children, and had children spending their summers in research labs and classrooms. The judgments of Asian parents as problematic, both for their impact on their children as well as on others’ children, demonstrated that white parents’ liberal sensibilities only went so far.19 Defining the terms of good parenting enabled whites to label parenting practices more common among Asian parents as those that should change. They turned to morality to maintain their sense of status in the face of Asian American academic excellence. In doing so, they drew subtle moral boundaries between themselves and Asian parents, despite overt expressions of support for diversity.20 At times, whites in Woodcrest sounded not so different from supporters of President Trump, buying into the narrative that immigrants are the reason for any lack of financial security they feel.
Asian parents often accepted these critiques, placing themselves on the right side of moral parenting as defined by the established white parents by distancing themselves from stereotypical Asian parenting.21 They sometimes described problematic parenting in terms of other difference—generation, national origin, and region. While research on immigrant assimilation has assumed that achieving socioeconomic parity with the dominant group—middle-class whites in the US—will lead to a blurring of boundaries between the dominant and immigrant group, in Woodcrest I found the opposite. Parents turned to moral boundaries of good parenting to distinguish white and Asian parenting. A small number of Asian parents rejected whites’ critiques, drawing a parallel between Asian families’ emphasis on the highest levels of academic excellence with white families’ focus on athletic skills.
It is important to keep in mind that the judgments I heard were rarely overt. They did not come to a head at any public meeting. No public officials made overtly racist comments about Asian parents. Rallies over proposed changes to homework or any other academic policy did not happen, let alone happen along racial lines as has been the case in New York City, New Jersey, Maryland, and many other places.22 White parents in Woodcrest held strongly liberal sensibilities, and Asian parents did not push back against policies like the homework policy when they disagreed. Instead, tensions were just below the surface. Palpable, but often invisible. But those tensions make clear the enduring power of white upper-middle-class residents to set the terms of debate, even in a domain in which they were surpassed by Asian Americans, education. Still, I wondered what issue might light the tinder that lays in Woodcrest.
For some clarity on this question, I turned to Principal Smith. I thought that he, as someone who had lived and worked in Woodcrest for decades, might have some insight into the future of this complex town. We sat down for a long-overdue conversation as I was winding down this research. I was excited to finally have some uninterrupted time to talk with him without the endless distractions of the school day. We quickly dove in, and a recurring theme was ethnic tensions in Woodcrest, despite overt expressions of excitement about diversity. He said:
There’s been an increase in, among the families who are white, anger about perceptions about what’s driving the schools. . . . You know, Asian American families coming in, . . . this feeling of “My child can’t keep up with all of”—those stereotypical perceptions of the “smart” kids: “They’re naturally smart. My kid’s having to work too hard. . . . Who are those kids?” And there’s just anger.
Mr. Smith described parents speaking much more explicitly about ethnicity than I heard in most interviews. In my conversations, white parents were much more polite about their unease with ethnic change—“anger” is not a word I would use to describe anything I heard from white parents. I guessed that Mr. Smith’s white identity and long-term residence in Woodcrest may have made many parents assume he shared their perspectives, and hence made them more willing to share strong emotions about parents who look like me. His insight suggested to me that conflicts would arise sooner than I previously expected, even if they hadn’t already.
In other places, issues like school boundary redistricting and changing admissions to magnet schools have led Asian families to participate in protests and to share their frustrations.23 However, in these instances Asians were pitted against Black and Latinx families, not against white families. In college admissions, a small number of Asian Americans have blamed what they see as anti–Asian American discrimination on affirmative action for Black, Native American, and Latinx applicants to Harvard as well. But the almost complete absence of Black and Latinx families living in Woodcrest and the limited number of busing students meant that the district never needed to implement policies that might challenge the privileges held by white and Asian American families alike in Woodcrest in favor of equity for less-resourced families. Still, I wondered how long it would be before the gap between Asian American and white students’ academic achievement would grow so large that white parents and school officials would implement more dramatic changes that might spark flames, and in turn Asian families would push back forcefully. Would they try to implement limitations on the number of AP classes a student could take in a year? Would they de-level classes at the middle school and high school? Or would upper-middle-class whites simply stop moving to Woodcrest, choosing other, less diverse suburbs for their families?




