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Dedication

To the students who bear the unnoticed weight of expectation —
may your courage be seen, your silence heard,
and your childhood protected.
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Preface

In India, education is rarely experienced as only education. It carries the
weight of hope, security, dignity, family aspiration, and social mobility.
For many parents, a child’s studies are not simply about academic growth,
but about building a future in a world felt to be competitive, uncertain,
and unforgiving. For many students, school is therefore never just school.
It becomes the place where comparison begins to harden, expectations
deepen, and the future arrives much earlier than childhood is ready to
hold.

This book was written out of a concern that this pressure has become so
common that we have started treating it as normal. We see children
becoming more serious at younger ages and call it maturity. We see them
carrying heavier schedules, greater fear, and diminishing ease, and call it
preparation. We see anxiety, exhaustion, silence, and self-doubt settling
into student life, yet continue to speak mainly in the language of marks,
ranks, admissions, and careers. What is widespread has begun to look
necessary. But what is necessary for a system is not always healthy for a
child.

The pressure on students does not come from a single source. It is
produced through the meeting of many forces: parental love, school
expectations, coaching culture, social comparison, prestige anxiety,
economic uncertainty, and a narrow public idea of success. In many
Indian homes, education carries the dreams of the entire family. A student
may sit alone at a desk, but the room is full of invisible presences —
sacrifice, hope, fear, and the belief that one child’s performance may
shape the future of many lives. Such pressure is deeply human. It often
arises not from indifference, but from care. Yet children do not experience
these forces as separate intentions. They experience them as a single
emotional climate in which they must continually prove themselves to
feel secure.

This book does not argue against effort, ambition, or excellence. It argues
against the quiet normalisation of emotional harm in their name. It asks



what happens when success becomes so narrow that students begin to
measure their worth through marks, ranks, and institutional approval. It
asks what is lost when childhood gives way too early to performance,
when fear is mistaken for motivation, and when a student’s visible
functioning hides an inward diminishment of confidence, joy, or selthood.

The chapters that follow examine the many layers of this reality — home,
school, coaching, comparison, fear of failure, silent distress, career
pressure, entrance exams, prestige, and the hidden cost of achievement.
At the heart of the book lies a simple conviction: children should not have
to lose themselves to build a future.

If these pages help adults look more carefully, listen more deeply, and act
with greater proportion and humanity, they will have served their purpose.
Education must prepare children for life. It must not ask them to disappear
inside the process.

Arunima Singh
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Chapter 1

When Childhood Starts to Shrink

1.0 Introduction

Childhood does not usually disappear in one dramatic moment. It recedes
quietly, often in ordinary-looking routines: a stricter timetable, a heavier
school bag, a sharper tone at home, a new seriousness in the classroom,
and an unspoken message that life is no longer about growing naturally
but about preparing urgently.

For many students in India, Class 9 becomes the point at which this
emotional shift truly begins. The language around them changes. School
is no longer spoken of mainly as a place of learning, friendships, and
gradual development; it begins to be described as a rehearsal for board
exams, stream selection, competition, and future success.

This chapter identifies Class 9 as the beginning of a larger pressure cycle
in which adolescence becomes overshadowed by academic seriousness,
performance anxiety, comparison, and future-oriented fear. This chapter
expands that idea by exploring how students experience the shrinking of
childhood not only through studies, but through expectations, schedules,
identity changes, emotional silence, and the sudden feeling that they must
grow up faster than they are ready to.

1.1 The Invisible Turning Point

Most children do not enter Class 9 thinking that they are crossing an
emotional border. There is no ceremony that announces the end of ease.
Yet many students begin sensing, within the first few weeks, that
something important has changed. Adults speak differently. Teachers
warn them that “these years matter.” Parents begin mentioning Class 10
and Class 12 more often. Relatives ask future-related questions with



surprising seriousness. What was once a broad educational journey starts
narrowing into a performance track.

This change is powerful because it is both visible and invisible at the same
time. On the surface, the student may still wear the same uniform, travel
the same route to school, and study in the same building. But inwardly, a
different climate has formed. Earlier mistakes were treated as part of
learning; now they begin to feel like warning signs. Earlier curiosity was
appreciated; now efficiency, discipline, and marks seem to gain more
value. The child who once explored freely starts monitoring every subject,
every test, and every reaction from adults.

Class 9 often functions as a transition year, not just academically, but
psychologically. It marks the beginning of a cultural message: childhood
is becoming less important than preparation. The student slowly absorbs
the belief that joy must now become secondary, and seriousness must
become permanent.

1.2 From Learning to Performance

One of the first signs that childhood is shrinking is the change in the
purpose of education itself. In earlier years, learning may still contain a
sense of novelty. Students ask questions, enjoy activities, wait for games
periods, and approach subjects with uneven but natural interest. By Class
9, however, many begin to encounter an environment in which learning
is no longer valued for understanding alone. It is valued for measurable
performance.

This shift affects the emotional meaning of school. A chapter is no longer
simply a chapter; it is “important for exams.” Homework is no longer only
practice; it becomes evidence of seriousness. Tests are no longer
occasional checks; they begin to feel like recurring judgments. The
student learns quickly that performance is remembered more strongly
than effort, and that marks travel further than curiosity.

As aresult, the internal language of the child begins to change. Instead of
asking, “Do I understand this?”” the student may start asking, “Will this
come in the exam?” Instead of thinking, “I like this subject,” the thought
becomes, “I must score in this subject.” Learning, in such an environment,



slowly loses its emotional spaciousness. It becomes narrower, more
anxious, and more transactional.

This is not merely an educational adjustment. It is a developmental loss.
When performance becomes the dominant lens, students begin relating to
knowledge less as human growth and more as personal proof. The school
years that should still allow exploration become increasingly shaped by
evaluation.

1.3 The New Vocabulary of Pressure

The shrinking of childhood can also be heard in the vocabulary that
suddenly surrounds students. Words such as focus, discipline, career,
competition, stream, future, board preparation, and consistency begin
appearing with unusual frequency. None of these words is harmful by
itself. In fact, many of them are useful and important. The problem arises
when they enter a child's life without emotional balance and become
heavier than the child’s stage of development can comfortably hold.

Language matters because it constructs reality. When a student repeatedly
hears that “Class 9 is the foundation of your future,” the statement may
sound motivational to adults, but to a child, it can create early fear. If
every ordinary school decision is framed as consequential, then every
minor difficulty starts to feel dangerous. Poor marks in one test no longer
remain temporary; they begin to feel predictive. One slow week can start
looking like a failed life strategy.

Over time, students learn to speak this language back to themselves. They
begin saying things such as “I can’t waste time,” “I’m already behind,” “I
have to be serious now,” or “This is not the age to relax.” What makes
this especially painful is that these sentences often emerge before
emotional maturity is fully developed. Children begin policing
themselves with the same harshness they hear around them.

When pressure becomes a language, it also becomes an atmosphere. It
enters meals, conversations, school assemblies, WhatsApp groups, family
visits, and even vacations. Eventually, the child stops needing reminders;
the pressure has already moved inside.



1.4 A Heavier Daily Life
Childhood does not shrink only in thought. It shrinks in time.

As students move into Class 9, daily routines often become more crowded
and less breathable. School hours may remain the same, but the intensity
of work after school increases. Homework grows longer. Tests become
more frequent. Extra classes begin. Tuition may be introduced “just to
strengthen basics.” Parents start asking for more disciplined study hours.
Free evenings begin disappearing.

The effect of this change is cumulative. A student who once returned
home and played outdoors may now move from school to tuition to
homework to revision. Even when no one is shouting, the structure itself
communicates urgency. The body becomes tired before the mind has
processed what is happening. Leisure begins to feel undeserved. Rest
starts looking like a delay.

This reduction of unstructured time is one of the clearest signs that a
child’s world is becoming overmanaged. Unstructured time is not wasted
time. It is where children recover, reflect, imagine, laugh, wander, and
remain emotionally alive. When every hour is assigned to productivity,
the child may become efficient but inwardly depleted.

A full schedule often impresses adults because it looks purposeful. But
from the student’s side, it may feel like living in a tunnel. There is
movement, but very little room. There is work, but not enough breathing
space to remain whole.

1.5 The School Bag as a Symbol

Sometimes social realities become visible through simple objects. The
school bag is one such object. It carries books, notebooks, worksheets,
lunch, and water, but symbolically, it often carries much more. It carries
expectations. It carries unfinished tasks. It carries reminders of pending
tests and future consequences.

For many students, the school bag becomes a physical metaphor for what
is happening inside them. It is heavier than before, and so is life. It must
be packed carefully, and so must their time. It cannot be forgotten, and



neither can the pressure. What adults see as responsibility, children may
experience as a continuous weight.

Even the act of unpacking and repacking can reflect the rhythm of
pressure. There is always another notebook to complete, another file to
arrange, another exam portion to remember. The bag becomes part of a
system that leaves little emotional distance between school and home.
School does not end at the school gate; it travels back with the child.

The symbolism matters because childhood is not only diminished by
major events. It is also diminished by everyday weight. When ordinary
objects begin representing strain, the child’s emotional world is already
changing.

1.6 Parents and the Early Shift in Expectations

In many families, the transition to Class 9 changes the tone of parenting,
even when love remains constant. Parents who were previously more
relaxed may begin watching school performances more closely. Their
questions become more specific: How many marks? What rank? How
many hours studied? Did you revise? What are others doing? The
intention is often protective. Parents know that later classes bring
important decisions, and they do not want their children to struggle
unprepared.

Yet concern can easily become pressure when it is expressed without
sensitivity. Children rarely experience parental anxiety in its original
form. They experience it as an atmosphere. A worried parent may believe
they are motivating the child, but the child may feel watched, corrected,
and measured. Repeated reminders about the future can create the feeling
that present-day affection is being replaced by long-term expectation.

This is especially true when the conversation at home becomes dominated
by academics. If most daily interactions revolve around marks,
homework, school discipline, and future planning, the child may begin to
feel that their inner life is no longer visible. Their tiredness, boredom,
confusion, interests, and fears receive less attention than their output.

The tragedy is that many parents are acting out of sacrifice and love. They
have genuine hopes for stability, dignity, and opportunity for their



children. But love that is constantly translated into pressure can become
difficult to recognise as love. The child may not doubt the parent’s care,
but may begin doubting whether care still includes understanding.

