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GettInG up early for “zero perIod.” fIve Hours of sleep. ap CalCulus, eCon, BrIt lIt, 
and CHInese. WHat It takes to Compete In atlanta’s top-sCorInG puBlIC sCHool—WHere 

nearly 300 kIds Have 4.0 Gpas. By paIGe WIllIams pHotoGrapHy By audra melton

“adults think we’re drunk, 
atheistic, sexual drug users.”
Jimmy kilpatrick, a Wal-
ton senior, takes four ap 
classes, plays in orchestra, 
participates in model u.n., 
and manages a Cold stone 
Creamery in marietta.
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“It’s just kind of a given—you have to do well in school.” lisa Williams has a 3.9 Gpa, is vice president 
of the senior class, catches for the fast-pitch softball team, and plays travel ball in the off-season.

PArt 1: Advanced Placement

at	the	start	of	last	semester,	Mr.	Fleenor’s	
advanced	Placement	literature	students	at	
Walton	High	School	arranged	their	desks	
in	a	circle	to	discuss	that	famous	short	story	
where	the	guy	turns	into	a	cockroach.	no	
one	debated	how	gross	it	would	be	to	turn	
into	a	roach	or,	like,	dude,	what	would	you	
do	if	you	turned	into	a	bug	and,	like,	got	
stepped	on	by	your	mom or	something?	

“Society	itself	forces	true	humanity	into	a	dark	place,	
that’s	what	this	story	is	about,”	said	a	floppy-haired	boy	
in	a	Pink	Floyd	T-shirt.	another,	in	shorts	and	tie-dye	
with	a	blanket	over	his	legs	and	a	mug	of	coffee	on	his	
desk,	said,	“How	can	he	be	accepted	as	human?	His	
only	choice	is	to	die.”	another	student	brought	up	the	
“fallibility	of	the	removal	of	emotions,”	and	someone	
else	said	something	about	the	apple	as	an	allegory	for	
Christ.	From	outside	the	circle,	Mr.	Fleenor,	who	is	this	
year’s	Teacher	of	the	year	and	generally	considered	the	
best-dressed	faculty	member,	said,	“Good.	What	color	
is	the	apple?”	

“red.”
“and	what	does	that	symbolize?”
“Blood,	death,”	said	a	girl	sitting	beneath	posters	of	

2Pac	and	Biggie	Smalls.	
a	pair	of	students,	one	in	a	national	Honor	Society	

shirt,	went	to	the	dry-erase	board	and	explained	a	plot	
diagram	all	the	way	up	to	the	ding-dong	dismissal.	as	
everyone	shuffled	out,	a	girl	approached	Mr.	Fleenor.	

“So?”	he	said.	
“I	really	like	Princeton,”	she	said,	“and	I	really	like	

Stanford.”	
Later,	in	Mr.	Levy’s	aP	calculus	class,	the	projector	

showed	3x4+35√x3+2x	=	7	on	a	pull-down	screen.	Mr.	
Levy,	who	looks	more	like	a	catalog	model	than	the	ste-
reotypical	math	teacher,	had	wired	his	calculator	to	the	
projector	and	to	his	desktop	Dell.	The	students	watched	
him	work	problems	in	real	time,	following	along	with	
calculators	that	looked	like	something	naSa	might	give	
you	on	your	first	day	of	work.	Then	Mr.	Levy	handed	
out	tip	sheets	on	finding	numerical	derivatives,	the	pages	
pre-punched	to	slip	easily	into	a	binder.	

“you	guys	remember	your	sum	of	cubes,	right?”	he	
asked.	

“Of	course,”	a	student	said.	
Mr.	Levy	fired	up	his	TI-89	calculator,	even	slicker	

than	the	students’	TI-83s,	and	started	poking	at	it.	an	

answer	appeared	on	the	screen.
“Oh	my	God!”	someone	said.
“no	way!”
“Lovely.”
“are	you	allowed	to	use	that	on	the	aP	test?”	one	

girl	asked.	“Because	if	that’s	the	case,	I’ll	go	right	now	
and	buy	one.”	

at	3	p.m.,	in	another	wing	of	the	building,	Cath-
erine	Mallanda	wheeled	a	cart	of	letter-jacket	W’s	into	
the	Commons,	which	some	schools	call	the	Cafeteria.	
	Mallanda—tall,	33,	with	a	chic	haircut—herself	attend-
ed	Walton.	She	returned	to	teach	shortly	after	graduating	
from	Georgia	Tech	with	a	degree	in	nuclear	engineering.	
recently,	she	became	a	full-time	assistant	principal,	with	
an	office	and	a	walkie-talkie.	Students	call	her	Mallanda.

PTSa	mothers	had	festooned	tables	with	helium	
balloons	and	centerpieces	of	red,	white,	and	blue,	the	
battle	dress	of	the	Walton	raiders.	One	presided	over	
a	Blue	Bell	ice	cream	cart.	a	few	parents	waited	with	
cameras	but	scurried	off	after	Mallanda	explained	that	
there	would	be	no	photo	op	because	there	would	be	no	
letterman	ceremony	per se,	just	the	principal’s	congratu-
lations,	and	Fudge	Bars.	

The	bell	brought	students	wearing	flip-flops,	shorts,	
bulging	backpacks,	Citizens	of	Humanity	jeans,	Dooney	
&	Bourke	bags,	and	T-shirts	branded	adidas,	The	Bea-
tles,	Thin	Lizzy,	Duke	Lacrosse,	Clemson,	and	The	Salty	
Dog	Cafe.	These	were	athletes	and	band	kids	and	drama	
kids	and	chorus	kids,	with	the	common	distinction	that	
none	looked	especially	geeky	and	each	had	maintained,	
for	one	semester	or	longer,	a	perfect	4.0	GPa,	thereby	
lettering	not	in	tennis	or	track,	but	in	academics.	and	
there	were	nearly 300 of them—more	4.0s	than	some	
schools	have	seniors.	a	girl	with	a	French	manicure	and	
long,	perfectly	straight,	perfectly	glossy	hair	shrugged	
and	said,	“It’s	just	a	really	overachieving	place.”

By	that	point,	I	was	completely	stressed	out.	In	
Mrs.	Gao’s	aP	Chinese	class,	the	students	had	practi-
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“College is so hard to 
get into now.” kaitlin 
fulkerson, a senior, has a 
4.4 Gpa, is a member of 
Beta Club and national 
Honor society, and 
works a part-time job.

cally	finished	a	whole	conversation	about	nationalities	
in	the	time	it	took	me	to	draw	the	word	“who.”	In	Mr.	
Levy’s	class,	40	calculators	would	not	have	helped	me.	I	
understood	the	Bob	Dylan	poster	on	the	wall	and	that	
was	about	it.	I	was	writing	“math	problem”	in	my	notes	
but	spelling	it	“probablem,”	so	fried	was	my	brain	after	
spending	only	a	half-day	at	Walton,	which	is	known,	
among	other	things,	for	having	the	highest	SaT	scores	
in	metro	atlanta	and	second-highest	in	Georgia.	I	felt	a	
bit	of	hope	upon	hearing	the	comprehensible	sentence,	
“Where	does	the	decimal	point	go?”	But	then	Mr.	Levy	
said,	“This	is	still	pre-calculus.	We	haven’t	even	gotten	
to	the	calculus	yet.”	

a	top	student	of	20	
years	ago	could	not	
hold	the	TI-83	of	a	

top	student	today,	
and	that	is	the	truth.		
Student	after	Walton	
student	 told	me	that
their	moms	and	dads	say,	“If	I	had	to	try	getting	into	
Emory	today—forget	it!”	no	population	of	american	
teenagers—especially	at	schools	like	Walton—has	ever	
worked	harder.	Students	are	skipping	lunch	and	com-
ing	to	school	an	hour	early,	at	7:15,	“zero	period,”	
before	dawn,	to	squeeze	in	extra	classes.	Some	take	on	
five	or	six	aP	classes	per	semester,	plus	sports	and/or	
chamber	choir	and/or	club	affiliations	and/or	part-time	
jobs,	to	prove	they	have	achieved	the	holy	grail	of	
“well-roundedness”	and	that	they	can	handle	the	kind	
of	pressures	they’ll	face	in	college.	“It’s	so	intense	here,	
to	me	this	is	harder	than	college,”	said	Court	Levy,	the	
aP	calculus	teacher.	“I	never,	in	college,	had	six	or	seven	
classes	a	day,	where	each	class	is	college	level.	and	they	
have	mountains	of	work	for	each	class.”