Conclusion
The Anxieties of Parenting and the American Dream
We are living in an age of anxiety, economic and otherwise. Inequality in the United States is the highest it’s been in half a century.1 Working- and middle-class families increasingly struggle to make ends meet. These problems are rooted in the structure of our country—our adamant faith in a cutthroat version of capitalism and a stacked-deck version of meritocracy. Our undying suspicion of anything that aims to better the common good. Our unfettered devotion to individual rights. Our unwillingness to address the scars of racism.
Even families that seem rich to most of us still feel insecure. We live in communities segregated by race and increasingly segregated by class, so even well-off families can remain oblivious to their good fortune.2 Those families that seem to have it all are often caught in a very particular kind of upper-middle-class culture—striving, hypereducated, hypercompetitive—in which having it all is not enough. This is the culture endemic in Woodcrest, and in a growing number of communities around the country. Many of these people “upscale” their standards about how much is enough.3 They add to their list of needs, their list of concerns, their list of what is required to be good parents and to have the right life. The result is a spiral as predictable as it is vicious: more needs requires more money, which requires more work, which manifests as more stress, all of which justify the sense of precariousness.4 And when parents feel anxious about their status, they spend considerable energy and resources on their children’s education, because for American parents—US-born, immigrant, Asian, white, Black, and Latinx alike—getting a good education is the security blanket of choice.
There is a great irony here. We Americans believe in the promise of equal opportunity, and the idea that everyone can succeed in this country if they just try hard enough. People in most European countries are less likely than Americans to believe that hard work is and should be the key to getting ahead in life.5 But we are also very aware of how much of that success is shaped by parents’ strategies and resources. And so as parents, we hedge our bets. Well-off parents don’t just invest in college savings accounts and hire financial advisers to secure their children’s inheritances; they also invest in their children’s excellence, buying or renting property in the “best” school district they can afford and paying for tutors, coaches, and expensive extracurricular classes and activities.6 They also invest their time, volunteering in their children’s classrooms, participating in school governance to ensure school policies align with their children’s strengths, and teaching their children to advocate for themselves.7
As we have seen, what exactly each parent does can vary a great deal—parents do not all go about trying to secure their children’s futures in the same way, and all of us are influenced by the various cultural repertoires that we have encountered in our lives. Our repertoires emerge from myriad sources: our parents and peers where we grew up, our neighbors, our colleagues at work, to name a few.
Having experienced success in hierarchical, test-based education systems in Asia, many Asian immigrants in towns like Woodcrest dive into American meritocracy with gusto. While others have suggested that Asian parents respond to worries about discrimination by emphasizing academics, I mostly did not hear about that kind of concern.8 Nor did I hear about Confucian ideals or attempts to embody the tiger mom image among Asian parents. Rather, most Asian parents in Woodcrest, whether they were born in the United States or not, tended to draw upon the cultural repertoires that got them (or their own parents or grandparents) ahead in India and China—namely, an intense regimen of testing and ample public pressure to excel on those tests, especially in STEM subjects. Competition for scarce resources—in this case, seats at elite universities—makes those tests essential for future success in India and China, and this cultural legacy maintains its influence when families land in the United States.9 For these successful Asian parents, there is nothing unusual in enrolling their children in supplementary math classes and summer academic classes, and in prioritizing academics over sports. In their own experiences in India and China, extra academics beyond the school curriculum was just what most kids do, not something exceptional for that unusually driven science aficionado or the slower learner who needs extra help to keep up with their peers. When these parents in turn worry about their children’s emotional well-being, their instincts are similarly self-driven: they prefer solutions that ask individual families to make choices for their children, rather than school-wide policies that they see as limiting individual ambitions.
White parents, on the other hand, express a more holistic perspective on excellence, sometimes discouraging their children from taking too many Advanced Placement and honors classes, especially if they have busy sports schedules after school. Not surprisingly, this perspective is also the one favored by elite colleges in the US. Many white parents emphasize the importance of work experience and developing social skills as well. They more frequently emphasize a desire to develop their children’s autonomy (even while guiding their children through more subtle influence).10 Like immigrant Asian parents, they emphasize what they have learned in their own lives. For them, athletic recruiting is one pathway to get into the most selective colleges. And when public school doesn’t seem to meet their kids’ needs, many white parents in Woodcrest are willing and able to pull them out and transfer them to a private school.
White and Asian parents alike in Woodcrest—and around the country—also worry that their children are overscheduled, with negative consequences for their emotional health. Even Asian parents downplayed their expectations for their kids because of this concern. When these concerns crescendo, some families begin to ask their schools and fellow parents to dial back schoolwork, while others ask their children to reduce their extracurricular commitments to make time for a rigorous academic course load.
Still, it is important to look beyond what parents say and do in the present, because there is a more complex bundle of decisions that shape what they feel they need to say and do.11 In other words, direct parent influence may not be the main driver of how parents shape children’s behaviors and achievements. This can help us understand why parents all tell their children similar things—across class, geographic, and racial lines, parents tend to express high expectations for their children’s education—and yet their children end up behaving differently, with unequal academic outcomes.12 Bringing children to the Woodcrest environment was enough to set high achievement expectations without stating them explicitly, because the kids were surrounded by high achievers in a well-resourced district. With those expectations already very clear, albeit implicitly, parents could say al the right things about wanting to lower their kids’ stress. Parents’ degrees were compounded by the degrees of peers’ parents and the colleges peers just ahead of them attended. Of course, sometimes that community influence was more than what parents had bargained for—when parents felt the environment emphasized academic excellence too strongly, they sometimes moved their children to private schools or exhorted them to take fewer honors classes. When academic strain grows alongside shifting demographics, it is perhaps unsurprising that some white parents attributed it to ethnic change.
From the moment I arrived at Woodcrest, it was clear that a jumble of tensions was simmering just below the surface. What role should parents play? Is it okay to prepare over the summer for an advanced class in the fall? Who deserves to be in honors classes? How much cajoling is too much? When should a parent stop a striving child from taking on too much? What is a reasonable expectation of practice hours per week for a varsity sports team? What is too much?
These questions that parents in Woodcrest spent a considerable amount of time asking themselves emerged from a broad gamut of pressures—from economic anxiety to social striving to worries about children’s mental health—and yet these many questions, and the many pressures behind them, more often than not manifested in a single activity: judging the moral worth of other parents. These judgments were often based upon moral boundaries related to what it meant to be a good parent. In other words, parents worked hard to defend their own parenting by looking down on other parents. And most of the time, those other parents who were the problem were people who looked different from them. This ended up increasing the distance between white and Asian parents, even while some Asian parents rejected white critiques of their parenting, drawing a parallel between Asian families’ emphasis on the highest levels of academic excellence with white families’ focus on athletic excellence.
When Asian Americans surpass their white neighbors in significant numbers, the whispers of judgment can morph into broader anti-Asian feelings. These fears, though cloaked in liberal identities, are not unlike the fears of working-class whites who blame immigrants for their declining fortunes, a narrative fueled by recent political rhetoric.13 And they suggest that skill-based immigration policies, as advocated by some conservatives eager to admit only the “right” kind of immigrants, are not a panacea to quell anti-immigrant sentiments, and may even fuel them. On the one hand, previous studies have shown that even Americans who seek more restrictions on who can enter the country often think that immigrants with high levels of education should be allowed in.14 These immigrants are “good” immigrants and seem to exist in a separate category. On the other hand, many in Woodcrest also found fault with this group of immigrants. Rather than depict immigrants as rapists and drug dealers as Donald Trump did to stoke anti-immigrant sentiments, they portrayed immigrant Asian parents as unreasonably focused on academic pursuits and lacking in attention to children’s emotional well-being in the right ways. While these parents did not express views that immigration should be curtailed, I wondered if in the future experiences like theirs just may lead some to that view.
My time in Woodcrest along with my reading of the research on race and education made me realize that to be accepted by white parents and school officials, parents of color often have to fit into a narrow definition of good parents—Black and Latinx parents often are stereotyped by whites as not focused enough on education, while Asian American parents are seen as too focused on it. Of course, there is nothing inherently related to race or ethnicity in these issues. But when parents tend to clump with their coethnics in terms of their take on them, individuals attach ethnic labels to those differences, as we have seen throughout this book.