1.7 Comparison Begins Earlier than Adults Realise

Comparison is one of the quietest ways childhood begins to shrink. It
often enters gradually and becomes normal before anyone questions it. A
student hears about a cousin’s marks, a neighbour’s discipline, a
classmate’s tuition schedule, or a topper’s routine. At first, it may seem
harmless, even informative. But repeated comparison changes the
emotional climate in which a child grows.

Comparison sends two painful messages. First, it suggests that one is
being evaluated against someone else’s path. Second, it implies that one’s
natural pace is insufficient. Under such conditions, children stop
developing as individuals and start monitoring themselves as
competitors.

The emotional damage of comparison is deeper than temporary
discouragement. It weakens self-trust. A child who might otherwise have
improved steadily begins feeling perpetually behind. They no longer look
at others for inspiration alone; they look at them as threats, standards, or
evidence of their own inadequacy.

This is one reason the beginning of Class 9 can feel so emotionally
disruptive. Adolescence is already a period of growing self-
consciousness. If comparison intensifies at the same time, students
become vulnerable not only to academic stress but to identity insecurity.
They are no longer simply trying to learn. They are trying not to feel
lesser.

1.8 The Loss of Playfulness

A shrinking childhood is often visible in what disappears without formal
announcement. Playfulness is one of the first losses. Playfulness does not
only mean outdoor games or toys. It includes spontaneity, lightness,
humour, experimentation, and the freedom to be imperfect without
shame. As academic seriousness increases, these qualities may begin to



look childish or irresponsible. Students become more careful about how
they use time, how they are perceived, and whether they appear serious
enough.

Many children internalise this shift quickly. They may start feeling guilty
for enjoying themselves too long. Watching a favourite show, talking with
friends, doodling, daydreaming, or taking a relaxed afternoon can begin
to feel like a moral failure. The issue is not that leisure disappears
completely; it is that leisure loses innocence. It must now justify itself.

This loss matters profoundly. Playfulness is not a distraction from growth;
it is part of healthy growth. It keeps the mind flexible, emotions
ventilated, and relationships warm. When students become afraid of
lightness, they do not become stronger adults overnight. They become
more burdened children.

1.9 Discipline Without Emotional Readiness

One reason the transition into Class 9 becomes difficult is that demands
for discipline often increase faster than emotional readiness does.
Students are suddenly expected to plan better, focus longer, manage
distractions, think about careers, behave maturely, and remain consistent
under pressure. Some can do this externally. But internally, many are still
learning how to regulate mood, handle self-doubt, make sense of
changing friendships, and understand themselves.

This gap between outer expectation and inner readiness creates hidden
strain. Adults may say, “This is the age to become serious,” but
seriousness cannot simply be switched on like a machine. Adolescents are
still developing concentration, confidence, emotional language, and
coping capacity. When they fail to meet adult standards immediately, they
are often described as lazy, careless, immature, or distracted.

Such labels intensify the problem. They treat developmental struggle as
moral weakness. A child who needs support begins receiving criticism
instead. The result is often shame rather than discipline. And shame may
produce obedience for a while, but it does not produce healthy growth.

Real discipline grows best in an environment of guidance, predictability,
encouragement, and emotional safety. Without these, discipline becomes



fear-based performance. It may look effective from the outside, but inside
it is unstable and exhausting.

1.10 When Home Stops Feeling Like Relief

For a child under increasing pressure, home should ideally remain a space
of emotional recovery. But for many students, the shift into Class 9 also
changes the emotional use of home. Instead of becoming a place where
one can exhale, it becomes an extension of the school system.

Homework supervision, repeated reminders, tuition scheduling, test
discussions, screen restrictions, and future-related lectures can gradually
transform the home atmosphere. Again, none of these actions is
automatically wrong. The difficulty lies in the imbalance. If the home
offers management but not emotional refuge, the child may begin feeling
that there is nowhere to be unmeasured.

This is one of the most painful aspects of shrinking childhood. A child
can tolerate difficulty better when there is at least one place where
performance is not the central condition of belonging. When that place
disappears, even minor setbacks feel larger. The student has no protected
emotional space in which to process failure, confusion, or fatigue.

Children do not always say this aloud. Instead, it appears in subtle ways:
irritability, silence, avoidance, headaches, crying alone, procrastination,
or overdependence on distractions. Adults may interpret these as
indiscipline. Often, they are signs that the child is emotionally cornered.

1.11 Early Achievement and Early Fear

As pressure rises, many students begin linking their future to every
immediate result. A low score in Class 9 is no longer felt as one difficult
moment; it becomes a sign of possible long-term failure. This creates a
dangerous emotional pattern in which achievement and fear begin
developing together.

The child studies not only to understand, improve, or feel competent, but
also to prevent bad outcomes: criticism, shame, disappointment, rank loss,
or imagined future collapse. This makes even a sincere effort emotionally



costly. Success brings temporary relief, but not peace. The next test is
already waiting.

When achievement is built on fear, motivation becomes fragile. Some
students overwork and appear highly disciplined. Others begin avoiding
tasks because the emotional stakes feel too high. Both patterns can emerge
from the same source: the belief that one’s future is under constant threat.

This fear-based orientation is especially harmful because it starts so early.
By the time students reach board years or entrance exam preparation,
many are already exhausted from anticipating consequences. The burden
of later classes does not begin in Class 10 or Class 11 alone. It often begins
when Class 9 teaches children to associate everyday learning with long-
range anxiety.

1.12 The Quiet Emotional Loneliness of Students

One of the least visible aspects of this transition is loneliness. Students
are often surrounded by people—parents, teachers, classmates,
relatives—yet still feel deeply alone in what they are going through. This
happens because adults may notice the schedule but not the emotional
meaning of the schedule. They see the tests, but not the dread. They see
the report card, but not the self-talk it produces.

Many children also struggle to explain what feels wrong. They know they
are more tired, more tense, less playful, and more afraid of disappointing
others. But they may not have the language to say, “I feel like I am
disappearing inside expectations.” So they remain outwardly functional
while becoming inwardly isolated.

This emotional loneliness is intensified by the belief that everyone else is
coping better. In school environments where students compete and
compare, vulnerability is often hidden. Each child sees polished surfaces
in others and chaos in themselves. As a result, even common struggles
can feel private and shameful.

When a child’s inner world is not named, it becomes easier for adults to
miss the seriousness of the transition. The student may still attend school,
complete assignments, and follow a routine. Yet beneath that visible
functioning, a deep emotional contraction may already be underway.



1.13 Growing Up Too Fast

To grow is natural. To be forced to grow psychologically before one is
ready is different.

Many students in Class 9 begin carrying concerns that feel older than they
are. They worry about streams, careers, board exams, college paths, social
image, parental sacrifice, and future security. These are not trivial matters.
But when such concerns become dominant too early, they crowd out
forms of development that are equally essential—play, self-discovery,
emotional experimentation, imagination, and slowly unfolding
confidence.

Growing up too fast often produces a particular kind of child: outwardly
responsible, inwardly anxious. Such children may appear admirable
because they manage tasks, suppress complaints, and accept pressure
quietly. But beneath that, maturity may be unresolved fear, fatigue,
resentment, or confusion.

Society often praises children who “understand responsibility early.” Yet
there is a difference between learning responsibility and carrying an adult-
level emotional burden. Children should be guided toward the future,
but not made to live inside the future before they have finished
inhabiting the present.

1.14 The Cost to Identity

The shrinking of childhood is not only about stress; it is also about
identity. When a child enters a high-pressure phase, parts of the self may
begin fading from visibility. Interests that do not appear useful are
reduced. Curiosity becomes selective. Creativity is postponed.
Personality is reorganised around productivity.

This can happen so gradually that neither the adults nor the students notice
it at first. A child who once loved drawing may stop because there is “no
time.” A student who enjoys reading stories may replace them entirely
with guides and notes. Someone who laughed easily may become quiet
and tense. These changes are often treated as normal signs of maturity.
But not every loss of lightness is growth.



Identity needs room. It develops through varied experiences, emotional
permission, and a sense that one’s worth is larger than one’s output. If
adolescence begins under conditions of constant evaluation, students may
form a narrow identity very early: I am my marks, my rank, my discipline,
my future utility.

This identity is unstable because it depends on performance. It leaves little
protection when results fluctuate. And since no student can always excel,
the self becomes highly vulnerable to ordinary setbacks.

1.15 The Adult Blind Spot

Why is this early shrinking of childhood so often overlooked? One reason
is that adults are accustomed to thinking in timelines and outcomes, while
children live in daily emotional realities. Parents may see Class 9 as
preparation. Teachers may see it as necessary seriousness. Schools may
see it as academic strengthening. None of these perspectives is entirely
wrong. The blind spot lies in failing to ask how this seriousness is being
experienced by the child.

Adults often underestimate emotional cost when the process looks
socially normal. If every family is worried, every school is stricter, and
every student is busy, the pressure starts appearing ordinary. What is
common is mistaken for what is healthy. But widespread pressure does
not become harmless simply because it is culturally familiar.

Another blind spot is the belief that children will “adjust.” Many do adjust
externally. They follow the timetable, attend the tuition, take the test, and
continue. But adjustment is not the same as well-being. A child can
function under pressure while quietly losing rest, confidence, spontaneity,
and joy.

Recognising this blind spot is essential because the first chapter of
pressure is often the least dramatic and therefore the easiest to ignore. By
the time visible distress appears, the emotional narrowing may already be
deeply rooted.



1.16 What Children Need at This Stage

If Class 9 is a turning point, it can also become an opportunity for wiser
support. Students do need guidance, routines, and preparation. But they
also need protection from the unnecessary emotional excess that adults
often add to academic demands.

1.17 At this stage, children need adults who can do the
following:

e Explain rising academic expectations without turning every task
into a threat.

e Encourage discipline without humiliating inconsistency.

e Monitor progress without making comparisons a parenting
method.

e Offer structure while preserving rest, hobbies, friendships, and
playfulness.

e Ask not only “How much did you study?” but also “How are you
feeling?”
e Distinguish between genuine support and anxiety-driven control.

What students remember is not only that pressure existed, but how the
people around them behaved in the presence of that pressure. A
demanding phase can still feel manageable if the child feels understood.
The same phase can feel crushing if the child feels alone, judged, or
emotionally replaceable.

The goal, therefore, is not to remove all seriousness from Class 9. That
would be unrealistic. The goal is to prevent seriousness from swallowing
childhood whole.

1.18 A More Human Beginning

The beginning of adolescence should not be the beginning of emotional
erosion. It should be a time when children are gradually introduced to
responsibility while still being allowed to remain children in important
ways. They should be guided toward effort without being pushed into
fear, and prepared for the future without being made to carry it all at once.