The	pressure!	They’re	competing	for	the	highest	
possible	GPa	and	class	ranking,	and	for	an	increasingly	
elusive	place	at	the	college	of	their	(and	their	parents’)	
dreams.	They’re	stacking	their	semesters	with	aPs,	the	
toughest	courses	offered,	because	aPs	gild	a	transcript	
and	because	if	they	pass	the	standardized	test	in	that	
subject,	they’ll	never	have	to	unpack	a	single	pencil	in	
that	particular	course	in	college.	Pass	four	or	five	aPs	
and—well,	they’re	practically	entering	college	as	sopho-
mores.	Which	means	they	can	get	to	grad	school	or	a	
steady	paycheck	quicker,	and	maybe	save	a	few	dollars.	
The	more	aPs	a	student	aces,	the	higher	the	possible	
GPa,	which	also	looks	good	on	a	transcript.	a	4.0	isn’t	
considered	good	enough	anymore;	it	isn’t	even	the	high-
est	possible	GPA	anymore.	With	enough	aPs	it	is	pos-

sible	(excruciating,	but	possible)	to	graduate	with—are	
you	ready	for	this?—nearly	a	4.7.	Stories	about	a	rural	
Georgia	valedictorian	with	a	lowly	3.6	can	blow	a	
	Walton	kid’s	mind.	at	Walton,	you	can	have	a	4.0	and	
not	even	rank	in	the	top	100.	

“To	a	Walton	student,	a	C’s	not	a	good	grade,”	said	
Greg	Fleenor,	the	aP	literature	teacher.	“actually,	with	
all	our	high	demands,	a	C	would	be	remarkable	here.	
But	these	students	go	to	all	lengths.	They’ll	stay	up	till	3	
or	4	in	the	morning,	every	morning.	and	they’re	expect-
ed,	at	the	same	time,	to	be	excellent	in	any	sport,	in	any	
extracurricular	activity,	and	to	do	community	hours.	But	
being	pushed	every	moment,	it’s	almost	exhilarating	for	
them.	Because	they’re	supposed	to	be	the	best:	They’re	
going	to	get	into	the	best	colleges,	and	they’re	going	to	
go	out	and	make	the	most	money.	That’s	the	mindset.”

a	2004	Mediamark	survey	found	that	more	than	
half	of	american	teenagers	feel	“stressed	out	all	of	the	
time	or	sometimes,”	mostly	because	of	schoolwork.	
Students	report	pressures	from	parents,	teachers,	peers,	
coaches,	and	themselves.	all	the	buzzing,	conflicting,	
numbing,	demanding,	coercing	particles	of	our	warp-
speed	culture	seep	into	the	teenage	psyche,	too—they	
must.	after	all,	this	generation	of	teens—Millennials,	
as	they’re	sometimes	known—is	growing	up	in	a	nation	
of	terrorism	alerts	and	toxic	spinach	and	congressmen	
e-mailing	come-ons	to	teenage	pages,	a	nation	where	
a	milkman	can	walk	into	an	amish	school,	unpack	an	
arsenal,	and	execute	children.	Theirs	is	a	nation	at	war,	
the	distant	body	count	rising,	and	north	Korea	is	testing	
nukes.	Teenagers	are	humiliating	each	other	in	Instant	
Message	and	website	wars,	reportedly	driving	some	to	
suicide.	among	the	available	recreational	options	are	
marijuana,	cocaine,	Ecstasy,	alcohol,	sex,	meth,	video	
games	in	which	you	can	blow	virtual	enemies’	heads	
into	bloody	stumps	and	watch	them	twitch	in	the	crim-
son	snow,	and,	at	more	than	5,886	locations,	the	breve	
half-caff	triple	grande	140-degree	upside-down	caramel	
macchiato,	for	$4.20,	plus	tax.	Teens	are	experiencing	
credit card debt.	They	are	drifting	away	from	evangelical	
Christianity	and	naming	Harry	Potter,	Louis	Vuitton,	
and	perfect	teeth	as	tools	of	Satan.	Their	little	brothers	
and	sisters	are,	in	preschool,	suddenly,	freakishly,	at	
risk	for	early	puberty.	Between	Seventeen,	Teen Vogue,	
and	CosmoGIRL!,	it	is	possible	for	a	girl	to	find	her	
best	fall	look,	get	gorgeous	fast,	develop	amazing	one-
minute	abs,	make	online	love	work,	and	acquire	a	sexy	
hairstyle,	plus	the	perfect	jeans,	all	of	which	may	seem	
helpful,	but	have	you	ever	tried	to	be	a	size	2?	

and	yet,	amid	the	geese	and	goldenrod	of	the	last	
remaining	countryside	in	eastern	Cobb	County,	Walton	
students	live	in	a	school	district	where	the	average	home	
sells	for	$479,849.	They	drive	nicer	cars	than	their	
teachers.	They	will	visit	more	countries	by	the	time	
they	graduate	than	most	americans	see	in	a	lifetime.	
Their	average	SaT	score—1705	on	the	new	scale	of	
2400—trounces	the	state	and	national	averages	of	1477	



and	1518,	respectively.	a	staggering	95	percent	of	them	
go	on	to	four-year	colleges,	including	the	Ivies—a	sta-
tistic	befitting	an	oft-cited	U.S. News & World Report	
ranking	that	listed	WHS	as	one	of	america’s	top	high	
schools,	prompting	a	lot	of	families	to	move	into	the	
Walton	district.	as	football	players	Matt	Towle	and	
Chase	Thomas	were	saying	the	other	day,	Walton	has	
made	the	playoffs	the	past	five	or	six	years,	and	the	
more	they	win,	the	more	everyone	expects	them	to	win.	
“It’s	becoming	bigger	and	bigger	each	year,”	Chase	said.	
“The	expectations	are	higher.”

raiders	rule!	raiders	can	stay	up	studying	till	1	
o’clock	in	the	morning	and	still	make	the	state	playoffs	
and	have	time	to	volunteer	with	
the	elderly.	They	keep	school-
issued	agendas	in	which	they	
have	been	trained	since	middle	
school	or	earlier	to	write,	often	
in	cheerful	color-coded	inks,	AP 
Microeconomics Test	or	Baby-
sit	or	Rehearsals	or	Basketball 
Practice	or	Manicure for Bitsy’s 
Bat Mitzvah!!!	raiders	have	
their	pick	of	32	aP	courses,	
plus	zoology,	plus	banking	and	
finance,	plus	psychology,	plus	
that	Chinese	course	I	mentioned	
(“It’s	different;	it	looks	good	on	your	transcript,”	a	fresh-
man	who	is	also	fluent	in	Hebrew	told	me)—choices	
other	high	school	students	don’t	encounter	until	college.	
For	extracurriculars,	they	can	consider	all	the	regular	
clubs,	like	French	Club	and	Model	u.n.,	but	also	the	
jazz	appreciation	Club,	or	the	Investment	Club,	or	the	
Future	Physicians	Club.	The	curriculum,	the	well-funded	
facilities	and	booster	programs,	the	expectations	of	
excellence,	the	gorgeous	athletic	fields,	the	hand	sanitiz-
ers	in	the	hallways,	and,	to	be	frank,	the	predominant	
whiteness,	make	Walton	seem	less	like	a	public	school	
than	a	private	academy	and	a	golden	door	to	greatness.	
The	worst	discipline	problem	Linda	rathjen	(English	
chair,	22-year	veteran)	ever	had	was	a	kid	who	stood		
up	and	yelled,	“jesus	Christ,	you	are	so	annoying!”	
when	she	nagged	him	for	forgetting	his	textbook	for	the	
millionth	time.