Protecting Status
One of the most intriguing parts of talking to parents was that, almost across the board, all of their hopes for their kids sounded so reasonable. When white parents expressed their desires for balance, and for schoolwork that did not overload their children, I found myself nodding my head in agreement over and over again. Their wishes were so heartfelt, and their hopes were so sensible. And when Asian parents told me that every family should make its own decisions about how much to take on, and that the school should run intramural sports as an option for kids to destress without the intensive commitments of varsity sports, I kept on nodding. Who wouldn’t agree with such practical solutions? Over time, I came to realize something more complex: these solutions were absolutely genuine, and also strategic. Parents tended to see the world in ways that privileged their own status. White parents wanted to lessen academics, a domain in which Asian Americans were outperforming their kids; Asian parents disagreed with anything that would reduce the potential to achieve in the academic realm.
I doubt that these were conscious, strategic visions for getting ahead. Rather, for each parent these wishes were unconscious and unexplored—they just seemed like the obvious right way to do things.15 In other words, the parenting strategies I found in Woodcrest were not necessarily deliberate attempts to improve the standing of all white families or to bolster the status of all Asian families; they just seem like the “natural” way of doing things. And that is why they are so pernicious. The sincerity of parents’ good intentions means that these seemingly obvious decisions can morph into stereotypes and biases.16
Amidst the many “obvious” decisions that we all make, upper-middle-class whites are particularly adept at getting schools to align with their preferences. In Woodcrest, many white parents diverted energy in the district away from academic achievement in order to preserve children’s emotional well-being. And it helped that most school staff, like themselves, were college-educated whites who probably shared much of their cultural repertoires. They tended to set the tone and norms for “good” parenting, leading many town efforts to address students’ emotional well-being. This included pushing for reducing homework at the high school level as a mechanism to reduce student stress. The alignment between this perspective and the declining status of white students in Woodcrest’s academic hierarchy should not come as a surprise. These white parents did not, for example, argue for fewer hours of sports practice for teams already on the field fifteen hours per week.17
The Woodcrest of today is certainly not the first place or time in which this has happened in the world. The people in power have always found ways to justify and maintain their position. We have seen, for example, that white UCLA students downplay the importance of grade point average (GPA) for college admissions when reminded that Asian Americans are overrepresented on University of California campuses under the current system, which uses GPA.18 In my own research based on interviews with Ivy League and Oxford students, I found that white students in the United States define what a fair system of admissions is very differently from British students, but what students at elite universities in both places share is a belief that admissions should be done the way that their own universities are already doing it. That across-the-board belief in the validity of the system that admitted them has a very simple explanation: believing in the system that rewarded them bolsters their identities as winners of the admissions competition.19 Institutions do this too. One hundred years ago Ivy League universities run by white Protestant leaders redefined merit in admissions when they wanted to limit the number of Jewish students admitted under the old exam-based system.20
White parents in Woodcrest tended to identify as liberal and expressed great appreciation for the racial diversity in their town that came from the busing program and Asian immigration. Over 80 percent of adults in town voted for Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election. But their appreciation for diversity only went so far. When that growing diversity led to their children seeming less accomplished academically, they pushed back. In other words, when Asian Americans outperformed white teens, white parents worked to shift the very terms of the competition. And they defined their way as the right way to parent. They wanted their children to benefit from moving to a place like Woodcrest, which was supposed to ensure that they came out ahead of everyone else, but when Asian families followed in their footsteps and Asian American kids bested their children, white parents attempted to alter the very system designed to privilege them. Many Asian parents also accepted these narratives and responded by distancing themselves from the supposedly unworthy parenting of many other Asian parents. They agreed, in other words, that Asians are often bad parents, even if they themselves were not.
Still, it is important to keep in mind that Asian Americans also benefited from a broader system of racial exclusion that makes towns like Woodcrest possible in the first place.21 When ethnic tensions abound it is easy to forget the plethora of privileges enjoyed by Asian American and white families alike in Woodcrest. After all, the town (and many suburbs like it around the country) was designed historically to keep African Americans out, especially poor and working-class African Americans. In other words, when Asian Americans come to Woodcrest, they benefit from the Black exclusion the town was built upon. The concentration of high incomes and levels of education in Woodcrest provide world-class resources and opportunities for all of Woodcrest’s students. Professional Asian immigrant families in towns like Woodcrest have the financial and cultural resources to succeed at the competitive processes designed by and for white success. But towns like Woodcrest, needless to say, are inaccessible to most American families. Though Woodcrest’s Asian Americans are certainly not white, and while it is important to recognize various kinds of discrimination they face and the ways they continue to be treated as outsiders, the Asian families in Woodcrest are certainly more privileged than most American families.
In towns like Woodcrest, white and Asian families alike benefit from an American system of meritocracy that rewards the children who are already ahead—children whose parents went to college and who have high incomes. This system, in turn, seems designed to punish kids who are working class, Black, or Latinx, not for their lack of ambition or hard work, but for their lower social status. When privileged children work incredibly hard in school, it’s easy to forget the ways in which private music lessons, expensive tutors, and a privileged community also enable their achievements. In Woodcrest, this meant that most parents I met, whether Asian or white, seemed unaware of the advantages their children held over children in other school districts. Though most parents chose to live in Woodcrest for its highly regarded school system, they did not fully grasp the influence of that system, instead assuming their children’s achievements were a result of individual smarts and hard work. In other words, American meritocracy is built on exclusion—on a rigid class hierarchy, and on a slightly more mutable racial hierarchy, all covered with a shiny veneer of possibility for everyone to get ahead, which masks the hierarchies that make getting ahead so difficult for certain people. So immigrants coming with high levels of education are able to benefit from that system, which can lead them to fail to notice its problems. Ultimately, when Asian and white families in towns like Woodcrest are locked in a struggle to define the terms of fair ways of supporting their children’s success, it is easy to forget that children living beyond the town’s limits are the ones that really lose out. The problem of privilege in Woodcrest is not white and Asian parents doing everything they can to help their children get ahead; all parents do that. Rather, the problem is a housing and schooling system in the United States that enables them to do so with so many more advantages than others.
We can—and should—marvel over the audacity of people who use their fame and power to curry further fame and power, whether criminal cases like Lori Loughlin faking her children’s athletic skills to get them into USC, or the more banal but more pervasive privilege that comes from getting an admissions boost when applying to Harvard as a legacy. But these are merely the most egregious examples of a system that is fundamentally problematic. Ultimately, most students attending selective residential colleges are privileged compared to the average teen in the US—let alone compared to those whose families sit in the bottom half of the income distribution.22 But the disdain we pour on people like Loughlin and her associates actually maintains our belief in our meritocracy—these people, we believe, are the exceptions that prove the rule of meritocracy. If we just root out these bad apples, then the system will be fair. But of course, that is true, and it is not. Asian Americans and whites who go to college are twice as likely as Black, Latinx, and Native American college students to attend selective colleges—colleges with higher graduation rates and more resources and opportunities for their students.23 Life in an affluent suburb, whether white or Asian, nearly guarantees a spot close to the top.