A more human beginning requires adults to notice subtle losses: the child
who laughs less, the student who fears small mistakes, the teenager who
feels guilty while resting, the quiet shift from curiosity to constant
caution. These are not minor details. They are early signs of a deeper
educational and emotional imbalance.

Class 9 matters greatly, but not only because it precedes later exams. It
matters because it is one of the first places where a child learns what
achievement will feel like. If that feeling is dominated by fear,
surveillance, and shrinking selthood, the damage extends far beyond
academics. But if these years are held with balance, warmth, and
perspective, students can grow into responsibility without losing their
inner life.

That is the question at the heart of this chapter: when seriousness begins,
must childhood disappear? It need not. But preventing that disappearance
requires awareness from parents, schools, and society before the shrinking
becomes normal.



Chapter 2

The System that Turns
Marks into Identity

2.0 Introduction

The educational system does not always announce its deepest lessons
directly. Some of its most powerful messages are absorbed quietly
through repetition, reward, comparison, and approval. Over time, many
students begin to learn not only mathematics, science, language, and
history, but also a far more dangerous lesson: that their worth can be
measured, ranked, and publicly interpreted through marks.

This chapter explains that academic systems gradually teach students to

measure themselves through marks, ranks, and institutional approval,
until performance becomes tied to identity itself. What begins as an
assessment slowly becomes self-definition. A student is no longer simply
someone who scored high or low in an exam; the result starts shaping how
that student is seen, spoken to, remembered, and even how the student
sees themselves.

The danger is not in assessment alone. Evaluation is a normal part of
education. The problem begins when marks stop being one indicator
among many and become the central language through which
intelligence, discipline, potential, and personal value are judged. In such
an environment, children do not merely prepare for tests. They begin
preparing to earn legitimacy.

2.1 How the System Sends the Message

Most schools do not explicitly tell students, “You are your marks.” Yet
many students believe exactly that because the system communicates it
indirectly and repeatedly. Praise is distributed unequally. High scores are
announced publicly. Low scores invite correction, concern, or
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embarrassment. Merit lists are celebrated. Comparisons become routine.
Parent-teacher meetings often revolve more around performance than
personality, emotional development, or effort.

The cumulative effect of these practices is profound. Children start
observing that certain students receive admiration, trust, status, and
visibility because of results, while others become cautionary examples,
quiet disappointments, or invisible members of the class. The lesson is
not taught in one sentence, but in a hundred patterns. Marks become social
signals.

When a system rewards outcomes more visibly than curiosity, resilience,
kindness, creativity, or improvement, students naturally begin investing
their self-worth where recognition exists. They learn that marks do not
simply reflect work done in school; they influence how adults classify
human value.

2.2 Assessment and Identity are Not the Same

A healthy educational culture distinguishes clearly between performance
and personhood. It can say, ‘This score needs improvement,” without
suggesting, ‘You are inadequate.” But in many real student experiences,
that distinction becomes blurred. Marks are treated as evidence not just of
academic understanding, but of seriousness, discipline, intelligence, and
future promise.

These blurring harms students because performance is variable, but
identity feels permanent. A test score belongs to a moment. Identity
belongs to the self. When the two are merged, every academic fluctuation
becomes emotionally destabilising. A weak result no longer means ‘I
struggled here’; it begins to mean ‘I am falling behind as a person.’

Once this psychological fusion takes place, even good performance can
become a burden. Students who score well start fearing decline because
marks have become the structure holding up their value. Students who
score poorly may begin internalising inferiority. In both cases, the self is
placed in unsafe dependence on numerical outcomes.



2.3 The Early Conditioning of Children

This identity conditioning often begins much earlier than adolescence, but
by Classes 9 to 12 it becomes sharper, heavier, and more consequential.
Students entering these years have already absorbed a long history of
graded approval. They know which results generate smiles, rewards,
approval, phone calls to relatives, and favourable treatment. They also
know which results create silence, lectures, tension, or disappointment.

By the time academic competition intensifies, the emotional meaning of
marks is already firmly planted. Many students are not simply trying to
do well. They are trying to preserve dignity, avoid shame, protect family
pride, or remain worthy of trust. The mark sheet becomes more than a
document; it becomes a mirror through which identity is judged.

This is why older students may react to marks with a level of emotional
intensity that outsiders sometimes dismiss as exaggerated. The reaction is
not only to the number itself. It is to everything the number has come to
represent in the student’s psychological world.

2.4 Report Cards as Emotional Documents

Adults often treat report cards as academic summaries. Students
frequently experience them as emotional documents. A report card can
shape the atmosphere at home, alter the tone of conversations, influence
access to freedom, determine how relatives speak to a child, and affect
how confidently the student walks into school the next day.

Because of this, marks on paper do not remain on paper. They travel into
relationships. A high score may bring temporary warmth, pride, and
relaxed treatment. A disappointing score may bring anxiety, stricter
monitoring, disappointment, and reduced emotional ease. Over time,
students begin anticipating these relational consequences before the result
even arrives.

This anticipation teaches a powerful lesson: marks influence belonging.
Even in homes where love is genuine, repeated performance-based
emotional shifts can make students feel that acceptance expands and
contracts around achievement. Once this happens, report cards become
emotionally charged symbols rather than neutral records.
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2.5 Institutional Approval and the Ranking Mindset

Institutional systems often reinforce identity-through-performance by
creating visible hierarchies. Toppers may be named in assemblies, placed
on notice boards, chosen for public appreciation, or held up as models for
others. Students quickly notice who is celebrated and who is overlooked.
Recognition becomes attached to measurable output.

The problem is not that achievement should never be acknowledged. The
problem is that repeated public ranking can turn a learning environment
into a status environment. In such a setting, students are not only studying
subjects; they are also studying where they stand in the academic social
order.

This ranking mindset changes classroom psychology. Peers become
benchmarks. Friends become competitors. Improvement becomes less
emotionally satisfying than a position. Students may stop asking whether
they understood a topic well and start asking whether they scored higher
than others. Identity begins orienting itself around relative worth rather
than authentic growth.

2.6 What Happens to Average Students

Much of the educational spotlight falls either on toppers or on students
seen as struggling. In between lies a large group of average students who
often suffer quietly. They may be functional, obedient, and reasonably
consistent, yet still feel deeply inadequate because the surrounding system
suggests that ordinary performance is not enough to deserve admiration.

These students often receive a subtle but persistent message: you are
acceptable, but not exceptional; visible, but not celebrated; capable, but
not impressive. This can create a chronic emotional dissatisfaction in
which students begin seeing themselves as permanently lesser, even when
they are working sincerely within their own capacities.

Because they are not in overt crisis, their pain is frequently minimised.
Yet average students may experience one of the most enduring forms of
identity erosion. They live close enough to success to compare themselves
constantly, but not close enough to receive the rewards that would



reassure them. Their self-worth can become trapped in permanent
approximation.

2.7 The Burden on High Achievers

Students who score highly are often assumed to be secure, confident, and
emotionally protected by success. In reality, the system can burden them
in another way. Once identity becomes linked with high performance,
maintaining that standard turns into a silent obligation. Praise creates
pressure. Admiration creates fear of decline.

A topper may begin feeling that mistakes are more dangerous for them
than for others, because the mark is no longer just a mark. It is a
reputation. It is consistency. It is parental pride. It is proof that earlier
praise was deserved. One drop in performance can feel like public
unraveling.

This is why academic success does not automatically produce emotional
freedom. It can produce a high-performing form of insecurity in which
students work not from curiosity or confidence, but from the constant
need to remain worthy of the identity built around excellence.

2.8 Language that Deepens the Wound

Educational identity is also shaped by language. Everyday phrases used
by adults can reinforce the fusion of marks and self-worth without anyone
noticing. Statements such as “You are not serious,” ‘Look at others,” ‘You
have so much potential, but no focus,” or ‘This result is not worthy of you’
may sound motivational, but often work as identity judgments rather than
academic guidance.

Such language is damaging because children and adolescents are still
forming their inner voice. Repeated external judgments become internal
scripts. A student who is often told they are careless may stop seeing
carelessness as a behaviour and start seeing it as a personal truth. A child
called brilliant may stop feeling free to struggle. A child called weak may
stop believing that growth is possible.

Eventually, the system no longer needs to speak harshly. Students begin
speaking harshly to themselves. They monitor, criticise, compare, and
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reduce themselves internally using the very language they have absorbed
from adults and institutions.

2.9 When Effort Loses Value

One of the deepest distortions in marks-driven systems is that effort often
becomes secondary to visible results. A student may work honestly,
improve meaningfully, and still be treated as inadequate because the final
number is not high enough. Another may perform well and receive
admiration without anyone asking whether the process was healthy,
ethical, or sustainable.

This teaches students that effort matters only if it produces socially
impressive outcomes. The moral and developmental value of persistence,
recovery after failure, disciplined struggle, and slow growth begins to
fade. As a result, children may become less interested in learning how to
work well and more anxious about whether their effort will receive proof
in marks.

When effort is emotionally undervalued, students who do not achieve
immediate success are especially vulnerable to hopelessness. They may
conclude that trying without topping is pointless. This conclusion
weakens resilience and increases the likelihood of burnout, avoidance, or
self-rejection.

2.10 The Narrow Definition of Intelligence

Marks-based identity also narrows the meaning of intelligence. A child
who performs well in written exams is often assumed to be generally
superior, while other forms of ability—creativity, empathy,
communication, persistence, practical reasoning, originality, leadership,
craftsmanship, artistic sense, or social insight—receive less institutional
legitimacy.

This creates a hierarchy not only of scores, but of human abilities.
Students whose strengths do not translate neatly into conventional
academic evaluation may begin seeing themselves as inferior, even when
they possess talents of lasting significance. The system does not always



deny their abilities directly; it simply refuses to reward them with equal
seriousness.

The result is a painful compression of identity. Children begin shaping
themselves toward what can be measured easily rather than toward what
may express their fuller humanity. In this way, marks do not only rank
students; they also narrow the acceptable forms of excellence.

2.11 Comparison as a Structural Feature

Comparison in education is often treated as a side effect. In reality, it is
frequently built into the structure itself. Class rankings, section
reshuffling, merit boards, selective praise, entrance screening, cut-offs,
and competitive admission pathways all signal that one’s value is
constantly being interpreted relative to others.