So,	really,	what’s	to	stress	about?	It	isn’t	as	if	Walton	
kids	are	knifing	each	other	in	class,	or	ducking	gang-
bangers	on	the	way	to	school,	or	turning	tricks	for	rent,	
or	being	woken	by	police	sirens	every	six	minutes,	or	
bailing	mama	out	of	jail	(again).	Some	of	atlanta’s	teen-
agers	aren’t	taking	aP	Latin	because	they’re	too	busy	
trying	to	figure	out	how	to,	like,	buy	food.	

yet	that	is	that	and	this	is	this.	The	fast	track—Excel!	
Win!	Be	perfect!	Or	else!	(you’re	nobody	unless	some-
body	worships	you,	baby!)—can,	in	its	own	way,	do	
serious	damage.	affluent	suburban	high	schoolers	not	
only	smoke	more,	drink	more,	and	use	more	hard	drugs	

than	typical	high	schoolers—they	do	so	more	than	a	
comparison	group	of	inner-city	kids,	Psychology Today 
reported	in	2005.	One	in	four	or	five	affluent	teens	is	
clinically	depressed,	and	affluent	teens	have	higher	rates	
of	depression-related	anxiety	than	any	other	socioeco-
nomic	group	of	young	people	in	this	country,	the	research	
showed.	Privileged	suburban	girls	are	three	times	more	
likely	than	their	peers	to	be	clinically	depressed.	“In	
part,”	the	report	went	on,	“the	affluent	kids	are	respond-
ing	to	achievement	pressures.	rates	of	depression,	anxi-
ety,	and	substance	abuse	were	high	among	those	whose	
families	overemphasized	their	accomplishments	and	who	
saw	achievement	failures	as	personal	failures.”	

Madeline	Levine	sees	the	
problems	first	hand.	She	is	the	
longtime	psychologist	who	
wrote	The Price of Privilege.	
Selling	wildly	on	 the	West	
Coast,	Price	is	among	a	recent	
crop	of	books	exploring	the	
potential	consequences	of	a	
driven	adolescence.	The	other	
day,	at	a	speech	Levine	gave	in	
California,	where	she	lives,	a	
mother	reported	that	her	super-
achieving	child’s	counselor	had	
said	something	like:	To	colleges,	

kids	like	you	are	a	dime	a	dozen.	“aside	from	how	hor-
rendous	a	statement	that	is	to	make	about	a	child—or	
any	person—what	it	reflects	is	how	incredibly	intense	
the	pressure	is	to	be	outstanding	in	some	way,”	Levine	
told	me.	“I	mean,	can	you	imagine	saying	that	to	a	kid?	
So	we	got	into	this	long	discussion	about	how	to	change	
the	culture	when	it’s	all	around	you.	and	the	answer	is	
that	parents	have	got	to	take	a	step	back	and	really	do	a	
gut-check	on	their	own	values.	Everybody	now	knows	of	
kids	who	really	are	in	terrible	trouble—rehab,	therapeutic	
boarding	schools,	whatever.	What	has	kept	this	in	place	
in	affluent	communities	is	denial	and	the	intense	need	to	
always	look	good—our	houses	have	to	look	good,	our	
cars	have	to	look	good,	our	kids	have	to	look	good.”	

She	went	on:	“yes,	we’re	supposed	to	push	our	kids.	
But	are	they	supposed	to	have	headaches	and	stomach-
aches	and	be	up	working	until	2	in	the	morning?	no.	It	
interferes	with	this	other	range	of	skills	they’re	supposed	
to	be	developing,	like	helping	out	around	the	house,	
cultivating	a	sense	of	self,	developing	hobbies	and	self-
control	and	frustration	tolerance,	learning	how	to	talk	
to	the	opposite	sex.	Can	kids	go	out	and	play	and	run	
around	and	shoot	hoops?	yeah,	as	long	as	they	don’t	
feel	their	whole	life	rests	on	performance.	Parents	have	
to	understand	why	that’s	so	damaging.	If	a	kid	feels	his	
parents’	love	is	conditional	on	performance,	that	means	
he’s	always	anxious,	always	waiting	for	the	other	shoe	to	
drop.	you	lose	creativity	when	you’re	constantly	evalu-
ated;	if	all	your	energy	is	

affluent suburban  
high schoolers not only 

smoke more, drink 
more, and use more 

hard drugs than typical 
high schoolers do—they 

do so more than 
inner-city kids.
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going	into	pleasing	everyone	around	you,	
nothing’s	happening	inside of	you.	These	
kids	come	in	with	pills,	with	razors;	they	
come	in	crying,	in	all	kinds	of	disrepair,	
because	of	their	parents’	disappointment.	
The	biggest	hammer	you	have	as	a	par-
ent	is	disappointment.	The	biggest	velvet	
glove	is	warmth.”

Somehow,	in	the	past	10	or	15	years,	
an	almost	urban-legend-like	notion	of	the	
“perfect	student”	started	wafting	through	
the	hallways	of	high	school	america.	On	
paper,	the	perfect	student	showed	a	stel-
lar	transcript	and	test	scores,	community	
service,	brilliant	essays,	superb	teacher	
recommendations—a	bulletproof	resume.	
and	yet,	“Too	many	students	who	look	
great	on	paper	today	.	.	.	are	depressed,	
overwhelmed	wrecks	on	the	inside,”	
	alexandra	robbins,	author	of	The Over-
achievers,	has	said	in	interviews.	“ameri-
can	education	has	become	a	corrupt,	
hypercompetitive	culture	with	a	narrow,	
misguided	view	of	success.”	In	chronicling	
the	high	anxiety	of	overachieving	high	
schoolers,	robbins	wrote	of	top	students	
who	confessed	stress-related	problems	
with	nausea,	stomachaches,	headaches,	
anorexia,	bulimia,	panic	attacks,	depres-
sion,	suicidal	thoughts,	and,	in	one	case,	
a	digestive	disorder	wherein	a	girl	didn’t	
even	allow	herself	“enough	relaxation	
time	to	use	the	bathroom.”	as	robbins	
put	it,	the	youth	of	today’s	increasingly	
goal-oriented	culture	are	“already	taking	
on	the	mentality	of	driven	adults	in	the	
workforce.”	

In	an	e-mail	survey	sent	through	PTSa	
organizations,	I	asked	hundreds	of	metro	
atlanta	parents	whose	children	attend	
top	high	schools	how	stressed	out	their	
teenagers	were,	on	a	scale	of	one	to	10.	
Most	parents	presumed	to	answer	for	
the	child.	a	Chamblee	High	mom,	Linda	
alexander,	was	among	those	who	didn’t.	
“My	daughter	said	her	stress	level	is	a	
9,”	she	wrote	in	an	e-mail.	“It	makes	her	
feel	awful	because	she	does	have	a	good	
life	and	should	not	feel	so	stressed.”	She	
said,	“Today’s	society	gives	messages	
to	teens	that	normal	life	is	not	enough.	
They	are	shown	perfect	models	with	too-
expensive	clothes.	They	are	bombarded	
with	opportunities	to	buy,	buy,	buy.	They	

hear	of	the	sexual	escapades	of	stars,	and	
even	our	leaders.	It	is	stressful	to	not	be	
perfect,	have	everything,	and	not	have	a	
sexual	relationship.	Life	today	is	faster	
and	harder	than	in	my	youth.”	

In	wanting	to	understand	the	lives	
of	super-achieving	teens,	I	considered	
several	atlanta	schools	but	chose	Walton	
as	a	focal	point	because	of	its	test	scores	
and	reputation,	and	because	its	students,	
teachers,	parents,	and	top	administra-
tion—Principal	Dr.	Tom	Higgins	and	
associate	Principal	judy	Mcneill	in	par-
ticular—were	remarkably	welcoming	and	
open	to	questions.	They	never	tried	to	
set	or	monitor	the	agenda	or	shut	down	
the	dialogue	when	it	turned	touchy,	like	
some	schools	would.	Some	conversations	
with	students	took	place	serendipitously,	
in	the	presence	of	a	guidance	counselor;	
teachers	encouraged	others,	and	parents	
approved	all	interviews	in	advance.	The	
questions	and	conversations	weren’t	
meant	to	expose	or	indict	Walton	or	any	
other	school	or	lifestyle	but	rather	to	
understand	what	super-achieving	teen-
agers’	lives	are	like	in	an	era	of	unprec-
edented	high	stakes.	as	senior	Kaitlin	
Fulkerson	put	it:	“College	is	so	hard	to	
get	into	right	now.”	

“So	much	more	competitive,”	said	Lisa	
Williams,	another	senior.	We	were	talking	
one	morning	just	before	Homecoming.

“So	many	more	people	are	eligible,”	
Kaitlin	said.	“It’s	not	just	based	on,	like,	
family	wealth	anymore.	now	there’s	so	
many	high	achievers	it’s	crazy.”	She	went	
on:	“In	the	olden	days,	like	20	years	ago,	
someone	like	me	or	you	would	be,	like,	
outstanding.	But	now,	overachievement’s	
just	common.”	