Immigrant Assimilation
My time in Woodcrest reveals the complexity of the assimilation process, especially for Asian Americans. The old story of immigrant assimilation was that all immigrants would do what they could to dissolve the boundary between themselves and the dominant group—middle-class whites—because of the racial exclusion that shaped so much of American society, everything from citizenship laws to housing to schooling.24 Simultaneously, the old story was that numerous elements of Ameri-can life—living in suburbs, academic achievement, professional jobs, and beliefs in multiculturalism—would facilitate that assimilation.25 But it is clear that in places like Woodcrest, despite being a typical upper-middle-class suburb where we previously would have expected to see straightforward assimilation, Asian immigrants are experiencing something far more complex. Asian Americans have endured ongoing racial stereotypes and still reckon with discrimination. In fact, brutal racialized attacks on Asian Americans are on the rise.26 Substantial evidence also exists for Asian Americans experiencing bamboo ceilings in the workplace.27 Yet they have also attained academic and socioeconomic success—even beyond the most privileged race group in the United States, whites.
One surprise to me was just how similar Indian and Chinese parents in Woodcrest were when it came to parenting. When I embarked on this study I assumed that ethnicity would play a more important role, given the myriad differences between India and China, even among the well-educated. Of course there were differences—they attended different religious institutions, and the parents had separate social networks, for example. But what they shared was their origins in countries in which standardized tests play a central role in determining a person’s success. That success was what led them to their elite university degrees and the STEM jobs that most of them held. Without these credentials, living in Woodcrest would have been out of reach, as it is to most Americans, given property prices and rents. These findings suggest that our instinct to study immigrants by their countries of origin can lead us to miss similarities between immigrant groups.28 Immigrant parents’ educational experiences in India and China seemed to matter much more in Woodcrest. The lives of parents I met in Woodcrest were dramatically different from those of the Indian parents I met in an earlier study of children of Indian immigrants attending a low-performing high school in Queens, New York, most of whom did not have college degrees.29
The parenting strategies of highly skilled Chinese and Indian parents seem to be working: Asian American youth in the United States are outperforming their peers of all other races in a variety of measures of academic achievement, including GPAs, SAT scores, and more.30 Among Asian Americans and whites growing up middle class, Asian Americans are more likely than whites to end up in the top income quintile and less likely than whites to end up in the bottom income quintile.31 Young adults born in the US to two Asian parents are more likely to hold a graduate degree than those born to one Asian and one white parent.32 This is true even when we compare children of the same social class across race lines.33 Following these national patterns, Asian American youth in Woodcrest outperformed their white peers academically, as we have seen. And across generations, Asian American adults who grew up in Woodcrest have higher incomes, on average, than white adults who grew up in Woodcrest.34
So the question remains: will Asian Americans slip into the dominant group—currently defined as “white”—just as later-generation Irish, Italian, and Jewish Americans did in the twentieth century?35 Evidence in this book suggests that the incorporation process will be more complex, as Asian Americans forge their own pathways to success in the United States. Ironically, as the United States becomes more welcoming of racial diversity, Asian Americans may also feel less compelled to attempt to blend into the dominant white group.36 At the same time, when Asian Americans catapult ahead of whites in significant numbers they may meet resistance by whites, some of whom may simply move to other suburban communities—a suburban version of white flight that already seems to be happening around the country—or shift the terms of success or redefine what it means to be a good parent.37 We can especially expect to see this occur in communities with large and growing Asian populations, and where Asian Americans are outperforming whites. Sociologist Richard Alba lists three criteria necessary for the dissolution of the boundary between ethnic groups: (1) a situation of expanding opportunity, so one group’s success does not require another’s demotion; (2) groups living side-by-side; and (3) a removal of stigma, or a “moral elevation” of the immigrant group.38 It is clear that in towns like Woodcrest, well-off Asian Americans and whites live side by side, but it remains to be seen whether the moral boundaries drawn between white and Asian parenting and perceptions of Asian American success negatively affecting white youth will decline over time to facilitate that dissolution.
Given that Asian Americans seemed to succeed in Woodcrest by not becoming more like their white neighbors, it is reasonable to ask whether the opposite happened. That is, whether their white neighbors shifted toward the cultural repertoires of Asians, as they saw them pulling ahead in academic achievement. Quite simply, they did not. Instead, white parents insisted on the moral worthiness of their own style of parenting. Here we can see the enduring power of whiteness in American society, which takes for granted the superiority of white cultural repertoires, even when Asian Americans catapult ahead on traditional measures of “success.” In a study of Cupertino, California—a west coast town similar to Woodcrest—Tomás Jiménez suggests that Asian Americans have flipped the meaning of whiteness, such that Asians are now seen as having higher status than whites because of their academic success.39 But the tensions I observed suggest that at least in Woodcrest, this conclusion is premature. While Asians in Woodcrest are worthwhile competitors—and often victors—in the race to get ahead, they are still dogged by judgments of bad parenting. Certainly, whites do not strive to take their place by doing the same things—they hold on to their own ways of parenting as the best, most morally defensible style.
Some suggest that assimilation is in fact the wrong question, because it ignores the roles of white privilege and even US imperialism and treats whites as the universal to which minorities must be compared.40 Certainly, the emphasis of previous research on the extent to which Asian Americans have achieved socioeconomic and educational parity with whites has brought insufficient attention to some of the conflicts I highlight in this book. The ability of whites in Woodcrest to align school policy with their own cultural repertoires is another clear sign of their ongoing power and status in Woodcrest.
In addition, we should pay more attention to race. Would the tensions I saw in Woodcrest have arisen if the growing immigrant groups in town were white (or if there were no immigrants at all)? How would the school district have addressed emotional well-being if the high achievers were not predominantly Asian?41 We know that Asian immigrants have faced decidedly harsher forms of racial exclusion and overt racism than European immigrants for centuries—from the Chinese Exclusion Acts to Japanese internment during World War II to the growing attacks on Asian Americans when COVID-19 emerged. Even when European immigrants faced racialized exclusion it was fundamentally and undeniably harsher for Asian immigrants.42 On the other hand, immigrants in Woodcrest benefit from the exclusion of African Americans enabled by housing segregation and test-based systems of selection in the United States. My hope is not only that scholarship will continue to ask questions about group differences and boundaries related to immigration, but also that sociologists elevate and attend to power and racial hierarchy in their analyses of immigration for a fuller picture of the shaping of immigrant life. Together, these ways of analyzing immigration build up a broader, more incisive picture of immigration in the United States.
The findings in this book also show the importance of looking beyond levels of education, incomes, and intermarriage when studying how immigrants incorporate into American society. Taking culture seriously—not just as a lay explanation for supposedly different “values” in groups—means paying attention to, for example, the cultural repertoires that immigrants bring with them and how those shift over time, depending on the neighborhood in which they live, the friends they spend time with, and more.
It remains to be seen how the Asian American teens I interviewed will parent their own children. Will they increasingly adopt the parenting styles and foci of their white peers, or will they maintain the (seemingly successful) strategies for success imparted by their parents? Like myself, many born in the US to highly skilled Asian immigrants who arrived after 1965 have come of age and are creating families of their own. They continue to thrive socioeconomically. They also marry non-Asians at high rates (marrying whites most frequently), perhaps drawing them closer to the perspectives I tended to hear from white parents in Woodcrest.43 Indeed, US-born Asian American parents I met in Woodcrest seemed to straddle the perspectives of the US-born white parents and immigrant Asian parents I met. More research on Asian American parenting needs to systematically look at the trajectories of later generations. Emerging evidence suggests that later-generation Asian Americans have educational, occupational, and income outcomes that are closer to those of comparable whites than those of immigrant Asians, even if both US-born and immigrant Asians fare better than whites overall.44 We should also consider whether some whites who grew up in Woodcrest adopt the cultural repertoires of their Asian American peers after seeing their success, or whether instead they follow in their parents’ footsteps, finding ways to maintain their sense of moral superiority.