The psychological consequence is that students may find it difficult to
experience achievement privately or peacefully. Even satisfaction
becomes comparative. A score that once felt good may suddenly feel
inadequate if someone else scored higher. Identity, therefore, becomes
unstable because it depends not only on one’s own performance, but on
the changing performance of peers.

This is especially corrosive during adolescence, when self-image is
already vulnerable to social evaluation. The educational system can
intensify that vulnerability until the child begins experiencing the
classroom as an arena of exposure rather than a place of growth.

2.12 How Fear Protects the System

Systems that overvalue marks often remain stable because fear makes
them appear necessary. Adults worry that without pressure, students will
become complacent. Schools worry that without visible results, reputation
will suffer. Parents worry that without strict monitoring, future
opportunities will shrink. Students themselves may begin fearing that
unless they keep chasing marks, they will lose identity, security, and
approval.

Fear is powerful because it disguises itself as responsibility. It allows
unhealthy intensity to be justified as discipline. It allows emotional
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distress to be dismissed as normal preparation. It allows systems to
continue producing anxious achievers while claiming success.

But fear cannot be the foundation of a healthy identity. It can produce
compliance, short-term output, and social prestige, yet still leave children
emotionally fragile. A system preserved by fear may function efficiently
while quietly damaging the people inside it.

2.13 The Child Who Begins to Disappear

When marks become identity, the student’s fuller self begins to recede.
Hobbies look optional. Rest feels guilty. Friendship becomes strategic.
Curiosity is filtered through usefulness. Emotional needs are postponed.
Even joy becomes conditional, allowed only after performance confirms
worth.

This disappearance is often subtle. The child is still visible physically, still
attending class, still doing homework, still responding when called. But
inwardly, space is shrinking. There is less room for experimentation,
error, slowness, and ordinary humanity. The student starts living as a
performance unit rather than as a developing person.

This is why the marks-identity system is so harmful: it does not merely
pressure students to achieve. It gradually reorganizes their relationship
with themselves. The child no longer asks, ‘What am I learning?’ but
‘What does this say about me?’

2.14 Parents Inside the Same System

Parents are not always separate from this problem; often, they are
participants in the same structure. Many of them were raised in
environments where marks determined opportunity, respect, and
mobility. They may genuinely believe that close attention to scores is the
most practical form of care. In many cases, their fear is not imaginary.
Educational competition is real, and access to desirable pathways can be
narrow.

Yet when parental love is repeatedly expressed through monitoring,
reacting, comparing, and forecasting consequences, children may
experience that love as conditional approval. Parents may intend to secure

21



the future, but the child may feel that the present self is insufficient unless
academically validated.

This is why changing the culture around marks requires compassion for
adults as well as protection for children. Parents too are under social
pressure. But unless they become conscious of how deeply the system
shapes their responses, they may unknowingly pass its harshest lessons
into the home.

2.15 Schools and the Prestige Economy

Schools also operate inside a prestige economy where results affect
reputation, admissions appeal, parent satisfaction, and institutional
standing. As a result, some schools begin treating student performance
not only as educational outcome but as public branding. High results
become evidence of excellence; weaker outcomes are seen as threats to
image.

In such a culture, student well-being can become secondary to
performance statistics. Extra tests, stricter monitoring, selective
encouragement, and public celebration of rank may all be justified in the
name of academic standards. Yet the psychological cost is borne by
students, especially those who cannot keep pace with the institution’s
desired image.

When school prestige depends heavily on measurable outcomes, it
becomes harder for the institution to hold a broad, humane view of
children. Students are at risk of being valued not as individuals in
development, but as contributors to result-based reputation.

2.16 The Hidden Link to Mental Health

A system that ties identity to marks does not only shape ambition; it
shapes mental health. Anxiety increases when every assessment feels like
self-measurement. Shame deepens when mistakes are interpreted as
personal deficiency. Burnout becomes more likely when students feel
they must constantly prove their worth through output.

Even positive feedback can become emotionally unstable in such a system
because it is contingent. If praise comes only with high marks, students
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may learn to distrust themselves in periods of struggle. Their confidence
becomes conditional rather than rooted.

This helps explain why some students appear highly capable yet remain
deeply insecure. Their academic identity may be externally polished but
internally fragile. They have learned how to perform under pressure, but
not how to remain worthy in their own eyes when performance fluctuates.

2.17 What a Healthier System Would Teach

A healthier academic culture would still assess students, but it would
refuse to confuse assessment with worth. It would speak clearly about the
difference between a score and a self. It would reward improvement,
perseverance, originality, and balance alongside high achievement. It
would protect privacy where needed and reduce the unnecessary public
staging of rank.

Such a system would also help parents and teachers notice language.
Instead of asking only, ‘How much did you score?’ adults would ask,
‘What did you understand? Where did you struggle? What support do you
need? How are you feeling about your work?’ These questions preserve
personhood while still taking academics seriously.

Most importantly, a healthier system would communicate that education
is meant to develop the child, not shrink the child into a number. Marks
may matter, sometimes greatly, but they must never become the entire
mirror in which a young person learns to see their value.

2.18 A Necessary Reclaiming

To challenge a marks-identity culture is not to reject excellence. It is to
reclaim a more truthful understanding of what education should do.
Schools should help students become capable, thoughtful, resilient,
ethical, and alive to their own strengths—not merely anxious performers
in search of external validation.

Children need to know that results can open or close certain doors without
defining the whole house of the self. They need adults who can respond
to performance seriously but not spiritually, firmly but not cruelly,
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attentively but not obsessively. They need room to improve without
feeling that every imperfection exposes a lesser identity.

If Chapter 1 showed how childhood begins to shrink under pressure, this
chapter reveals one of the systems that accelerates that shrinking: the
belief that marks are not just measures of academic performance, but
measures of the person. That belief is powerful, common, and deeply
harmful.
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Chapter 3

Parents, Love, and Expectations

3.0 Intriduction

Parental love is among the strongest forces in a child’s life. It can become
a source of safety, confidence, belonging, and moral grounding. Yet in
the school years between Class 9 and Class 12, that same love can also
become entangled with fear, ambition, social comparison, sacrifice, and
anxiety about the future. When this happens, children often receive not
pure emotional support, but a complicated mixture of affection and
pressure.

This chapter describes the exploration of the emotional complexity of
parental influence, where care and sacrifice often coexist with pressure,
comparison, and fear-driven ambition. It also notes that even well-
meaning parents may unintentionally make children feel that love, pride,
and acceptance are conditional on academic success and future career
outcomes. This chapter expands that concern by examining how parental
expectations are formed, why they become so intense, how children
experience them emotionally, and what a healthier form of guidance could
look like.

The central problem is rarely the existence of expectations alone. Parents
naturally hope for stability, dignity, and success for their children. The
deeper issue is what happens when expectations stop functioning as
support and begin functioning as emotional pressure. At that point, the
child no longer feels guided toward growth; the child feels judged in
relation to an ideal.

3.1 Love and Pressure often Arrive Together

In many families, pressure does not arise from neglect or cruelty. It arises
from attachment. Parents care deeply, invest heavily, and worry
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constantly. They want their children to avoid hardship, secure
opportunities, and build respectable futures. Because the stakes appear
high, concern becomes intense. Advice becomes frequent. Monitoring
increases. Expectations harden.

This is what makes parental pressure emotionally complex. A child often
knows that the parent is sacrificing time, money, and energy for their
benefit. The parent may be waking early, working long hours, paying
school fees, arranging tuition, limiting personal spending, and
reorganising family life around the student’s education. The child sees
this and may even feel grateful. But gratitude does not cancel pressure.

Instead, love and pressure begin arriving together. A parent’s care is felt,
but so is their disappointment. Their sacrifice is visible, but so is their
fear. Their encouragement exists, but so do comparison, correction, and
urgency. The child is left trying to emotionally understand a painful truth:
the people who love them most may also be the people whose
expectations weigh most heavily on them.

3.2 Why Parents Become So Anxious

To understand the problem honestly, one must understand the parents’
world as well as the child’s. Parents do not form expectations in a vacuum.
They are influenced by economic insecurity, social competition, rising
educational costs, shrinking perceived opportunities, and the belief that
academic success is one of the safest routes to stability. In such a climate,
education is not seen merely as learning. It is seen as protection.

Many parents also carry their own unfinished histories into parenting.
Some may have grown up with limited opportunities and now want their
children to reach where they could not. Others may have experienced
humiliation, financial struggle, or social exclusion and therefore see
success as a shield. Some were raised under strict expectations themselves
and unconsciously reproduce the same model because it seems normal,
effective, or morally correct.

In this sense, parental pressure is often intergenerational. It carries
memory, insecurity, class aspiration, fear of downward mobility, and
social comparison. This does not make the pressure harmless, but it helps
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explain why it can feel so emotionally charged. Parents are often
responding not only to the child in front of them, but also to their own
past and their imagined future.

3.3 The Child Does Not Experience Intention Alone

One of the biggest gaps between parents and children lies in the difference
between intention and experience. Parents may intend to motivate,
discipline, or protect. Children experience tone, repetition, comparison,
disappointment, and emotional atmosphere. A parent may say, “I only
want what is best for you,” and genuinely mean it. But if that sentence is
repeatedly followed by pressure, lectures, fear, and conditional warmth,
the child does not absorb the intention in pure form. The child absorbs the
emotional effect.

This is why many families become trapped in misunderstanding. Parents
feel unappreciated because their sacrifices are not recognised. Children
feel unseen because their emotional pain is not recognised. Both may be
sincere, yet both may feel hurt. The parent says, “Everything I do is for
you.” The child silently wonders, “Then why do I feel smaller instead of
safer?”

This tension becomes especially intense in adolescence, when children
are developing independence, self-respect, and emotional sensitivity.
They do not only need guidance. They also need to feel that guidance does
not erase their inner experience. When parents focus only on intention and
ignore impact, trust begins to weaken.

3.4 How Expectations Become Emotional Conditions

Expectations become harmful when they stop being goals and start
becoming emotional conditions for approval. In many homes, this does
not happen through explicit statements such as “We will love you only if
you score well.” It happens more subtly. Affection becomes warmer after
success. The household mood improves after high marks. Privileges
increase when results are good. Conversations soften. Pride becomes
visible.
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After a weak performance, the opposite may happen. Faces become tense.
Silence enters the room. Monitoring increases. Relatives are avoided.
Trust is reduced. The child is told to reflect, improve, or become more
serious. Even when the words are controlled, the emotional climate
changes enough for the child to understand the message: my performance
affects how safe and accepted I feel here.