Kaitlin	had	a	4.4	GPa	and	was	tak-
ing	aP	Spanish	literature,	honors	world	
literature,	orchestra,	aP	physics,	aP	
microeconomics,	and	multivariable	calcu-
lus,	which	is	post-aP	level	and	considered	
Walton’s	toughest	course.	She	is	also	vice	
president	of	the	Spanish	Honor	Society,	
a	member	of	Beta	Club	and	the	national	
Honor	Society,	and	skips	lunch	period	
to	fulfill	her	duties	as	president	of	the	
orchestra.	She	also	works	part-time	at	
The	HoneyBaked	Ham	Company.	“I’m	
really	big	into	music,	too,	so	I	do	piano	
competitions.	you	can	win	scholarships	
and	stuff,”	she	said.	“This	is	so	nerdy,	but	
I	went	to	piano	camp—it	was	really	fun.”

“It’s	just	kind	of	a	given,”	Lisa	said.	
“you	have	to	do	well	in	school.”

Or	what?	
“you’ll	have	a	horrible	life,	or	some-

thing,”	Kaitlin	said,	joking,	sort	of.
“I	take	hard	classes	because	I	want	

to,”	said	Lisa.	“I	like	to	challenge	myself.”	
She	had	a	3.9	and	was	taking	honors	eco-
nomics,	aP	calculus,	aP	Spanish,	British	
literature,	honors	anatomy,	and	personal	
fitness.	She	played	catcher	on	Walton’s	
fast-pitch	softball	team,	plus	travel	ball	
in	the	off-season.	She	belongs	to	the	
national	Honor	Society	and	Beta	Club	
and	works	part-time	at	a	boutique.	Lisa	is	
also	vice	president	of	the	senior	class.	She	
wanted	to	run	for	president,	but	her	best	
friend,	who	also	wanted	to	be	president,	
didn’t	speak	to	her	for	three	days	when	
she	heard	Lisa	might	run.	“It’s	hard	to	
keep	it	all	balanced,	but	after	a	while	
you	get	used	to	it,”	Lisa	said.	“It’s	almost	
second	nature,	to	be	stressed	out	about	
school.”

“Our	parents’	generation—I	don’t	know	
what	their	life	was	like	in	high	school,	but	I	
think	it	was	so	different,”	Kaitlin	said.	
“Some	of	them	don’t	really	understand	
why	we	take	it	so	much	more	seriously.	We	
have	to	take	it	more	seriously.”

PArt II: Basic Math

Forty	years	ago,	joan	Did-
ion	wrote	about	a	new	
subclass	of	teenagers	con-
vening	in	San	Francisco		
and	“calling	themselves	‘hippies.’”	Those	
drifting	dreamers	with	needle	tracks	
and	dubious	hygiene	spent	 the	 long	
slow	hours	of	their	youth	twirling	to	the	
	Grateful	Dead	beneath	the	Golden	Gate	
Bridge.	The	generation	known	for	drop-
ping	acid	and	dropping	out	produced	the	
population	of	american	teenagers	now	
graduating	from	high	school	and	heading	
for	college	in	record	numbers.	The	senior	
class	of	2008–09—some	3.2	million	stu-
dents	nationwide,	an	estimated	77,000	
of	them	Georgians—is	expected	to	be	the	
largest	in	u.S.	history.	Georgia’s	public	
high	schools	will	graduate	a	projected	
94,748	teenagers	as	the	Class	of	2018.	

The	nation’s	3,600	colleges	and	uni-
versities	don’t	have	room	for	all	the	baby	
boomers’	offspring.	“no	beds.	no	money.	
no	resources,”	Christine	Gibbons,	a	
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	Harvard	recruiter,	told	me	during	her	
Walton	visit	in	September,	when	I	asked:	
Why	not	expand?	“I	mean,	we’d	love	to	
build	five	more	[residential]	houses,	but	
that	space,	that	money,	those	years	of	
planning—it’s	not	that	easy.”	The	univer-
sity	of	Georgia	has	added	1,800	freshman	
slots	in	recent	years,	and	while	the	school	
now	accepts	5,000	new	students	each	fall,	
a	record	16,000	students	applied	last	year.	
It’s	particularly	competitive	to	get	into	
uGa	because	so	many	top	students	want	
a	shot	at	winning	full	tuition	through	the	
HOPE	scholarship	lottery.

you	would	have	to	look	hard	at	a	
school	like	Walton	to	find	a	teen	who	
might	say,	as	one	did	in	Didion’s	essay,	
“We’re	just	gonna	let	it	all	happen.	Every-
thing’s	in	the	future,	you	can’t	pre-plan	it.”	
First	of	all,	a	Walton	kid	would	never	say	
“pre-plan	the	future.”	Second,	if	there’s	
anything	the	current	superteenager’s	life	is	
about,	it’s	planning.	They,	and	their	par-
ents,	are	nothing	if	not	strategic.	

Guidance	counselors,	college	admis-
sions	officers,	and	family	therapists	are	
seeing	hypercompetitive	parents	and	
their	hypercompetitive	kids	spend	what-
ever	time	and	money	they	believe	is	neces-
sary	to	secure	any	perceived	advantage.	
Levine,	the	author,	said	parents	pay	con-
sultants	$10,000	to	personally	drive	their	
kids	around	to	college	campuses	for	VIP	
visits.	Other	parents	are	paying	private	
college	counselors—a	burgeoning	and	
sometimes	shady	industry—$2,000	to	
$20,000,	or	more,	to	handle	the	admis-
sions	process,	application	to	envelope.	
Some	parents	are	working	second	jobs	or	
mortgaging	themselves	hypertensive	just	
to	live	in	the	Walton	district,	where,	as	
guidance	counselor	anne	Carlson	put	it,	
“They’re	building	in	every	little	nook	and	
cranny.”	Less	than	10	years	ago,	the	aver-
age	home	sold	for	$266,840;	it’s	nearly	
half	a	million	dollars	today.

Students	themselves	spend	hours	on	
the	Internet	looking	at	colleges;	take	
online	SaT	practice	tests	and	write	appli-
cation	essays	as	part	of	their	regular	
homework;	 look	for	unique	ways	to	
distinguish	their	resumes	(unusual	clubs	
or	humanitarian-aid	trips);	and	basi-
cally	brown-nose	teachers	for	recom-
mendations,	which,	as	the	Harvard	rep	
told	Walton	students,	are	“really	impor-
tant—really,	really,	really	important.”	

jed	appelrouth,	a	popular	atlanta	SaT	
tutor,	tells	of	parents	who	plot	their	child’s	
educational	path	before	the	child	even	
teethes—and	who	feel	their	own	lives	are	
over	when	the	kid	doesn’t	get	into	the	pre-
ferred	preschool.	Walton	students	I	spoke	
to	told	me	about	parents	(not	their	own)	
who	videotaped	soccer	games	for	college	
scouts—when	their	kid	was	eight.	

“a	lot	of	parents	are	just	too	involved	
with	their	kids’	lives,”	said	Laura	Haynes,	
a	Walton	senior	with	a	4.2	GPa,	and	a	
standout	on	the	renowned	tennis	team,	
which	is	filled	with	nationally	ranked	
players.	“Some	parents	need	to	take	a	
step	back,”	she	said,	not	referring	to	her	
own.	“I	don’t	know	what	these	parents	
are	going	to	do	when	their	kid	goes	to	col-
lege	because	their	life	for	so	long	has	been	
just	their	kid—getting	their	kid	to	school,	
getting	their	kid	into	the	right	sport,	get-
ting	their	kid	into	the	right	club	at	school,	
getting	them	the	right	SaT	class.”	