What Is to Be Done?
As I was revising this book, Senator Kamala Harris, the daughter of Jamaican and Indian immigrants, was elected vice president of the United States. She embodies both a strong Black identity—she attended a historically Black college and was a member of a Black sorority—alongside strong ties to India—she spent summers as a child there and was raised by her Indian mother. The coexistence of these facets within the vice president has a larger relevance, I believe, and suggests that Asian Americans can (and I would argue, should) maintain strong ethnic identities while also recognizing the historical exclusion of African Americans from the American dream and the ways that well-educated Asian immigrants (not unlike Harris’s mother) have benefited from systems of segregation and exclusion that were designed to keep African Americans out. Rather than extol the meritocracy that punishes far more people than it rewards, Asian Americans should recognize more fully the reasons we need, for example, affirmative action, and more generally expansion of opportunities for all Americans to realize the American dream. Asian Americans should also support greater class and racial integration in neighborhoods through, for example, expanding low- and mixed-income housing in their communities, increasing housing density through zoning, and more. I remain hopeful on this front. Asian Americans for decades have participated in progressive politics, both as a panethnic “Asian American” group as well as by their countries of origin, including in movements against colonialism, as allies in the Black power movement, and in protests against the Vietnam War.45
Of course, white residents in towns like Woodcrest should also recognize the legacy of racism that built their towns and perpetuated their privilege. It is not enough to praise the diversity that comes from bringing a few Black students to schools through a busing program that ultimately taxes Black students the most—long commutes, school away from their communities, and feelings of social exclusion, especially for girls.46 Programs like this are simply not enough. Whites in Woodcrest seem to genuinely appreciate the cultural diversity that immigration also brings—interesting foods at the international potlucks in elementary schools and a boost to their liberal credentials.
But we need more than just an appreciation of diversity and the standard liberal rejection of overt racism. Instead, we need more privileged whites to become antiracist. An antiracist stance means being willing to give up one’s privileges. It means whites not rejecting Asian cultural repertoires outright. This includes not shaming Asian neighbors who send their children to supplementary math classes, nor assuming that Asians are less deserving of spots in honors classes, nor advocating for reductions in academic expectations while ignoring the expectations for sports teams. It means not assuming that their children will and always should be the ones whose priorities the school district emphasizes, whose talents elite colleges should reward. It means forging relationships with Asian neighbors and working hard to understand their perspectives, and their hopes and dreams for their children. For Asian Americans and whites alike, it means supporting policies that increase opportunities for Black, Latinx, and Native American youth even if those programs and policies do not directly benefit our own children or might diminish our property values. It means recognizing the problems with college admissions and standardized tests—systems of meritocracy—that reward a disproportionate number of already well-off students, including our own. And in communities like Woodcrest it means supporting policies that enable—not prevent—working-class families to live and thrive in their community. We need changes that go beyond talking about individual attitudes. They must include equitable and inclusive organizational practices and social policies as well.
The hopes and dreams we all have for our children are more similar than different. We want them to experience happiness, have some level of material well-being, and perhaps experience some kind of professional success and self-fulfillment. But the enduring power of whiteness means that we have unequal opportunities to fulfill those hopes and dreams. As upper-middle-class whites and Asians engage in a race at the very top of the status hierarchy, it is easy to miss the ways that whiteness perpetuates privileges for whites, and also the ways that Asian Americans sometimes benefit from the white supremacy that built America.
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Appendix A
Research Methods
In order to answer my questions about the impact of Asian American immigration in well-off suburban communities, I knew I needed to identify a community to study in-depth. I chose Woodcrest for three reasons. First, I wanted an upper-middle-class community with a large and growing Asian immigrant population. This would allow me to investigate how Asian and white families together made sense of achievement and meritocracy in a changing community. Second, I was interested in a community that until recently was predominantly white, so that I could understand the impact of a changing population. Third, I wanted to study a locale on the east coast, because early studies of Asian Americans in suburban communities were located on the west coast; I also knew that an east coast locale would facilitate more frequent research trips since it would be closer to my home in Massachusetts.1
Woodcrest has experienced dramatic ethnic change over the past quarter century. From 1990 to 2019 the Asian American share of the town’s population grew five times, to over 30 percent. Nearly half of Asian Americans in Woodcrest are Chinese, over one-third are Indian, and the remainder are predominantly Korean.2 Less than 5 percent of Woodcrest residents identify as black, Hispanic, or some other race.3 The median household income in Woodcrest is over $150,000, with Asian American households earning more on average than others.4 Less than 5 percent of Woodcrest’s residents live below the poverty line.5
Given the high incomes, it will be no surprise that adults in Woodcrest also have high levels of education. Over 80 percent of them hold a Bachelor’s degree; this percentage is slightly higher for Asian residents than for white residents.6 In my research I found that many of those degrees are from the most elite colleges in the United States, China, and India. Many parents in Woodcrest, but especially Asian parents, work in engineering, science, or technology firms. This includes 60 percent of the Chinese parents interviewed (and 50 percent of the jobs reported by Chinese American students that their parents held), 53 percent of Indian parents interviewed (and 61 percent of jobs reported by Indian American students), and 24 percent of white parents interviewed (and 27 percent of the jobs reported by white students).
Housing makes life in Woodcrest out of reach for most Americans—the median home value is close to $900,000.7 Over 80 percent of residents in Woodcrest own their homes.8 Renters spend, on average, over $2,000 per month on rent.9
Like most school districts in the metro area, multiple elementary and middle schools in Woodcrest feed into one high school, currently home to over 2,000 students. One-third of students at Woodcrest High School are Asian, reflecting both the younger profile of Asians in Woodcrest as well as white residents’ higher propensity to send their children to private schools. Still, over 90 percent of school-age children in Woodcrest attend its public schools. Around 5 percent of students at Woodcrest High, most of whom are part of the busing program from the nearby urban center, are eligible for free or reduced-price school meals.
While this book focuses on parents, the project was different at the outset. I first set out to understand the broader culture of teens in an area of ethnic change, akin to my study of youth cultures among children of immigrants in New York City and London schools.10 I began by spending time at Woodcrest High School during and after school hours, hanging out with students and observing their experiences in school. During my visits I shadowed students in two different eleventh-grade homeroom classes through their school days. I also conducted four focus-group discussions with six or seven students in each. Each group of students shared a homeroom group that was deliberately mixed by ethnicity and achievement levels. Fifty-three students took part in more in-depth interviews. I met most of those students during my classroom observations. In-depth interviews touched on social life at school; how the students spend weekdays and weekends; extracurricular activities; how the students define success and achievement; academic achievement; experiences with racial diversity; ethnic identity; and more.11 Beyond the school day I attended sports games, music concerts, town events, and other activities.
Table A.1. Comparative demographics, Woodcrest and U.S.
 