Over time, children become highly sensitive to these emotional shifts.
They begin anticipating reactions before results are even announced.
Marks no longer remain academic outcomes; they become tools for
managing parental approval. Once that association forms, the child may
stop studying for growth and begin studying for emotional survival.

3.5 The Language of Sacrifice

In many families, parental sacrifice is named repeatedly in everyday
conversation. Children hear statements such as, “We are doing everything
for you,” “Do you know how much we are spending on your education?”
“We have given you every facility,” or “We have compromised so much
for your future.” These statements may be factually true. But emotionally,
they can create heavy indebtedness.

A child under such language may begin feeling that failure is not merely
disappointing; it is morally wrong. Poor performance starts looking like
ingratitude. Rest feels undeserved. Struggle becomes shameful because it
seems to waste parental sacrifice. The child may begin carrying not only
academic pressure, but also the burden of repaying love through
achievement.

This is particularly difficult because children cannot truly repay parental
sacrifice. Nor should they be asked to do so through marks. Love, when
turned into a debt structure, loses its emotional safety. Instead of feeling
supported by sacrifice, the child feels crushed under its implied
obligation.

3.6 Comparison inside Families

Comparison is one of the most common ways expectations become
wounding. Parents may compare children to siblings, cousins,
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neighbours, classmates, or even to idealised versions of themselves.
Sometimes the comparison is open and direct. At other times, it is subtle,
disguised as guidance: “Look how disciplined she is,” “Your cousin
manages both school and coaching,” or “Other students are using their
time properly.”

Such comparison may appear practical to adults, but it often carries a
humiliating emotional message. It tells the child that their current self is
insufficient when placed beside someone else’s path. It weakens self-trust
and redirects attention away from personal growth toward social ranking.
Instead of asking, “How can I improve?” the child starts thinking, “Why
am I not enough?”’

Comparison also harms the parent-child relationship because it
communicates non-recognition. The child feels unseen in their own
individuality, temperament, interests, and pace. They are no longer being
understood as a person; they are being measured against a model. And
when that model keeps shifting, no amount of effort feels securely
enough.

3.7 Prestige, Profession, and Social Image

Parental expectations are often shaped not only by the child’s welfare but
also by broader ideas of prestige. Certain streams, colleges, and
professions carry high social value in many communities. Medicine,
engineering, civil services, law, management, and other respected
pathways may be treated not simply as career options but as symbols of
family success, intelligence, and status.

When this happens, children may find that career conversations are not
really open conversations. They are guided toward socially approved
futures, whether or not those futures match their strengths or interests.
Parents may say they are thinking practically, and often they are. But the
child may experience the guidance as a narrowing of identity. The
acceptable future has already been emotionally preselected.

Prestige intensifies pressure because failure then threatens more than
opportunity. It threatens image. Parents may fear what relatives,
neighbours, or society will think if the child does not meet expected
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standards. The child senses this, and parental expectation becomes
inseparable from family reputation.

3.8 The Child Who Starts Hiding

One of the clearest signs of expectation becoming overwhelming is
secrecy. When children feel that honesty leads mostly to judgment,
disappointment, or control, they begin hiding. They hide marks, fears,
distractions, confusion, friendship struggles, mental fatigue, and
sometimes even their real interests. Not because they want to be
dishonest, but because openness no longer feels emotionally safe.

This hiding can take many forms. Some children speak very little. Some
say “everything is fine” when it is not. Some avoid conversation after
exams. Some show parents only selected information. Others become
outwardly obedient while inwardly detached. In each case, the underlying
message is similar: I do not feel safe enough to reveal my full reality here.

When this happens, the family may mistakenly believe that stricter control
is needed. In fact, what is often needed is greater emotional safety.
Children usually hide not because love is absent, but because vulnerability
has become expensive.

3.9 How High Expectations Affect Self-Worth

Children and adolescents build self-worth partly through how significant
adults respond to them. When parental approval becomes strongly linked
with performance, self-worth becomes unstable. The child starts seeing
the self through a fluctuating lens: worthy when successful, lesser when
struggling, admirable when productive, disappointing when confused or
slow.

This instability can persist for years. Even when children grow older, they
may continue evaluating themselves through external approval, fearing
failure not only for practical reasons but because it threatens identity. In
this way, parental expectations do not remain in childhood alone. They
often become the voice inside the adult self.
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That is why emotional care in adolescence matters so deeply. A child does
not only remember what parents expected. The child remembers what
those expectations taught them about their own value.

3.10 The Good Child and the Silent Child

Some students respond to pressure by becoming what families often call
“good children.” They are obedient, hardworking, non-confrontational,
and eager not to trouble anyone. They study seriously, suppress
complaints, and take parental wishes very seriously. Such children are
often praised for maturity.

Yet this apparent maturity may hide significant emotional strain. The
good child may be carrying fear of disappointing others, guilt about rest,
and a deep habit of self-silencing. Because they do not openly rebel, adults
may assume they are coping well. In reality, they may be among the most
burdened, precisely because they translate pressure inward rather than
outward.

The silent child is often the child most at risk of going unnoticed. Their
pain is not disruptive enough to attract concern. Their obedience is
mistaken for stability. But when love is experienced as expectation,
silence can become the cost of belonging.

3.11 When Care Turns into Control

Parents have a right and duty to guide children. The problem begins when
guidance expands into excessive control. This may include constant
schedule monitoring, frequent checking, restricting every non-academic
activity, deciding all major choices unilaterally, interpreting disagreement
as disrespect, or treating emotional expression as weakness or excuse.

Control often grows from fear. Parents worry that one distraction will
become a pattern, one relaxed month will become long-term decline, or
one independent choice will lead to future regret. Yet overcontrol can
produce exactly the emotional damage parents hope to prevent. It
weakens self-regulation, reduces trust, and teaches the child that
responsibility exists only under surveillance.
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Healthy guidance helps a child develop judgment. Excessive control
teaches dependence, secrecy, or rebellion. In both cases, the relationship
suffers because the child is not being prepared for adulthood through trust;
the child is being managed through anxiety.

3.12 The Role of Fear in Parenting

Fear sits quietly inside many parental expectations. Fear of failure. Fear
of wasted opportunity. Fear of bad company. Fear of financial insecurity.
Fear of social embarrassment. Fear that one wrong step in adolescence
will permanently damage the future. These fears are understandable, but
when they dominate parenting, the home can begin to feel like a risk-
management system instead of a relationship.

Children raised in high-fear environments often become highly alert to
signs of parental distress. They learn to read tone, expression, timing, and
household mood. They become careful not only about studies, but also
about emotions. They may begin trying to protect parents from worry by
hiding their struggles or pretending confidence they do not truly feel.

In this way, fear does not remain inside the parent. It migrates into the
child. The parent worries about the future; the child begins worrying
about the parent’s worry. The emotional burden doubles.

3.13 Listening Versus Lecturing

One of the simplest and most neglected differences in family life is the
difference between listening and lecturing. Many parents speak often but
listen rarely in a way that allows the child to feel genuinely heard. Advice
is quick. Correction is immediate. Interpretation comes before
understanding. The child’s words are often interrupted by parental
conclusions.

But adolescents need more than instruction. They need space to articulate
confusion without being instantly fixed. They need conversations in
which they are not merely the subject of guidance, but participants in
meaning. Listening does not weaken authority; it deepens trust. It allows
parents to respond to the real child rather than to a feared version of the
child.
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When children feel heard, expectations become easier to receive. When
they feel repeatedly overruled, even sensible advice may begin to feel
oppressive. The quality of parental influence depends not only on what is
said, but on whether the child experiences room to exist inside the
conversation.

3.14 What Children Actually Need from Parents

Children in Classes 9 to 12 do need structure, reminders, accountability,
and encouragement. They need adults who take their education seriously.
But seriousness must not erase emotional safety. What children need most
is not the absence of expectation, but the presence of secure love
alongside expectation.

They need parents who can say: your effort matters, but your worth is not
up for negotiation; your future is important, but you do not have to carry
it alone; your mistakes will be addressed, but they will not cancel your
belonging. These messages create a foundation from which discipline can
grow without shame.

Children also need differentiated expectations. Not every child learns the
same way, develops at the same pace, or flourishes under the same
structure. Wise parenting does not copy formulas from other families. It
pays attention to the actual child's temperament, capacity, interest, anxiety
level, emotional needs, and developmental stage.

3.15 A More Humane Way to Expect

Healthy expectations are clear but not crushing. They encourage effort
without humiliating struggle. They invite aspiration without turning the
home into an emotional examination hall. They are rooted in care, but
they are expressed with proportion.

A more humane way to expect includes several shifts: reducing
comparison; separating marks from character; asking questions before
giving conclusions; noticing emotional fatigue early; respecting the
child’s individuality in career conversations; and ensuring that home
remains a place of recovery, not only review. None of this means
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abandoning standards. It means holding standards inside a relationship
rather than above it.

Parents do not need to become perfect to be protective. They need to
become aware. Awareness allows them to notice when concern becomes
control, when motivation becomes fear, when sacrifice becomes
emotional debt, and when expectation begins narrowing rather than
nurturing the child.

3.16 Love Must Remain Larger than Performance

The deepest responsibility of parenting in these years is not only to
prepare the child for competition, but to protect the child from being
emotionally broken by it. A student can survive a difficult exam, a poor
result, or a delayed success more easily than they can survive the belief
that love itself becomes uncertain in times of struggle.

That is why parental love must remain visibly larger than performance.
Not weaker than discipline, not indifferent to effort, but larger than marks.
Children should never have to decode whether they are still emotionally
safe after disappointing results. Correction may be necessary. Honest
conversation may be necessary. But love must not become hidden exactly
when it is most needed.

This chapter therefore asks parents to consider a difficult but
transformative question: when your child thinks about your expectations,
do they feel guided, or do they feel weighed down? The answer matters
because in the most demanding school years, a parent’s voice can become
either a source of courage or a source of silent fear.

34



Chapter 4

School as a Pressure Zone

4.0 Introduction

School is supposed to be a place of learning, growth, curiosity, friendship,
and gradual preparation for adult life. Yet for many students between
Classes 9 and 12, school becomes something very different. It becomes
the centre of anxiety, measurement, comparison, and constant
performance. What should have been a formative space of development
slowly turns into a pressure zone.

This chapter analyses the internal culture of schools, including homework
overload, unit tests, strict discipline, public comparison, attendance
pressure, and a strong emphasis on results. It also states that schools can
become spaces of anxiety rather than learning, especially when
institutional reputation is prioritised over student well-being. This chapter
expands that insight by examining how school environments intensify
stress, how institutional practices shape adolescent self-worth, and why
students often feel trapped between obedience and emotional exhaustion.

