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Chapter 1- Why Are Our Kids "At Risk"? Life 
Inside the Pressure Cooker 

 

In Chapter 1, Jennifer Breheny Wallace introduces the idea of a 
“toxic achievement culture.” She explains that in many 
communities, especially those with strong schools and high 
expectations, children often feel pressure to constantly do 
more and be more, whether that’s getting top grades, excelling 
in sports, or standing out in extracurriculars. This pressure isn’t 
limited to children; families can also get caught in the same 
cycle, striving for a perfect house, the right vacations, and 
polished appearances. Over time, these external measures of 
success can quietly become the standards by which children 
judge their own worth. 

 

Wallace highlights the story of Amanda, a former high-
achieving student whose pressures began as early as seventh 
grade. In her drive to make it into her dream college she 
adopted a relentless focus on excelling academically and in 
extracurriculars. As she did this she looked pristine to the 
world, but beneath her impressive résumés and 
accomplishments, Amanda, and many like her, struggled with 
binge drinking, eating disorders, anxiety, and other unhealthy 
coping strategies to overcome the stress. Without balance, the 
constant drive to be “the best” can have serious long-term 
consequences for mental health and well-being. 



 

The idea of mattering is presented as a way to protect children 
from the toxic achievement cycle. Mattering is when children 
know they are valued and loved for who they are, not just for 
what they achieve. Our role as parents and educators is to help 
children feel a deep sense of worth. This can mean noticing 
when they help a friend, asking about their day, celebrating 
effort rather than just results, letting them make choices, and 
spending time on activities they enjoy. It’s listening to their 
ideas, praising kindness and curiosity, and showing that their 
thoughts and feelings matter. These actions can lead to 
children understanding that they are valued and loved for who 
they are. 

 

This first chapter sets the stage for the rest of the book, 
reminding us as parents and educators that our greatest gift to 
children is helping them feel that they matter, not for their 
achievements, but for their unique selves. 

 
 

Key Takeaways: 

Our children thrive when they know they matter, not because they 
earned an “A” on a test or scored the winning goal, but because 
they are loved and valued. 

Parent Reflection Questions: 

• Where might my child feel pressure to “be the best,” and 
how can I help them feel valued regardless of 
achievement? 

• How might my child be internalizing messages about 
success? 



 

• Are there ways I unintentionally reinforce the idea that accomplishments 
define my child’s value, and how can I shift the focus toward effort, curiosity, 
and kindness? 

 

 