	      	   Woodcrest  
	   U.S.  

	     Race (percentage of population)
	      	      
	   White (non-Hispanic)  
	   60–65  
	   61  

	   Asian  
	   30–35  
	   6  

	     Indian
	   10–15  
	   1  

	     Chinese
	   10–15  
	   1  

	     Other Asian
	   5–10  
	   3  

	   Hispanic or Black  
	   <5  
	   30  

	   AIAN, NHOPI, other, or two or more races  
	   <5  
	   9  

	     Immigration
	      	      
	   Percentage foreign born  
	   25–30  
	   14  

	   Countries of origin—top 3  
	   China
India
Korea  
	   Mexico
India
China  

	     Income and housing
	      	      
	   Median household income  
	   $150,000–$200,000  
	   $63,000  

	   Percentage with bachelor’s degree or higher (age 25+)  
	   80–85  
	   32  

	   Median home value  
	   approx. $900,000  
	   $218,000  


Race: US Census Bureau 2019c. Immigration: US Census Bureau 2019a. Countries of origin: US Census Bureau 2019a. Income: US Census Bureau 2019f. Educational attainment: US Census Bureau 2019d. Median home value: US Census Bureau 2019b. I give data ranges to protect the identity of the community.
I wanted to make sure that I captured a variety of student experiences, so I used students’ level of chemistry in eleventh grade—college prep, remedial, honors, or AP—to make sure I captured a quorum of students in each major ethnic group (Chinese, Indian, white) in each track. When the number of participants fell short, I visited chemistry classes to recruit more participants of the underrepresented tracks by ethnicity; I ended up having to recruit additional Indian and Chinese students in non-AP chemistry. While I conducted forty-nine of the fifty-three student interviews, a research assistant who had been hard at work processing and analyzing transcripts (and who had accompanied me during focus group discussions) stepped in to conduct four interviews at the end of the school year when we needed additional participants and I could not make it to the school.
Interviews took place during a student’s free period or after school. All students had at least two free periods a week, thanks to newly instituted all-school study hall periods every week, designed to attenuate stress and provide opportunities for students to catch up on work and make appointments with teachers for extra help. Interviews lasted, on average, forty-four minutes, similar to the length of a class period. At school I also interviewed seven school staff, including school administrators, teachers, and guidance counselors. I also spoke with three ethnic community leaders and a local real estate agent who helped me understanding the shifting housing market in town.
As my research at Woodcrest High School wound down, I started speaking with parents. Most studies of the children of immigrants and intensive parenting take the kids’ words at face value; they describe parenting only through the lens of their children (sometimes they are adult children reflecting back on their childhoods).12 But I knew that if someone interviewed me about my parents’ parenting, I would be able to list all the things they did wrong, and I probably would misattribute the reasons for at least some of their actions and expectations. I knew that my parents would describe their parenting in very different ways than I would. These concerns led me to also speak with parents. I wanted to understand the extent to which parents and teens were aligned in their emphases and in their accounts of why students participated in the activities they did and the levels of classes they were in. Altogether I interviewed sixty white, Indian, and Chinese parents. We spoke about a range of topics, including how they ended up living in Woodcrest; their likes and dislikes about their children’s schools; how they define success and achievement; their views on stress and competition, especially related to student life at Woodcrest High School; and their perceptions of ethnic change in Woodcrest.13 While I relied on my time at school and with students to get a broad understanding of the student experience at Woodcrest High School, most of the material in this book relies on the perspectives of parents.
Much to my surprise, I found that parents’ and kids’ emphases often flipped the usual narratives about parent-child differences, with parents insisting that their children chill out and not overload themselves with schoolwork or extracurricular activities. And I soon realized that parenting was an important site of ethnic tension over what was happening in Woodcrest schools. In other words, I began to understand what I saw in the schools through the lens of parents—their parenting practices and beliefs as well as how they understood the behaviors and actions of other parents. These tensions surfaced most commonly in discussions about their children’s achievement and success.
An early set of interviews confirmed that my own experience as a US-born Asian American is not unique. That is, I found that US-born Asian American parents, like myself, tended to share some perspectives and behaviors with US-born whites, and others with immigrant Asian parents. Of course, all of these groups have considerable variation—ethnicity and birthplace do not drive all things parenting. While my primary focus in the book is foreign-born Asian parents, in part because they are the vast majority of Asian parents in Woodcrest (and in the United States), I also include the voices of US-born Asian American parents, to give a sense of how parenting can shift over generations. In the end I interviewed twenty-two Chinese parents (fourteen China-born, one Hong Kong-born, and seven US-born), twenty-one Indian parents (sixteen India-born, four US-born, and one born in Ireland), and seventeen white parents (all US-born). A majority of the parents were mothers, not because I intentionally sought them, but probably because mothers tend to be the primary caretakers of children, so they were the ones who responded most to my requests to speak.14 Parent interviews ran from thirty minutes to more than two hours, with an average of fifty-five minutes. I met with parents in a variety of locations, including coffee shops, their homes, and, most often, private conference rooms in the Woodcrest public library.
Table A.2. Interview participants
 