The problem is not that schools expect effort. Education requires
seriousness, structure, and accountability. The problem begins when the
culture of schooling becomes so dominated by output, control, and result-
based prestige that students cease to feel like learners and start feeling like
monitored performers inside an institution that is always evaluating them.

4.1 When School Stops Feeling Like School

Most children do not suddenly decide that school is frightening. The
transformation happens gradually. A place once associated with routine
comfort, classroom interaction, and friendships begins to take on a
different emotional tone. Students start anticipating tests, corrections,
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remarks, deadlines, surprise checks, teacher judgments, and public
evaluation. The school day no longer feels broad; it feels tightly managed.

This shift is especially visible from Class 9 onward, when the future
begins entering everyday school life with greater intensity. Teachers
remind students that board classes are approaching. Internal assessment
becomes more serious. Portions grow longer. Time feels shorter. Even
ordinary school events begin to carry the language of preparation,
seriousness, and consequence.

Over time, students begin to associate school not with discovery but with
pressure. The bell does not only mark periods; it marks transitions
between demands. A notebook is not just a notebook; it is evidence.
Attendance is not just presence; it becomes compliance. In such an
atmosphere, the emotional meaning of school changes long before adults
notice how deeply the change has reached the child.

4.2 The Institutional Need for Results

Schools do not function in isolation from society. They operate inside a
result-driven educational culture where academic performance influences
reputation, admissions appeal, parent confidence, and competitive
standing. A school with high board results, impressive toppers, and strong
entrance outcomes is often seen as successful. This creates pressure not
only for students, but for institutions themselves.

When a school becomes deeply invested in measurable outcomes, student
performance begins to carry institutional weight. Marks are no longer
personal outcomes alone; they become part of the school’s public image.
This can affect how teachers teach, how principals monitor, how internal
assessments are framed, and how academic weakness is treated.

As a result, many students experience the school not as a place designed
around their development, but as a system partly organised around the
need to produce visible academic success. When institutions are anxious
about results, that anxiety moves downward. It enters classrooms, staff
meetings, parent communication, test schedules, and student lives.
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4.3 Homework Overload and the Extension of School

One of the simplest ways school becomes a pressure zone is through the
expansion of work beyond school hours. Homework, assignments,
worksheets, project files, revision tasks, and test preparation can combine
to create a second school day after the first one is over. Students return
home physically tired but find that school has followed them there.

The issue is not homework in itself. Reasonable practice can reinforce
learning. The issue arises when quantity begins to overpower
developmental balance. Children and adolescents need time not only for
study, but for rest, meals, family interaction, hobbies, reflection, and
emotional recovery. When school consumes most waking hours, the
student’s life starts losing flexibility and breath.

Homework overload also changes the emotional function of home. Home
should ideally offer some relief from structured performance, but
excessive academic carryover turns it into an extension of institutional
demand. The child may feel that there is no real boundary between school
space and personal space. Pressure simply changes location.

4.4 The Culture of Constant Testing

Frequent testing is one of the most common features of pressure-heavy
school environments. Unit tests, surprise tests, class tests, periodic
assessments, practical records, viva checks, revisions, and pre-board style
examinations can create a climate in which students feel perpetually
evaluated. They move from one assessment to another with little time to
mentally recover.

A system of repeated testing is often defended as preparation. Schools
may argue that students need regular assessment to build discipline,
reduce complacency, and improve final performance. There is some
practical logic to this. But when testing becomes relentless, it no longer
serves only as feedback. It begins shaping the student’s emotional reality.

In such a setting, students stop experiencing school as a place where
mistakes are part of learning. Instead, they begin experiencing it as a place
where every weak moment is recorded. This weakens curiosity, reduces
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confidence, and keeps anxiety active. The child may become
academically sharper, but emotionally more fearful.

4.5 Discipline and the Fear of Exposure

Discipline is another area where school culture can either support growth
or deepen stress. Healthy discipline creates order, safety, punctuality, and
respect for shared learning. But when discipline becomes excessively
rigid, public, humiliating, or detached from student psychology, it stops
guiding and starts intimidating.

Many students learn to fear not only punishment, but exposure. A
forgotten notebook, incomplete homework, low mark, late arrival, dress-
code issue, or moment of inattention may trigger public remarks or visible
correction. Even if these incidents appear minor to adults, they can have
lasting emotional effects on adolescents, who are already highly sensitive
to embarrassment and social judgment.

Once students begin organising their behaviour mainly around the
avoidance of humiliation, discipline has shifted from education to fear
management. Outward order may increase, but inward trust declines. The
classroom becomes quieter, yet not necessarily healthier.

4.6 Public Comparison in the Classroom

Schools often reinforce pressure through forms of public comparison that
are treated as normal practice. Teachers may announce top scores,
compare one section with another, refer repeatedly to a few model
students, or comment on how some children are serious while others are
careless. Sometimes comparison is used intentionally to motivate. More
often, it becomes a habit.

For students, however, public comparison can be deeply shaping. It
establishes visible hierarchies of worth. Certain names become associated
with excellence, discipline, and praise. Others become associated with
weakness, inconsistency, or disappointment. Students begin learning
where they stand not only through marks, but through how often they are
affirmed or corrected in front of others.
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This has serious emotional consequences. Comparison can damage peer
trust, intensify self-consciousness, and make the classroom feel like a
stage where one’s academic identity is constantly being displayed. It also
narrows the meaning of success by rewarding only what is immediately
visible in institutional terms.

4.7 Attendance Pressure and Controlled Presence

Attendance is often treated as a technical requirement, but in high-
pressure school cultures, it can take on a more controlling role. Students
may feel that being physically present is not enough; they must
demonstrate compliance, regularity, and visible participation even when
exhausted, unwell, or emotionally strained. Missing school may quickly
trigger anxiety about portions, remarks, reputation, and academic loss.

For some students, attendance pressure becomes particularly difficult
during periods of burnout, illness, family stress, or emotional fatigue.
They may need recovery but fear the consequences of absence. As a
result, they continue showing up physically while becoming mentally
depleted. Presence becomes compulsory, but engagement becomes
weaker.

A rigid attendance culture may appear disciplined from the outside, yet it
can hide a troubling message: your ability to remain visibly functional
matters more than your internal condition. This deepens the disconnect
between institutional order and student well-being.

4.8 Teachers Under Pressure Too

Any honest analysis of school pressure must also recognize that teachers
themselves often work inside demanding systems. They face syllabus
deadlines, result expectations, administrative duties, large class sizes,
parent scrutiny, institutional targets, and limited time for individualised
attention. A stressed teacher may become stricter, less patient, or more
result-focused, not because they lack concern, but because they are also
under pressure.

This does not erase the student’s pain, but it helps explain why school
cultures can become emotionally harsh even without deliberate cruelty.
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Pressure is often systemic. It moves through the institution and shapes
everyone’s behaviour. A teacher worried about completion and outcomes
may unintentionally speak in ways that increase student fear. An
administrator concerned about school reputation may normalise
intensification in the name of standards.

Understanding this matters because solutions cannot depend only on
asking individual teachers to be kinder. The wider institutional culture
must also change. Otherwise, empathy remains fragile inside a system
designed around urgency and measurable results.

4.9 The Student Who is Always Being Watched

A defining feature of high-pressure schools is the feeling of being
constantly watched. Students may feel observed by teachers, monitored
by coordinators, checked through diaries, tracked through attendance,
judged through class performance, and compared through report systems.
Even when no one is actively scolding them, many students carry a
background sense that they are under institutional surveillance.

This changes behaviour in important ways. Some children become hyper-
compliant. Some become secretive. Some lose spontaneity. Others
become outwardly disciplined but inwardly resentful. The school may
interpret compliance as success, but the inner emotional cost can be high
if students feel that there is no safe space to be imperfect, confused, or
temporarily behind.

Adolescents need boundaries, but they also need dignity. When a school
communicates that every aspect of student life must remain visible and
correctable, it can weaken trust and strengthen anxiety. The child learns
how to perform supervision rather than how to grow in freedom.

4.10 School Reputation Versus Student Well-Being

One of the deepest tensions in modern schooling is the conflict between
institutional prestige and student well-being. Schools want high results
because high results attract recognition, admissions, and validation.
Students need support, flexibility, emotional safety, and humane pacing.
These priorities do not always align.
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When the image begins to dominate, students can become instruments of
reputation. Their successes are celebrated publicly because they reflect
institutional quality. Their weaknesses may be treated more as threats than
as needs. Interventions are then shaped not only by educational concern
but by the desire to protect the school’s standing.

In such settings, the language of care may remain visible, yet the
underlying structure still pushes students toward overwork, fear, and
performative discipline. The school appears committed to excellence, but
excellence is being defined too narrowly and pursued too harshly.

4.11 How Pressure Affects Different Students Differently

School pressure does not affect all students in the same way. High
achievers may fear losing their position. Average students may feel
chronically unseen or not good enough. Struggling students may feel
exposed and defeated. Introverted students may silently absorb stress,
while more expressive students may be labelled disruptive when they
show strain.

Similarly, students dealing with family conflict, economic uncertainty,
health challenges, learning difficulties, or emotional vulnerability may
experience the same school environment far more intensely than others.
A uniform institutional approach often fails to recognise these
differences. It assumes that what is manageable for one child is
manageable for all.

This is one reason pressure-heavy systems can be unjust even when they
appear impartial. They evaluate students under similar rules but unequal
emotional conditions. A school may treat all students the same while
failing to support them fairly.

4.12 The Silent Emotional Consequences

Not all school-related distress is loud. Some of its effects are quiet and
gradual: sleep disturbance, dread before Monday mornings, stomach
discomfort before tests, emotional numbness, declining interest in
learning, irritability at home, crying in private, loss of confidence, and the
belief that one is never doing enough. These signs may not always look
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dramatic, but they reveal how deeply school pressure can enter the body
and mind.

Students often hide this distress because school pressure is normalised. If
everyone is busy, stressed, tested, and corrected, then suffering begins to
look ordinary. Children may assume that what they are feeling is simply
what serious education is supposed to feel like. Adults may reinforce this
by dismissing distress as part of life or preparation.

The danger of normalisation is that it delays recognition. By the time
someone notices that a child is emotionally overwhelmed, the pressure
may already have shaped habits of fear, silence, and self-doubt that have
become difficult to undo.