For	colleges,	the	worst	part	of	the	
selection	process	can	be	dealing	with	par-
ents.	“Talk	with	any	admissions	person	
and	they’ll	tell	you	they’d	much	rather	
talk	to	the	student	than	the	parent,”	said	
nancy	McDuff,	vice	president	of	admis-
sions	and	enrollment	management	at	the	
university	of	Georgia.	It	used	to	be	that	
the	parents	who	took	their	children’s	suc-
cesses	and	failures	so	seriously,	so	person-
ally,	were	mostly	upper-crust,	old-money	
types	(you’ve	seen	the	movies).	now,	
parents	of	Millennials	are	so	hard-core	
that	some	metro	atlanta	schools	have	
started	hosting	seminars	to	remind	them	
of	the	difference	between	healthy	encour-
agement	and	overbearing	obsession.	“We	
hear	language	like,	‘When	we	took	the	
SaT’—well,	‘we’	didn’t	take	the	SaT,	the	
student	did,”	McDuff	said.	“We	get	calls	
after	rejection	letters	go	out	from	parents	
saying	‘What	am	I	going	to	tell	my	child	
when	he	gets	home	from	school?’	Well,	
you	may	want	to	start	by	explaining	why	
you	opened	his	mail.	and	you	may	not	
want	to	cry	when	you	talk	about	this	to	
your	child.	as	long	as	the	student	was	
doing	their	best,	picking	the	hard	courses,	
the	family	should	be	proud.”	

In	The Overachievers,	robbins	wrote	
that	psychologists	believe	parents	over-
involve	for	several	reasons.	“Because	it	
costs	much	more	to	raise	a	child	than	
it	used	to,	some	parents	might	view	

a	successful	child	as	a	return	on	their	
investment.	Similarly,	when	parents	pay	
thousands	of	dollars	a	year	to	a	private	
school	or	college,	they	might	expect	to	
have	as	much	input	as	possible	on	the	
education	they’re	funding,”	she	wrote.	
“Today’s	parents	are	often	successful	and	
expect	nothing	less	for,	and	from,	their	
children.	a	successful	child	reflects	a	suc-
cessful	parent,	the	thinking	goes,	and	par-
ents	become	anxious	that	if	they	ignore	
any	opportunity	as	soon	as	it	presents	
itself,	the	children	will	lag	behind.”

and	so,	more	students	are	taking	the	
grueling	road,	especially	at	schools	like	
Walton.	That	thing	Kaitlin	said	earlier	
about	overachievement	being	common?	
Basically	true.	There	have	always	been	
overachievers;	it’s	just	that	now	there	are	
so	many	more of	them.	“Go	to	any	school	
and	you’ll	find	those	25	to	30	kids	who	
are	outstanding;	down	at	the	core,	they’re	
pretty	similar	wherever	you	go,”	said	
Levy,	the	calculus	teacher.	“The	difference	
at	Walton	is	the	next	200	kids.	Here,	they	
all	have	at	least	one	aP	if	not	multiple	
aPs,	and	the	level	of	work	ethic	and	time	
management	just	blows	me	away.”	

Consider	Lisa	Williams’	typical	day.	
The	alarm	goes	off	at	6:45	a.m.	Lisa	gets	
up,	puts	on	her	makeup.	She	spends	a	few	
moments	flat-ironing	her	hair,	which	is	
naturally	wavy,	but	this	doesn’t	take	long	
because	last	night,	after	her	post-softball	
shower,	she	pre-flat-ironed	it	in	order	to	
sleep	a	few	minutes	longer.	On	this	partic-
ular	day,	she	throws	on	a	raiders	hoodie,	
her	Clarks	Wallabees,	her	Tiffany	signa-
ture	ring,	her	Walton	class	ring,	some	red	
dangly	earrings	she	bought	because	she	
needed	something	red	for	Walton	and	for	
uGa,	where	she	hopes	to	go	in	the	fall,	
if she	can	get	in,	and	some	Citizens	jeans	
that	are	her	favorite	because	they	are	
“stretchy	and	long.”	If	you	don’t	think	
clothes	are	important,	let	me	tell	you:	
you’re	wrong.	you	should	see	everyone	
when	they	come	back	from	Christmas	
break.	They’re	all,	“What’d	you	get?”	
and	“Look	at	what	I	got,”	and	usually	it’s	
like	north	Face	jackets	and	Sevens	and	
rock	&	republic	and	Louis	Vuittons,	
and	they’d	better	not	be	cheapo	knock-
offs	from	Canal	Street,	either.	actually,	
you	can	probably	get	away	with	a	fake	
Louis,	but	the	Dooneys	and	Coaches	had	
better	be	real.	Turn	all	the	important	tags	
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around	where	everybody	can	see	them.	
Do	yourself	a	favor	and	keep	some	oil-
blotting	papers	in	there,	for	de-greasing	
between	classes.	

In	the	kitchen,	Lisa’s	mother	has	just	
packed	lunch:	a	Publix	fried-chicken	
salad,	one	banana,	some	pretzel	sticks,	
and	a	snack	pack	of	graham	cracker	bits.	
Lisa	dumps	dry	Smart	Start	cereal	into	a	
Ziploc	and	is	out	the	door	by	5	till	7.	as	
she	backs	her	dad’s	Toyota	SuV	out	of	
the	drive,	it’s	still	dark.	

She	parks	in	the	senior	lot	at	school,	
which,	in	another	two	hours,	will	be	full	
of	Hondas	and	Toyotas	but	also	audis,	
BMWs,	Mercedes,	some	Saabs,	some	
Lexi,	a	bunch	of	Volvos,	a	bunch	of	SuVs,	
and	one	Hummer	H3.	She	bundles	all	her	
things	in	her	Vera	Bradley	tote	(pattern:	
Citrus),	which	is,	like,	essential.	If	you	have	
not	settled	on	a	signature	pattern	for	your	
Vera	Bradley	totes	(the	big	one	for	spring	
break	and	sports	practice,	the	medium	one	
for	sleepovers)	plus	purse,	wallet,	watch-
band,	and	sunglass	case,	forget	it.	not	
carrying	a	Vera	Bradley	bag	again	this	year	
is	like	wearing	chunky,	beaded	necklaces,	
which	is	so	over.

She	heads	to	the	football	field,	where	
several	dozen	other	Fellowship	of	Christian	
athletes	members	are	waiting	beneath	the	
glaring	stadium	lights.	It	is	cool	and	sort	of	
misty.	“ugh,”	Lisa	says.	“My	hair’s	going	
to	curl.”	a	few	people	are	eating	from	a	
box	of	donuts	on	the	tailgate	of	a	truck.	
Lisa	says	she	shouldn’t,	but	she	does,	and	
it	is	silly	for	her	to	hesitate	in	the	first	place	
over	one	stupid	chocolate	donut	because	
she	is,	like,	beautiful,	and	tall,	with	a	great	
figure.	She	probably	worries	about	this	
sometimes	(because	what	girl	doesn’t?)	
and	at	Walton,	you	have	to	be	practically	
a	size	4—or	less—before	some	girls	(and	
guys)	even	begin	to	think	you’re	skinny	
enough.

at	7:13	a.m.,	everybody	flops	onto	the	
slightly	damp	track,	short	skirts	or	not,	
and	listens	to	Coach	amos	lead	from	a	
book	called	God’s Game Plan and	remind	
them	that	it	is	perfectly	okay	to	go	onto	
an	athletics	field	and	knock	someone’s	
head	off	in	the	name	of	the	Lord.	

By	first	period,	British	literature,	Lisa’s	
hair	is	pulled	up	off	her	face.	right	away,	
Mrs.	Harper	goes	into	faulty	sentences.	
“Britney	Spears	gives	birth	and	releases	
new	fragrance,”	she	writes	on	the	board.	

“What’s	wrong	with	that?”	she	says.	
The	students	think	for	a	moment	and	

one	goes,	“Eeew.”
“Teens	cook	and	serve	grandparents,”	

Mrs.	Harper	writes,	and	explains	why	it	
is	always	a	good	idea	to	think	carefully	
about	clarity	and	pairings.

They	resume	their	analysis	of	act	I	of	
Becket,	a	1959	play	by	French	playwright	
jean	anouilh	that	deals	with	the	fatal	
conflict	between	Thomas	Becket,	arch-
bishop	of	Canterbury,	and	King	Henry	
II	of	England,	if	you	didn’t	know.	Lisa	
shares	her	copy	with	a	girl	who	has	Izod	
flip-flops	and	toenails	painted	the	color	of	
Pepto	Bismol.	

“Love	gets	in	the	way	of	what,	to	
Becket?”	Mrs.	Harper	asks.	

“Luxury,”	someone	says.	
“Well,	he	likes	nice	things,	yes,	but	

what	does	love	get	in	the	way	of?”
They	sit	there	for	a	minute.	From	the	

back	of	the	room	Lisa	says,	“Honor.”	
“Honor,”	Mrs.	Harper	says.	“Becket	

says	honor	is	doing	what	you	have to	do	
to	the	best	of	your	ability.	Doing	what	
you	love	to	do	to	the	best	of	your	ability	
is	passion.”	