	      	     Ethnicity/Race

	      	     Chinese
	     Indian
	     White
	     Total

	     Parents
	      	      	      	      
	     Immigrant
	     15
	     17
	   0  
	   32  

	     U.S. born
	     7
	     4
	   17  
	   28  

	      	     22
	     21
	     17
	     60

	     Students
	      	      	      	      
	     College prep, remedial, or honors chemistry
	   8  
	   5  
	   12  
	   25  

	     AP chemistry
	   11  
	   13  
	   4  
	   28  

	      	     19
	     18
	     16
	     53

	     School staff and community leaders
	   4  
	   3  
	   8  
	   15  


I connected with parents in a variety of ways. I first contacted parents who gave permission for their children to participate in in-depth interviews at school to solicit their participation, and nine did so. I also tapped my personal networks. Though I don’t live in Woodcrest, being a South Asian American professional married to an immigrant South Asian tech entrepreneur meant that my social networks had some connections that were helpful, especially in connecting with Indian parents. Finally, I contacted school and district leaders, leaders in local ethnic organizations, and leaders of other local nonprofits to solicit interviews. Once I interviewed parents, I asked them to connect me with other Woodcrest parents of high school students or recent graduates. I wanted to make sure that I didn’t simply interview people in one social network, so I mapped each potential interviewee to make sure that no more than four participants stemmed initially from the same source. Once a source had provided three additional interviewees that participated, I cut off that network and didn’t interview any more people through it. Most parent respondents had children who are either current students at or recent graduates of Woodcrest High School. While this was the group I targeted, a handful of parents interviewed had younger children.
Beyond parents of children attending Woodcrest’s public schools, I also wanted to hear from parents who left the public schools. I asked parents I interviewed, acquaintances, and community leaders if they knew of parents who either moved away from Woodcrest because of dissatisfaction with the schools, or whose children moved from public schools in Woodcrest to private schools. Many connected me to parents of children attending private schools, but none could point me to a family that moved to another school district in the local area (that is, not further away because a job took them to an entirely different area of the country). Ultimately, six of the parents I interviewed had at least one child attend a private school for at least part of their schooling.
Going into this research I assumed I would have the easiest time recruiting and speaking with Indian parents because of my own Indian background and a harder time getting white parents to open up given potential ethnic tensions in town. I was wrong. White parents were the quickest to agree to speak with me and schedule an interview. I was surprised by their willingness to speak, sometimes in not-so-subtle ways, about their frustrations with immigrant parents. I soon realized that they saw me as one of their own. I was born in the United States, have an American accent, and at the time was a professor of education. White parents seemed to assume that their take on the world was right and that as a professional scholar of education I would understand that. I sensed much less anxiety, and more ease, in their takes on life in Woodcrest.
Chinese parents were the most elusive. Fewer agreed to participate, and when they did many backed out after an initial response. I offered interviews with a Mandarin translator, but no one took me up on that offer. Some Chinese parents asked me to send their interview transcripts after their interviews so that they could clarify anything they felt did not sound right. This may have been related to comfort with English, though I suspect it had more to do with concerns about how their perspectives would be portrayed. As the interviews unfolded, I wondered if some Chinese parents worried that I would portray them as at fault for high stress in Woodcrest, as many in the community did. Indian parents showed less concern, perhaps because they shared my ethnicity.
Ultimately, what participants perceive in our mannerisms, race, and accent are always a part of research. Our identities, in turn, shape how we make sense of interviews. I do not promise unfiltered words from my respondents, an impossible task. But I do strive to achieve an empathetic perspective on everyone I encountered. Rather than judge, even when I felt instinctually offended or perplexed, I began by trying to understand. I hope readers will feel I have been successful in this goal.




Appendix B
Student and Parent Interview Questions



Students
Introduction
 
	• How would you describe Woodcrest to someone who doesn’t know this town?

Youth culture
 
	• What are the major social groups at your school?
	• What kinds of kids are well-liked at your school? What kinds of kids are not? Please refrain from naming particular students; if you do, those names will be deleted from the transcript.
	• What kinds of kids are popular? Unpopular?
	• Do you notice any patterns related to ethnicity or race in how kids socialize in or out of school?
	• Tell me about your closest friends. Probes:  
	• How and when did you became friends?
	• Mutual interests?
	• How do you spend time together?
	• How do you communicate?
	• What is his/her ethnicity?
	• Do your families ever spend time together? If so, describe that time—activities, meals, etc.


