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Race to Nowhere: Navigating the Achievement Culture 
The Family Center and GPPSS 

Presentation Excerpts 
 

 
Race to Nowhere is a film intended to help us redefine success and achievement for young people,  move 
away from a one size fits all approach to education, create engaged lifelong learners, and make student’s 
physical, social and emotional health a priority. 
    
The issues raised in this film mirror many of the issues that children and families I see in therapy are 
struggling to manage.  And, as a parent, I found myself thinking very critically about what I do well and 
what I struggle with in my own family life in trying to find a healthy balance.   I think it is important to note 
that each of us, as individuals, make up this system and influence our current culture.  We have a shared 
opportunity – and responsibility - to empower ourselves to identify and facilitate the changes that best 
serve our children. 
 
Parents Can: 
• Explore how success is defined – in your family and culturally 
• Reduce performance pressure – focus on growth mindset and effort vs. outcome 
• Avoid over scheduling and allow for downtime 
• Pay attention to sleep and make it a priority 
• Focus on how kids are doing, not just how they are performing.  Are they meaningfully engaged? 
• Praise healthy risks and allow children to make mistakes and recover 
•  Allow kids to manage schoolwork and teacher interactions independently 
• Know the signs of childhood depression and anxiety 
• Discuss paths children can pursue after high school 
• Make the college process about finding the right fit and ensures college success and retention 
• Allow your children to make their own decisions about courses and AP classes 
 
Students Can: 
• Speak up, ask for help, use your supports 
• Get sleep 
• Unplug 
• Maintain downtime, do things you enjoy 
• Limit AP classes and extracurricular activities 
• Pursue what you enjoy, not what rounds out your resume 
 
Educators Can: 
• Consider research in the area of homework, play and downtime 
• Document what happens with decreases or ungraded homework 
• Empower students with a greater voice and more choices 
• Advocate for alts to standardized testing 
• Teach to your passions 
• Share your voice on policies impacting education 
• Develop a plan of actions that supports a whole child and recognizes unique talents. 
• Consider character traits that help ensure success 
 
Collectively, we can support our kids by: 
• Shifting our mindset about what makes up a healthy, contributing adult, rather than focusing on a very 
narrow definition of success.   
• Understanding there are many pathways to whatever we define as success, which involve giving kids 
room for making mistakes and learning from their mistakes. 
• Listen, remain engaged 



	 2	

• Give children and adolescents a voice and choice 
• Allow them more room in managing their competing demands 
• Encourage them to explore their passions 
• Make college search about “fit” instead of “best name” 
• Support alternative opportunities after high school 
• Make sleep, exercise and family time a priority – avoid over scheduling 
• Redefine success and reward risks, focusing on process not just outcome 
• Individualize education and value unique talents 
 
Balance 
I think it’s important to recognize that these are issues that all of us are struggling with to some degree, 
and balance will look different in every family. Everything we do for our kids has the potential to be a gift 
and a curse.  To push them is a gift.  To push them excessively is a curse.  To hold them accountability is a 
gift.  To hold them to a rigid standard of accountability that allows for no mistakes, missteps or healthy risk 
taking is a curse.  It’s all about achieving some balance – and we probably need to take our cues from our 
children.  Focus more on how they are doing and less on how they are performing. 
 
A Culture of Perfectionism vs A Culture that Supports Balance or Self-Care 
Our current culture promotes and values perfection.  No longer are As and Bs good enough.  No longer is it 
acceptable for kids to excel at one or two things.  Kids have to be high performers across the board.  But 
perfection comes at a high cost. 
 
 •It inhibits healthy risk taking 
 •It diminishes satisfaction in jobs well done if they aren’t perfect  

•It  contributes to student – and professional – burn out 
 •It undermines resiliency as kids don’t learn how to recover from disappointments or set backs 
 •It lends itself to unrealistic goals or standards 
 
One of the most important things we can teach kids in the family system is how to practice self-care and 
work towards balance. 
 
 • Safeguard family time and down time for children 
 • Allow enough time for refueling, reflection, creativity, and  problem solving 
 • Ensure that they get enough sleep 
 • Teach them how to cultivate a support network and encourage them to use it 
 • Identify the value of meaningful relationships, in word and behavior 
 • Instill passion in our children – allow them to pursue what they love 
 • Teach kids to advocate for themselves and to have a voice 
 
 