For	homework,	Mrs.	Harper	assigns	
act	II	(27	pages),	plus	some	other	stuff,	and	
the	class	spends	the	last	three	minutes	talk-
ing	about	the	new	jack	nicholson	movie	
and	the	fact	that	Titanic	came	out	when	
they	were,	like,	8,	and	how	this	one	kid	
who	didn’t	get	into	Baylor,	or	somewhere,	
“could	always	just	go	to	Ole	Miss.”

In	homeroom,	the	morning	announce-
ments	video	contains	the	regular	tidbits	
delivered	by	morning-announcement	
anchors	in	the	Walton	High	School	news	
broadcast	lab,	plus	a	man-on-the-street	
segment	in	which	the	interviewer	asks	
random	students,	“Do	you	believe	in	
women’s	suffrage?”	Half	the	people	inter-
viewed	think	they’re	talking	about	abused	
women,	which	they	are	not	in	favor	of,	
because	women	are	“the	dominant	race.”	
Somebody	really	said	that.	I	am	not	mak-
ing	this	up.	

In	aP	calculus,	the	class	takes	a	five-
problem	quiz	that	consumes	the	whole	
period.	Here	is	Problem	4:	“a	streetlight	
is	15	feet	above	the	sidewalk.	a	man	6	feet	
tall	walks	away	from	the	light	at	the	rate	
of	5	feet	per	second.	Determine	the	rate	
at	which	the	man’s	shadow	is	lengthening	
at	the	moment	he	is	20	feet	from	the	base	

of	the	light.”	The	minute	Lisa	turns	in	her	
quiz,	she	starts	reading	act	II	of	Becket.	

Between	classes,	in	the	teeming	hall	
(more	than	2,600	students	go	to	Walton),	
Lisa	learns	that,	in	about	seven	hours,	
her	softball	team	will	play	roswell.	This	
is	good	news.	They’ve	beaten	roswell	
before,	and	they	need	to	beat	them	tonight	
to	advance	to	the	state	sectionals,	which	
lead	to	the	state	playoffs,	which	lead	to	a	
state	championship,	which	the	team	last	
won	way	back	in	the	dark	ages	of	1998.

In	honors	econ,	Lisa	immediately	
signs	onto	a	computer	and	checks	her	
stocks.	The	students	are	using	real-
time	educational	software	and	a	fake	
$100,000	starter	fund	to	compete	for	the	
highest	gains.	Whoever	makes	the	most	
money	wins	a	new	york	Stock	Exchange		
T-shirt.	Lisa	is	ranked	seventh.	Her	picks	
are	down	a	bit,	but	strong:	Best	Buy,	
DnX	Gas,	Coke,	Google,	a	few	others,	
including	Target,	where	you	can	get	cute	
jewelry.	She	slips	on	headphones	and	
works	her	way	through	“your	Labor	
role	in	the	Economy,”	and	after	a	stroll	
through	purchase	power,	demand	curves,	
horizontal	summation,	and	wage	rates,	
she	determines	whether	a	fellow	called	
Mr.	Garvin	can	afford	to	hire	an	assistant	
during	his	rush	period.	He	can,	if	he	pays	
less	than	$11	per	hour,	which	would	be	a	
job	nobody	around	here	would,	in	a	mil-
lion	years,	want.	Before	class	ends,	Lisa	
checks	her	stocks	again.	In	less	than	an	
hour,	she	has	slipped	to	eighth.

For	lunch,	she	goes	to	the	media	cen-
ter’s	back	room,	which	houses	all	the	
big	colored	rolls	of	bulletin-board	paper,	
and	videos	such	as	The Life of Mammals	
and	Making	Unhappy	Customers Love 
You.	She	pulls	out	a	printed	e-mail	from	
Coach	adams,	her	softball	coach	and	also	
her	Beta	Buddy,	which	means	she	runs	
errands	for	him	when	he	needs	some-
thing.	and	right	now	he	needs	100	white	
paper	stars,	20	orange	ones,	and	20	yel-
low	ones,	for	his	bulletin	board.	She	starts	
working	the	die-cut	machine,	three	hand	
pumps	per	star,	whomp-whomp-whomp,	
whomp-whomp-whomp.	a	librarian	
comes	by	and	tells	her	to	keep	the	blade	
down	between	cuts	because	otherwise	
she	might	get	seriously injured.	Lisa	is	a	
skilled	and	experienced	whomper,	but	she	
is	polite	and	says	okay.	

“yesterday	I	had	to	buy	myself	a	Coke	
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to	wake	up,”	she	says,	apropos	of	con-
stantly	being	tired.	“I	don’t	know	what	
was	wrong	with	me.”	Whomp-whomp-
whomp.	Whomp-whomp-whomp.	“Math	
and	Spanish	are	my	hardest	classes	this	
year.	I	just	don’t	have	the	motivation	when	
I	get	home	to	sit	there	and	study,	after	I’ve	
been	at	school	all	day	and	softball	practice	
for	hours.”

Within	45	minutes	she	has	cut	150	
stars.	She	stops	long	enough	for	lunch,	
then	takes	the	stars	to	Coach	adams’	
room.	“you’ve	got	to	be	kidding,”	she	
says	when	she	sees	the	bulletin	board.	She	
has	cut	five-point	stars;	Coach	wanted	
six-point	stars.	He	had	suggested	that	
she	swing	by	his	room	before	school	and	
make	sure	she	had	the	right	shape,	but	she	
hadn’t	had	time.	“I	guess	I’ll	have	to	come	
in	early	tomorrow	to	do	them,”	she	says.	

In	aP	Spanish	there	is	a	substitute,	and	
in	honors	anatomy	they	sketch	some	bones,	
and	in	personal	fitness	they	run	laps,	and	in	
between	all	that	Lisa	finishes	Spanish-test	
corrections	and	her	Brit	Lit	grammar.	By	4,	
she	is	dressed	out	for	softball.

Have	you	ever	seen	Walton’s	fast-pitch	
softball	field?	Listen,	it	is	beautiful.	The	
diamond	dirt	seems	a	little	richer,	the	grass	
a	little	greener.	Behind	right	field	stands	a	
field	house	the	size	of	an	airplane	hangar,	
and	it’s	all	for	the	girls’	fast-pitch	team.	
The	fast-pitch	Booster	Club	paid	about	
$85,000	for	it	so	the	players	wouldn’t	
have	to	keep	dressing	out	in	that	wooden	
hut	behind	the	concession	stand.	If	you	
want	to	know	specifically	who	paid	for	
it,	you	can	read	all	about	it	on	a	big	sign	
on	the	home	dugout,	which	lists	contribu-
tors	by	name	and	dollar	amount,	from	
$5,000+	on	down.	now	is	a	good	time	to	
point	out	that	school	systems	don’t	allo-
cate	more	money	to	schools	in	wealthier	
communities,	but	in	those	communities,	
parents	tend	to	pad	Booster	Clubs	from	
their	personal	bank	accounts;	you’re	more	
likely	to	see	nicer	uniforms,	fields,	and	
facilities	at	schools	like	Walton	than	in	
districts	where	families	are	less	involved	
and	have	less	disposable	income.	

Lisa	plays	catcher.	She	bats	cleanup	
and	throws	lasers.	roswell	gives	the	
	raiders	a	tough	time	at	first.	Their	pitcher,	
a	stocky	blonde	in	a	glittering	black	head-
band,	has	a	convoluted	windup	and	deliv-
ers	a	fearsome	changeup.	The	raiders	
struggle	for	hits,	much	less	runs.	Lisa	fires	
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one	particularly	nice	throw	to	second	on	
a	steal,	but	the	infielder	misses	the	runner.	
Lisa	doesn’t	react	to	this	or	any	other	neg-
ative	turn;	she	simply	resumes	her	crouch.	
She	believes	sports	help	her	deal	with	
the	pressures	of	school	and	life.	If	you	
can	keep	your	cool	with	a	clutch	runner	
sprinting	home	and	a	bullet	coming	from	
center	field,	you	can	figure	out	the	clutch	
conjugation	of	past-perfect	“sufrir.”	any-
way,	Walton	wins	4–1.	Lisa	peels	off	her	
facemask	and	shin	guards	and	mitt.	It	is	
just	before	8	p.m.	She	has	not	stopped	
moving	since	6:45	a.m.	and	she	has	two	
tests	tomorrow,	plus	the	rest	of	act	II,	
plus	other	homework.	She	forces	herself	
to	bed	at	11	p.m.	“In	health	class,	they	
tell	you	when	you’re	a	teenager	you	need	
between	eight	and	10	hours	of	sleep,”	she	
tells	her	friend	Laura	Haynes	one	day,	to	
which	Laura	says,	“I	get,	like,	10	hours	in	
two	days.”	