	• What are your favorite music artists, and why? How did you come to listen to that music?

Activities
 
	• Tell me about any extracurricular activities you are involved in. Probes for each activity:  
	• How many hours per week, either as planned practices, lessons, or practicing/homework at home do you spend on that activity?
	• Who is in the activity with you—friends, ethnicity, etc.?
	• How did you get involved in that activity?
	• Did you ever think of ending your participation? What kept you in it?
	• Any activities you used to do (since start of ninth grade), but not anymore? How did your participation end?
	• Do you know how much, if anything, it costs (if so, please tell me)? What supplies do/did you need to buy or pay for to participate (e.g., uniforms, instruments, transportation, etc.)?
	• What is the ethnic make-up of that activity?


	• Do you have a job? (If not: did you ever have a job?) Probes:  
	• How many hours per week?
	• How did you get involved?
	• What do you like about it?
	• What do you dislike about it?
	• What you do with the money you earn?


	• Walk me through a typical school day, from the time you wake up until the time you go to bed. Now walk me through a typical Saturday; a typical Sunday.  
	• What time do you go to bed/wake up?


	• What are your plans for the summer?

Success and achievement
 
	• What are your goals in school? Outside of school?
	• What are the goals of most kids in this school? What does success mean to them?
	• What goals do your parents have for you? How do those connect to your own goals?  
	• How involved are your parents in school? (volunteer activities, talking with your teachers, keeping track of your performance, etc.)
	• Do your parents talk with you about school? How frequently? What do they emphasize? How does that compare to other kids’ parents in your school?


	• Imagine you are successful in the future. What does that look like ten years from now?  
	• What does not being successful look like ten years from now?
	• What will it take for you to be successful?
	• What do you worry about?


	• Are you doing anything to prepare for college or other future plans these days?
	• Some people say your school is very competitive—what do you think of that? Probes if they agree:  
	• What are the sources of that competition?
	• What is good about the competition?
	• What is bad about the competition?


	• What kinds of students tend to do well here? What kinds of students tend not to do well?
	• What classes are you currently enrolled in?  
	• How did you end up in those classes?
	• What grades do you usually get? (ask about specific classes)



Race and Identity
 
	• What is your ethnic or racial identity? How does your identity shape your experiences in school, if at all?
	• Do your parents talk with you about your identity? What do they say?
	• Tell me about the different ethnic and racial groups in your school.  
	• For each group: How would you characterize that group?


	• Everyone has had good and bad experiences with people who don’t look like them. I know I have. Describe a positive experience you’ve had with someone of a difference race or ethnicity.  
	• Now describe a negative experience you’ve had with someone of a different race or ethnicity.


	• Have you ever experienced discrimination? Explain.
	• What is your religious identity, if any? Probe if states religious identity:  
	• Do you attend any religious classes like Sunday school?
	• Do you go to a church/synagogue/temple? (if yes) How often?


	• Do you speak any other languages?

Family
 
	• Where was your mother born?
	• What kind of work, if any, does your mom do outside home? (If used to work: what profession?)
	• Do you know if your mom attended college? (Probes: Did she complete college? Any graduate degrees?)
	• Where was your father born?
	• What kind of work, if any, does your dad do outside home? (If used to work: what profession?)
	• Do you know if your dad attended college? (Probes: Did he finish college? Any graduate degrees?)
	• How many siblings do you have, and what grades are they in? (If a sibling is finished with high school, probes: What does he/she do now? [If relevant] Where does he/she attend college? What kind of work does he/she do?)
	• Do you know whether your family rents or owns your home? How long has your family lived there?




Parents
Identity and Background
 
	• How did you end up living in this town?
	• Who are your closest friends in town?
	• Do you rent or own your home? How long have you lived there?
	• How would you describe Woodcrest to someone who doesn’t know it?  
	• How has it changed since you moved here (/since you were young)?


	• If you were to do it again, would you move to Woodcrest? Explain.
	• Where were you born? (If foreign-born: when did you move to the US?)
	• What is your ethnic or racial identity? How does this compare to your children’s identities? What do you think of that?
	• What kind of work do you do, if any, outside home? (If used to work: what profession?)
	• What is the highest level of education you’ve attended/completed?

Woodcrest High School
 
	• What is your favorite part of Woodcrest High School?
	• If you could change one thing about Woodcrest High School, what would it be?
	• What do you make of the new homework policy in Woodcrest?
	• Have you ever considered changing your child’s school, either by moving or shifting to a private or parochial school? How did you resolve that issue?
	• What challenges does your child face at school?
	• Some people say Woodcrest High School is very competitive—what do you think of that? Probes if yes:  
	• What are the sources of that competition?
	• Is it actually competitive?
	• Do you like that competition?
	• What’s good about it?
	• What’s bad about it?


	• Some people say Woodcrest High School is a school where there are a lot of mental health issues. What do you think of all this talk about mental health?
	• What classes is your child currently enrolled in? How did he/she end up in those classes?
	• What are your child’s grades? Which classes (AP, etc.)?
	• What are your child’s summer plans?

Success and achievement
 
	• What goals do you have for your child(ren) in school? For the future?  
	• What about other parents in the town—what goals do they have for their children?


	• Imagine that your child is successful in the future—what does that look like ten years from now?  
	• Imagine now that your child is not successful—what does that future look like ten years from now?
	• What will it take for your child to be successful?
	• What do you worry about?
	• On a scale of 1–10, how certain are you that your kids will have just as good or better a life than you?


	• How is your parenting style similar to or different from other parents in Woodcrest? Any similarities or differences by ethnicity? How has your style changed over time?

Racial change
 
	• Tell me about the other parents at your child’s school. Probes:  
	• In what ways are you similar?
	• In what ways are you different?
	• Any differences by ethnicity that you notice?
	• Who are you closest to?


	• We have all had positive and negative experiences with people of different races. I know I have. Describe a positive experience you’ve had with someone of a difference race or ethnicity.  
	• Now describe a negative experience you’ve had with someone of a different race or ethnicity.
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11. See appendix B for interview questions.
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