4.13 What Students Need from Schools

Students do not need schools to become effortless spaces. They need
schools to become humane spaces. This means maintaining academic
seriousness without allowing the institutional culture to revolve around
fear. It means discipline without humiliation, assessment without
emotional overloading, and standards without reducing children to
outcomes.

A healthier school culture would pay attention to workload balance, limit
unnecessary public comparison, reduce the celebration of rank as identity,
create room for counselling and emotional check-ins, and train teachers
to recognise distress without instantly interpreting it as indiscipline. It
would also be remembered that students are not only future board
candidates or entrance aspirants; they are developing human beings in the
present.

Most importantly, schools must ask a difficult question of themselves: are
we producing results at the cost of relationship, curiosity, and mental
peace? If the answer is even partly yes, then institutional success is
already carrying a hidden educational failure.

4.14 A School Should Not Feel Like a Threat

The measure of a good school cannot be only how many students score
high, qualify, or secure prestigious pathways. It must also include what
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kind of emotional environment students inhabit while they are there. Do
they feel respected? Do they feel afraid? Can they fail without
humiliation? Can they speak without being reduced to excuses? Can they
remain human while being asked to perform?

School is one of the most powerful institutions in a child’s life. It shapes
not only knowledge, but self-perception, confidence, social memory, and
long-term attitudes toward learning. If that institution becomes a pressure
zone, the damage extends beyond marks. Students may carry into
adulthood the belief that achievement always requires fear, surveillance,
and emotional contraction.

This chapter therefore, argues that school pressure is not a minor side
issue in student life; it is one of the central structures through which
adolescent stress is organised. When schools stop being places of growth
and become spaces of anxiety, the educational system fails at its most
human purpose. Students need challenges, yes—but they also need
schools that do not turn their everyday existence into a test of endurance.
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Chapter 5

Coaching Classes and
the Double Burden

5.0 Introduction

For many students in India, school is no longer the only academic world
they must survive. Alongside formal schooling stands another powerful
structure: tuition centres, coaching institutes, subject-specific classes,
mock-test programs, and competitive preparation systems that extend far
beyond the classroom. What begins as “extra help” often becomes an
additional educational universe with its own expectations, schedules,
comparisons, and pressure.

This chapter deals with the investigation into the rise of tuition and
coaching as an extension of formal schooling. It emphasizes that students
are often expected to perform in two academic worlds at once, leaving
little time for rest, reflection, recreation, or emotional recovery, especially
in Classes 11 and 12. This chapter expands that idea by examining how
coaching culture develops, why families depend on it, how it changes
adolescent life, and what emotional cost is hidden inside this double
burden.

The key issue is not that all coaching is harmful. Some students do benefit
from extra support, better explanations, or structured preparation. The
deeper concern is what happens when coaching stops being assistance and
becomes a parallel system of constant demand. At that point, the student
is no longer simply learning more. The student is living under multiple
layers of pressure at the same time.

5.1 How Coaching Became Normal

Coaching culture did not become dominant by accident. It emerged from
several forces working together: intense academic competition, parental
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anxiety, overcrowded classrooms, fear of weak conceptual understanding,
board exam pressure, and the growing importance of entrance tests for
college and professional pathways. Over time, extra classes stopped
looking optional and began appearing necessary.

In many urban and semi-urban settings, families now assume that regular
school education is not enough on its own. Even capable students are
enrolled in tuition “just in case.” Average students are sent for
“improvement.” High achievers are sent to “stay ahead.” Struggling
students are sent because there seems to be no other immediate solution.
Under such conditions, coaching becomes less a special intervention and
more a default expectation.

Once this expectation becomes socially normal, students are rarely asked
whether they have the emotional space for it. Coaching is framed as
practical, responsible, and future-oriented. The burden becomes invisible
precisely because it is so common.

5.2 The Second School Day

One of the clearest realities of coaching culture is that it creates a second
school day. A student may spend six to eight hours in school and then
move directly or indirectly into another structured learning environment.
The day continues through travel, classes, worksheets, doubt sessions,
homework, revision, and preparation for the next round of academic
demands.

This extension of the educational day is not just tiring; it changes the
rhythm of life itself. Afternoons disappear. Evenings lose flexibility.
Meals are rushed. Sleep is reduced. Unstructured time becomes rare.
Family conversations shrink. Recreation is treated as an indulgence. The
student’s schedule becomes tightly packed, yet emotional processing
never receives a proper place inside it.

For adults, such a schedule may appear productive. For students, it often
feels relentless. They are told that this phase is temporary and necessary.
But when temporary intensity lasts for months or years, it begins to shape
identity, mood, and mental health in lasting ways.
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5.3 Why Parents Depend on Coaching

Parents often turn to coaching not because they distrust their children, but
because they distrust uncertainty. They worry that school teaching may
not be enough, that competition is rising, that cut-offs are unforgiving,
and that a small academic weakness today may become a major setback
later. Coaching appears to offer control in a system filled with anxiety.

It also offers reassurance. When a child is enrolled in extra classes, parents
may feel they are doing everything possible. They are buying structure,
supervision, and perhaps a stronger future. In this sense, coaching is not
just an academic decision. It is an emotional response to fear.

Yet this dependence can create a cycle. The more coaching becomes
normalised, the more parents fear opting out. If everyone else is joining,
not joining begins to look risky. The family then responds not only to the
child’s needs, but also to a wider atmosphere of competitive urgency.

5.4 The Student Caught Between Two Systems

When students enter a coaching culture, they do not leave school behind.
They must now satisfy two systems with overlapping but distinct
demands. School requires attendance, assignments, internal exams,
projects, practical work, and discipline. Coaching requires separate tests,
speed, ranking, extra practice, and often a more intense emphasis on
competition. The student lives at the intersection of both.

This double structure creates a unique strain because expectations
accumulate rather than replace each other. A student cannot say, “I
worked hard in coaching, so school pressure should be reduced,” or vice
versa. Both systems continue operating fully. The child must remain
accountable in each space.

This produces a particular kind of exhaustion. It is not only physical
tiredness. It is the emotional fatigue of never feeling finished. There is
always another pending portion, another class test, another doubt sheet,
another assignment, another mock exam, another comparison, another
reminder that the future is approaching.
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5.5 Coaching and the Loss of Personal Time

One of the greatest casualties of the coaching system is personal time.
Adolescents need time that is not fully scheduled, measured, or judged.
They need room to decompress, think privately, move slowly, talk with
friends, pursue interests, and remain connected to parts of life that are not
academic. Coaching often consumes exactly this space.

When every available hour is assigned academic value, the student begins
to experience time itself as property of performance. Free time becomes
suspicious. Leisure begins to require justification. Even small pleasures—
music, exercise, family meals, daydreaming, reading for enjoyment, or
simply sitting without urgency—can start producing guilt.

This is one reason the burden of coaching is deeper than extra instruction.
It changes the emotional meaning of time. Life is no longer divided
between work and rest in a healthy rhythm. It becomes divided between
visible productivity and guilt.

5.6 The Coaching Institute as a Culture

Coaching centres are not only places of teaching; they are cultural
environments. They often operate with their own language, hierarchy,
pace, symbols of success, and methods of motivation. Rank lists, mock
scores, target batches, star performers, fast-track modules, and future-
oriented slogans can create a highly competitive atmosphere even before
a child fully understands what is happening inside it.

Such spaces often define seriousness in narrow terms: long hours, test
endurance, high speed, minimal distraction, and constant optimisation.
Students quickly learn that value is attached not only to knowledge, but
to stamina under pressure. The one who can tolerate the harshest grind
may be presented as the most committed.

This can be emotionally powerful because adolescents absorb the culture
around them deeply. If the institute normalises exhaustion, treats anxiety
as discipline, or frames personal sacrifice as the only path to legitimacy,
students may start believing that suffering is proof of worth.
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5.7 When Help Becomes Surveillance

Coaching is often sold as support, but in practice, it can increase
surveillance around student life. Performance is tracked more closely.
Test scores are discussed more frequently. Parents may receive updates,
comparisons, or warnings. Study schedules become more detailed. Weak
topics are identified faster. There is more information, but not always
more understanding.

For some students, this feels motivating. For others, it feels suffocating.
They are not simply receiving help; they are being watched across
multiple academic spaces. School monitors them. Coaching monitors
them. Home reacts to both. The child may begin feeling that there is
nowhere to be temporarily weak without immediate consequences.

Support becomes emotionally burdensome when it leaves no room for
dignity, privacy, or gradual growth. A student under constant observation
may appear disciplined while becoming internally anxious and self-
critical.

5.8 The Impact on Family Life

Coaching culture affects the whole family, not just the student. Daily
schedules revolve around class timings, travel arrangements, fees, test
calendars, and academic updates. Family outings are postponed.
Vacations become limited. Conversations increasingly revolve around
performance, strategy, and future planning. The household itself begins
to organise around preparation.

In many homes, this produces a subtle narrowing of emotional life. The
student is no longer seen primarily as a growing person, but as someone
currently undergoing an important academic mission. Family roles may
shift around that mission. Parents become managers, siblings adjust
routines, and the student experiences both support and scrutiny at once.

This can deepen pressure because the child becomes aware that the family
is investing collectively in the process. Failure then feels larger than
personal disappointment. It begins to feel like a disruption of a shared
project.
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5.9 Coaching in Classes 11 and 12

The burden becomes especially intense in Classes 11 and 12, when school
curriculum, board preparation, and entrance exam competition often
collide directly. Students in science streams may simultaneously prepare
for board exams and highly competitive pathways such as engineering or
medical entrance tests. Others may face similar dual pressure through
commerce, law, design, CUET, or other professional directions.

At this stage, many students feel that they are living two versions of the
same year. One version is organized around school requirements:
attendance, practicals, internal assessments, pre-boards, and board exam
expectations. The other is organised around the logic of coaching: concept
speed, problem-solving intensity, mock ranks, percentile anxiety, and
future selection.

The difficulty is not only the amount of work. It is that the emotional tone
of both systems becomes high-stakes at the same time. Students do not
move from one pressure season to another. They inhabit overlapping
pressure seasons continuously.

5.10 The Myth of Endless Capacity

A dangerous assumption inside coaching culture is that students can
always do more if they are serious enough. More classes, more practice,
more modules, more tests, more revision, more discipline, more sacrifice.
If a student struggles, the explanation often becomes insufficient effort,
distraction, or lack of resilience.

This myth ignores a basic truth: young people have emotional, cognitive,
and physical limits. Concentration fades. Motivation fluctuates. Bodies
tire. Minds need recovery. Identity needs space beyond academic output.
A system that refuses to recognise human limitations will eventually
punish ordinary humanity as weakness.