Lisa	was	right:	research	
shows	teenagers	have	a	
hard	time	going	to	sleep	
before	11	p.m.	yet	need	an	
average	of	9.25	hours	of	sleep	per	night,	
meaning	it’s	difficult	for	them	to	get	to	
bed	at	midnight	and	make	it	to	school	
by	8:20,	much	less	7:20.	“research	has	
linked	insufficient	sleep	to	depression	and	
other	health	issues,	low	grades,	disciplin-
ary	problems,	poor	concentration,	and	
strained	relationships	with	family	and	
friends,”	according	to	The Overachievers.	
For	students	heavily	involved	in	school	
and	community	activities,	their	jobs,	and	
other	responsibilities,	sleep	deprivation	can	
cause	negative	moods,	decreased	school	
performance,	increased	likelihood	to	try	
stimulants,	and	a	higher	risk	of	accidents	
and	death,	the	book	goes	on	to	say,	quot-
ing	a	national	Sleep	Foundation	study.	
Stress-based	depression	is	“often	based	on	
the	pressure	to	succeed	and	to	perform	
well	in	the	college	admissions	process,”	
the	book	concludes,	and	students	don’t	
disagree.	“People	can	get	really	down	on	
themselves	when	they	don’t	succeed,”	said	
Laura	Haynes,	the	Walton	senior.	“If	they	
put	so	much	effort	into	just	one	thing	and	
they	don’t	succeed,	they	feel	like	it’s	the	end	
of	the	world.	They	don’t	know	how	to	deal	
with	it	when	they	fail.	and	that’s	really	
dangerous,	especially	for	teenagers.”
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Walton	students	have	been	hospital-
ized	for	eating	disorders	and	sent	home	
for	a	rest	after	crying	uncontrollably	at	
test	time—every	time.	“One	student	last	
year	was	taking	all	aP	classes,	and	she	
got	to	a	point	where	she	literally	couldn’t	
stop	shaking,”	a	teacher	told	me.	“She	
had	completely	shut	down.	She	couldn’t	
think	anymore.	I’ve	had	three	students	
do	that.	Their	brains	become	overloaded.	
and	personally	I	can	relate	from	a	teach-
ing	standpoint.	When	I	first	started	here,	
I	had	anxiety	that	would	manifest	physi-
cally—rashes.	That	year,	I	didn’t	come	to	
school	nine	Mondays.”	These	symptoms,	
especially	the	eating	disorders	anorexia	
and	bulimia,	usually	suggest	perfection-
ism,	another	teacher	said.	“That	goes	
hand	in	hand.”

To	deal	with	pressure,	a	lot	of	students	
turn	to	sports,	and	friends,	and	their	
churches,	but	just	because	you	have	a	
4.4	doesn’t	mean	you	don’t	go	to	ragers	
or	keep	a	stash.	Maybe	you	go	to	ragers	
or	keep	a	stash	because	you	have	a	4.4,	
to	escape	your	great	big	brain	and	The	
Future	for	a	while.	Kids	come	to	school	
high.	Kids	get	drunk	every	day,	alone.	
Kids	hoard	their	lunch	money	and	use	it	
to	buy	weed.	Kids	go	to	counseling.	Kids	
take	other	kids’	adderall	and	ritalin	
(attention	Deficit	Disorder	medications)	
or	over-the-counter	caffeine	pills	to	stay	
focused,	to	stay	awake.	“Everyone	looks	
down	on	people	who	smoke	cigarettes,	
but	there’s	people	who	smoke	weed	all	the	
time,”	one	girl	was	saying	the	other	day.	

“One	time	I	saw	someone	snorting	
cocaine	in	the	bathroom,	off	the	floor,”	said	
her	friend.	“She	cut	it	with	a	credit	card.”	

“My	mom	was	picking	me	up	a	couple	
of	Fridays	ago	and	these	guys	came	out-
side	as	my	mom	pulled	up,	and	they	were	
doing	a	drug	deal,”	said	the	first.	“One	
was	saying,	‘I’ve	got	this	many	grams	and	
you	owe	me	200	bucks.’”	

“The	money	is	here,	so	people	can	
afford	to	buy	drugs.”

“a	lot	of	people	have	hard	family	
stuff,	like	stress,	and	do	it	to	keep	every-
thing	off	their	mind.	They	do	it	to	escape,	
or	because	they	can.”

“Or	because	they	can’t,	because	it’s	
illegal,”	said	another.	“They	do	it	to	be	
rebellious.”

More	than	2,000	adolescents	commit	
suicide	every	year	in	the	u.S.,	but	it	has	hap-
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pened	blessedly	seldom	around	here.	no	
one	can	forget	eighth	grade,	though.	Walton	
kids	still	bring	it	up	from	time	to	time.	a	
girl	everyone	knew	hung	herself	with	a	belt	
in	her	own	closet	two	weeks	before	her	
14th	birthday.	She	had	been	up	late	on	the	
computer,	supposedly	having	some	sort	of	
ongoing	IM	spat	with	girls	from	school.	at	
2:30,	her	dad	told	her	to	go	to	bed.	at	3:30,	
he	hollered	upstairs	and	told	her	to	turn	off	
the	music.	Then	he	went	to	sleep.

The	next	morning	when	she	didn’t	
come	down,	he	went	to	her	bedroom	and	
found	the	door	locked.	He	jimmied	it	
open	with	a	coat	hanger,	and	found	her.	
no	note	or	anything,	just	her	yearbook	
open	on	the	bed,	two	boys’	photos	high-
lighted	in	blue.	“you’re	too	late,”	he	told	
the	detectives	when	they	arrived.	“There’s	
nothing	you	can	do.”

PArt III: Personal Essay

just	out	of	curiosity,	what	
would	happen	if	we	didn’t	
work	so	hard?	If	we	didn’t	
care	so	much?	If	we	didn’t	
build	the	perfect	resume	and	ace	the	SaT	
and	get	into	Stanford	and	land	the	killer	
job	and	marry	the	perfect	man/woman	
and	live	in	the	perfect	house	and	play	golf/
tennis/whatever	at	the	perfect	club	and	
raise	the	perfect	children	and	die	.	.	.	well,	
perfect?	and	with	all	of	our	hair?	

What	would	happen	if	we	could	take,	
like,	home	ec?	Learn	how	to	cook	some-
thing	that	doesn’t	require	a	microwave?	
What	would	happen	if	we	could	come	
home	from	school	and	just	go	for	a	walk,	
or	play	Halo 2	until	our	eyeballs	explode,	
or	watch	the	whole	entire	existence	of	
Lost?	

Did	you	see	that	letter	in	The New 
York Times	the	other	day,	from	that	high	
school	girl	in	Charlotte?	(yes	we	see	the	
Times,	and	The	Wall Street Journal,	which	
we	read	for	aP	econ.)	“The	intense	pres-
sure	in	nearly	every	school	across	america	
to	become	a	success	is	wearing	us	down,”	
she	wrote.	“Colleges,	parents,	teachers,	
strangers—all	want	more	from	us	than	we	
can	give.	a	17-year-old	should	not	have	to	
spend	a	week	in	the	hospital	for	exhaus-
tion.	Students	shouldn’t	have	to	drag	
themselves	through	each	and	every	school	
week	on	28	hours	of	sleep	or	take	a	hand-
ful	of	advil	to	get	through	soccer	practice	

or	calculus	class.	It	may	not	seem	like	it,	
but	we’re	tired.”

Everything	doesn’t	have	to	be	a	les-
son	or	lecture.	a	kid	can’t	just	strike	out	
anymore	and	get	on	with	his	life.	yes,	we	
know	to	keep	our	eye	on	the	ball,	you’ve	
told	us	4	million	times.	Head	down	on	the	
golf	swing—we	know.	So	we	slip.	We	for-
get.	We’re	not	gonna	go,	like,	rob	banks	
because	we	shank	a	few	Titleists	off	into	
the	Chattahoochee.

Sometimes	we	get	so	much	pressure	
from	so	many	angles	we	get	dizzy.	We	
juggle	so	many	things	all	day	every	day	
it	almost	seems	silly	to	come	home	and	
have	you	nag	us	to	do	our	homework.	We	
know	we	have	homework;	we’re	the	ones	
who	lugged	it	home	like	pack	mules.	Did	
it	ever	occur	to	you	that	what	you	and	the	
teachers	call	procrastination	is	just	our	
way	of	taking	two	seconds	to,	like,	think?	
Some	of	us	need	pushing,	but	there’s	such	
a	thing	as	pushing	too	hard.	“I	don’t	like	it	
when	teachers	assume	everyone	will	leave	
it	till	the	last	minute,”	Laura	Haynes	was	
saying	the	other	day.	“I’m	like,	‘That’s	not	
true.’	I	don’t	like	it	when	they	make	gener-
alizations	about	us.”

and	jimmy	Kilpatrick,	another	senior,	
was	saying,	“We	were	just	studying	‘The	
Metamorphosis,’	which	is	about	the	sepa-
ration	of	groups	who	won’t	communicate.	
Our	problem—one	of	our	problems—with	
grownups	is	that,	because	of	how	the	
media	portrays	us,	adults	think	we’re	
drunk,	atheistic,	sexual	drug	users.	and	
because	of	that,	a	lot	of	teenagers	don’t	
respect	adults.	and	I	think	that’s	increasing,	
that	sort	of	disillusionment	and	anger.”

We	know	a	lot’s	on	the	line.	nobody	
knows	that	better	than	we	do.	But	every	
now	and	then	you	could	just	maybe	back	
off.	Like	sports.	We	know	you	could	have	
played	college	ball	and	didn’t—so	deal	
with	it.	Why	do	we	have	to	fulfill	your	
dreams?	But	wait,	our	dreams	are	your	
dreams.	aren’t	they?	Or,	no.	Hold	on.	
We’re	confused.	

are	we	living	up	to	our	potential,	or	
yours?

We	know	we’ll	thank	you	10	years	
from	now	when	we’ve	mastered	paramet-
ric	equations	and	have	a	corner	office	and	
401(k).	We	know	you	want	a	good	life	for	
us,	maybe	a	better	life	than	you	had	grow-
ing	up.	not	every	privileged	person	grew	
up	privileged,	we	get	that.	There’s	a	lot	
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of	money	around	here—new	money,	we	
hear—and	that	alone	is	pressure.	nothing	
is	good	enough	anymore.	There	are	peo-
ple	in	the	Walton	district	buying	$800,000	
houses	and	tearing them down to	build	$2 
million houses.	We	know	people	squeez-
ing	their	families	into	whatever	they	can	
afford—a	condo,	or	an	apartment,	if	they	
can	even	find	one—just	so	their	kids	can	
go	to	Walton.	Walton	may	be	a	public	
school,	but	money is	how	you	get	in.	

Money—money!	“I	love	money,”	Matt	
Towle,	a	senior,	said	the	other	day	when	
someone	asked	why	he	wants	to	study	
business	in	college.	“I	want	to	have a	lot	
of	money.	I	want	to	deal with	money,”	he	
said,	joking,	sort	of.	“What	do	you	love	so	
much	about	money?”	someone	asked.	

“The	texture,”	said	his	friend	Chase	
Thomas.	

“The	colors,”	Matt	said.	“I don’t	
know,	I	just	like	having	it.	I	like	the	feel-
ing	of—”

“Stacking	it,”	said	their	friend	ryan	
Murphy.	

“Counting	it,”	Chase	said.
“Obviously	money	is	what	makes	the	

world	go	round,”	Matt	said.	
ryan	said,	“I	thought	it	was	love?”
But	then	Matt	goes,	“Success,	to	me,	is	

doing	what	you	love	to	do	to	the	best	of	
your	capabilities.	I	don’t	think	success	is	
based	off	money,	as	long	as	you’re	happy.	
My	mom,	she’s	a	music	teacher	at	Sope	
Creek	Elementary.	She	obviously	doesn’t	get	
paid	a	lot,	but	she’s	been	very	successful.”	

Still,	we’d	have	to	be	crazy	not	to	
admit	that	money	puts	a	buzz	on	things,	
achieves things.	Like	personal	coaches,	
private	tutors.	Walton	is	the	first	high	
school	in	Georgia	to	buy	pro	trainer	Tony	
Villani’s	fancy	XPE	speed	and	agility	train-
ing	program	for	football—a	pro-level	pro-
gram—not	cheap!	and	let’s	not	forget	the	
school	trips	to	Prague,	Paris,	Spain.	and	
family	vacations—Portugal,	Barbados,	
Ireland,	Mexico,	Germany,	Switzerland,	
South	africa,	Greece,	Turkey,	aruba,	
austria,	and	Monaco—and	that’s	just	two 
students.	“you	can’t	deny	that	we	have	
more	opportunities	than	a	lot	of	other	
people	because	we	come	from	affluent	
families,”	said	Derrick	Kemph,	a	senior.	
“But	at	the	same	time,”	said	Lilly	Zhong,	
another	senior,	“it’s	because	your	parents	
worked	hard	when	they	were	your	age.	
They	went	to	good	colleges	so	they	could	

establish	that	for	you.”	Lilly	had	a	4.6	and	
was	taking	six	aP	classes.	Everyone	thinks	
she	has	a	lock	on	salutatorian.

“We’re	trying	to	get	into	good	col-
leges	and	get	the	good	jobs	so	that	we	can	
establish	this	style	of	high	living	for	our	
children,	and	for	ourselves,”	she	said.	“I	
mean	the	cold,	hard	fact	is	that	with	more	
money,	you	can	do	more	things.”

and	we’re	expected	to	do	more.	Lilly	
says	you	can’t	even	be	valedictorian	with-
out	feeling	the	pressure	to	go	to	Harvard	
or	somewhere.	“If	you	don’t	go	to	a	really	
good	college,	everybody	will	be	like,	what?	
If	you’re	one	of	the	standard	overachiev-
ers,	everybody	expects	you	to	go	to	a	good	
college.	It’s	something	that’s	been	ingrained	
in	you	since	childhood.”	and	just	because	
we	have	money	doesn’t	mean	it’s	never	
an	issue—how	to	pay	for	college.	as	Lilly	
put	it:	“The	thing	about	financial	aid—if	
you’re	really	poor,	you	get	tons	of	help.	But	
if	you’re	like	in	the	middle	of	the	incline,	
you’re	not	rich	enough	to	pay	for	it,	you’re	
not	poor	enough	to	get	money	to	go.”

Lately,	everyone’s	obsessed	with	brand-
name	schools.	Even	the	Harvard	rep	said	
it:	“In	the	past	five	or	10	years,	there’s	
been	much	more	emphasis	placed	on	cer-
tain	schools	in	the	country—‘If	I	don’t	get	
in,	I	can’t	be	successful.’	Which	is	abso-
lutely	not	true.”	

If	she’s	right,	there’s	no	need	for	you	
to	call	up	our	aP	statistics	teacher	and	
scream	at	him	about	that	B-minus.	Every-
one	should	be	more	like	Derrick’s	parents,	
or	jimmy’s.	When	they	got	to	high	school,	
their	parents	basically	said,	“Everything	
you	do	from	this	point	is	on	you.”	and	
those	guys	kick	ass.	Because	they	want	
to.	Because	their	parents	trust	them	to.	
Because	their	parents	won’t	feel	like	big	
failures	if	their	kid	doesn’t	get	into	Princ-
eton.	a	B-minus	isn’t	going	to	keep	us	out	
of	Princeton.	and	if	it	does,	so	what?	We	
don’t	even	like	Princeton.	Have	we	men-
tioned	that?

FyI,	we	don’t	like	physics,	either.	you	
know	what	we	like?	art.	Miró’s	sculp-
tures?	That	stuff	rocks.	

But	don’t	panic;	we	won’t	become	
sculptors.	We’ll	never	have	a	house	like	
this	if	we	become	sculptors.	So	we’ll	go	
ahead	and	go	to	Georgia	Tech	and	major	
in	chemical	engineering	like	we	talked	
about,	and	just	sculpt	in	our	free	time.	
That’ll	work.	Won’t	it?	j	