When students internalise this myth, they begin blaming themselves for
normal exhaustion. Instead of thinking, “This schedule is too much,” they
think, “I am not strong enough.” The burden then becomes not only
external workload, but internal shame.
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5.11 Peer Comparison Inside Coaching

Coaching intensifies comparison because it brings together large groups
of students who are often already anxious about performance. Rankings,
batch divisions, toppers, score displays, and informal peer conversations
all contribute to an atmosphere where every student is trying to
understand where they stand. Comparison becomes constant, sometimes
explicit and sometimes silent.

A student who was confident in school may suddenly feel average or weak
in a coaching environment filled with high-performing peers. Another
student may become obsessed with rank changes, score fluctuations, and
how quickly others solve problems. The emotional result is often
instability. Self-worth rises and falls not only with one’s own effort, but
with one’s position inside a competitive group.

This is especially difficult during adolescence, when identity is still
forming. Coaching does not simply test knowledge. It can reshape the
emotional map through which students evaluate themselves.

5.12 What Gets Sacrificed

The visible goal of coaching is success. The hidden cost is what students
gradually give up to pursue it. Sleep becomes negotiable. Exercise
becomes irregular. Friendships become functional or reduced. Hobbies
are postponed. Emotional conversations are delayed. Health signals are
ignored. The body is expected to cooperate with the timetable, no matter
how strained it feels.

Even joy becomes conditional. Students tell themselves that they can
relax later, celebrate later, sleep later, feel lighter later, live more fully
later. The present is surrendered to preparation. For some, this may
produce achievement. But even successful outcomes may arrive with
burnout, emptiness, or a weakened sense of self.

This is why the hidden cost of coaching is not measured only in hours. It
is measured in lost spontaneity, reduced emotional flexibility, chronic
fatigue, and the growing belief that one must postpone being fully human
until success has been secured.
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5.13 Students Who Cannot Keep Up

Not every student can manage the pace demanded by coaching systems,
and not every student should be expected to. Some become overwhelmed
quickly. Some understand concepts but cannot maintain speed. Some are
emotionally exhausted long before visible breakdown appears. Others
keep attending physically while losing confidence inwardly.

Unfortunately, many such students interpret their difficulty as personal
failure. Because coaching culture often glorifies endurance, those who
struggle may feel weak, less intelligent, or insufficiently committed.
Parents and teachers may unintentionally reinforce this by asking for
more effort instead of questioning whether the load itself is sustainable.

This is where the double burden becomes cruel. Students are made to
believe that falling behind in an overloaded system is evidence of
character weakness rather than a sign that the system itself may be too
demanding for healthy development.

5.14 The Illusion of Security

Many families accept coaching because it feels safer than uncertainty. If
the child is enrolled, preparing, and constantly working, then at least
something is being done. The problem is that coaching often offers the
feeling of control more reliably than it offers peace. It can reduce
uncertainty in one sense while increasing pressure in another.

A student may indeed become more prepared academically, yet also more
anxious, fatigued, or emotionally narrowed. The family feels active and
responsible, but the child may feel increasingly trapped. Security is
pursued through intensification, even when intensification itself becomes
a source of harm.

This does not mean coaching should always be rejected. It means its
emotional cost must be seen clearly. Otherwise, families may mistake
visible effort for healthy preparation and overlook the silent damage
taking place in the student’s inner life.
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5.15 What Responsible Support Would Look Like

A more responsible approach to extra academic support would begin with
a simple question: does this help the student grow, or does it merely add
weight? Support should be chosen with attention to the child’s actual
needs, temperament, stamina, and goals—not only because others are
doing the same or because fear makes more always seem better.

Responsible support also requires boundaries. Not every hour must be
filled. Not every weakness needs institutional correction. Not every
student needs the same level of competition. Families and educators must
ask whether the student is sleeping enough, recovering enough, remaining
emotionally stable, and retaining some non-academic life. These are not
minor concerns. They are conditions for sustainable learning.

Most importantly, children need permission to remain human inside
ambition. They need adults who understand that preparation should not
consume the entire self. Academic help is useful only if it strengthens the
student without hollowing out the life of the student.

5.16 Beyond the Double Burden

This chapter does not deny that coaching can sometimes provide real
academic value. It questions the culture in which coaching has become so
normalised that children are expected to live in two educational systems
at once and call that normal. When schooling and coaching combine
without balance, the result is often not excellence alone, but chronic
strain.

Students need challenge, yes. Some need extra explanation, structured
practice, and exam-specific guidance. But challenge must still leave room
for sleep, relationships, identity, recovery, and ordinary joy. If those
disappear, the support has become too costly.

The rise of coaching is one of the clearest signs that academic pressure no
longer stays inside school boundaries. It has spread into evenings,
weekends, family life, self-worth, and the emotional structure of
adolescence itself. To understand student stress honestly, one must
understand this double burden—not as a side issue, but as one of the
central realities shaping the lives of young people today.
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Chapter 6

Friends, Comparison, and
the Need to Belong

6.0 Introduction

Academic pressure is only one part of adolescent life. Alongside
schoolwork, tests, tuition, and expectations, students are also trying to
survive something equally powerful: the social world of friendship,
comparison, approval, exclusion, and belonging. For children and
teenagers in Classes 9 to 12, peers are not a minor influence. They are part
of the emotional environment through which self-worth is constantly
shaped.

This chapter describes the exploration of the hidden stress of adolescence

in the social environment of school and peer groups. It identifies
friendship insecurity, academic comparison, competition, fear of
exclusion, and the emotional difficulty of trying to belong while also
measuring oneself against others as central concerns of this stage. This
chapter expands those themes by examining how peer relationships affect
identity, how belonging becomes emotionally urgent during adolescence,
and why social comparison can quietly deepen the pressure students
already carry.

The social life of students is often misunderstood by adults. Parents and
teachers may notice friendships, arguments, or changing behavior, but
they do not always see the emotional intensity underneath these
experiences. During adolescence, friendship is not simply
companionship. It can become a mirror, a refuge, a threat, a ranking
system, and a test of personal worth all at once.
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6.1 Why Belonging Matters So Much

Human beings need belonging at every age, but during adolescence, the
need becomes especially intense. Students are changing physically,
emotionally, and psychologically. They are becoming more self-aware,
more sensitive to how others see them, and more dependent on peer
spaces for identity formation. At this stage, being accepted by friends can
feel as important as being understood at home.

Belonging offers emotional protection. A friend group can make school
feel bearable, reduce loneliness, soften academic stress, and provide daily
reassurance that one is seen. A child who feels secure among peers often
carries school differently from one who feels isolated or uncertain. The
same classroom, the same timetable, and the same workload can feel far
heavier when one moves through it socially alone.

That is why exclusion, comparison, or friendship insecurity hurts so
deeply. It does not affect only social comfort. It affects the student’s sense
of place in the world. Adolescents may not always say, “I fear being
emotionally unanchored,” but many of their reactions are shaped by
exactly that fear.

6.2 Friendship as Shelter and Pressure

Friendships can be among the most beautiful parts of school life. They
offer laughter, support, shared secrets, emotional release, and the comfort
of being understood by someone living a similar life. In difficult academic
years, a genuine friend can make a student feel less alone, less ashamed,
and more able to cope.

But friendship is not always peaceful. It can also become a source of
pressure. Teenagers often monitor closeness, loyalty, attention, inclusion,
and changing group dynamics with great sensitivity. A missed
conversation, a shifting alliance, a private chat excluded from, or a
growing distance can feel emotionally large. What adults may call “small
friendship issues” may carry serious meaning in the student’s inner world.

This dual nature makes peer life complicated. Students need friends
deeply, yet friendship itself can produce anxiety. The same group that
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provides belonging may also produce insecurity, competition, or fear of
replacement.

6.3 The Hidden Fear of Exclusion

One of the strongest but least openly discussed pressures among
adolescents is the fear of exclusion. Many students worry about being left
out of conversations, groups, plans, digital interactions, or emotional
closeness. They watch social cues carefully: who sits with whom, who
messages whom, who is invited, who is ignored, who is laughed with, and
who is only tolerated.

This fear can shape behaviour in subtle ways. Students may hide their
opinions to avoid conflict, follow group choices against their better
judgment, imitate interests they do not truly share, or remain in
emotionally unhealthy friendships because solitude feels worse.
Belonging becomes not only desired but necessary for emotional survival.

The pain of exclusion is intensified by the fact that it is often invisible to
adults. A student can look socially normal on the outside while feeling
deeply uncertain inside. They may sit among peers yet still feel
disposable. This kind of social insecurity is exhausting because it
demands constant emotional vigilance.

6.4 Comparison Begins with Friends

Peer comparison does not always begin with strangers or school rank lists.
Often it begins among friends themselves. A student compares marks,
confidence, popularity, appearance, achievements, communication style,
and future plans with those closest to them. Friendship does not cancel
comparison; in many cases, it increases it because proximity makes
differences harder to ignore.

This creates a painful emotional contradiction. A child may genuinely
care for a friend and still feel wounded by that friend’s success. A student
may celebrate someone else outwardly while inwardly feeling smaller.
These feelings are often accompanied by guilt, because teenagers believe
friendship should be pure and free of rivalry. But in a competitive
environment, affection and comparison frequently coexist.
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When academic culture is already intense, friendships become one more
location where performance is measured. A high-scoring friend may
become both comfort and benchmark. The student is then trying to stay
connected while also silently evaluating what the friendship says about
their own worth.

6.5 Competition Inside Peer Groups

Competition is often imagined as something formal, located in exams,
rankings, and institutional selection. But in adolescent life, competition
also enters social relationships. Students compete for recognition,
academic position, teacher approval, opportunities, social visibility, and
sometimes even emotional centrality within a group.

This competition may not always be openly hostile. It can appear in
subtler forms—carefully observed marks, strategic modesty, hidden
satisfaction at another’s lower performance, reluctance to share resources,
anxiety when someone improves quickly, or discomfort when a friend
becomes more admired. Such feelings are uncomfortable to admit, so they
are often hidden behind polite behaviour.

The result is that many peer relationships carry silent tension. Students
may trust one another emotionally but remain guarded academically. This
weakens the natural ease of friendship and turns the social world into
another place where one must manage vulnerability carefully.

6.6 The Pressure to Fit In

Belonging often comes with informal rules. Each peer group develops its
own language, habits, humour, preferences, codes of coolness, and
expectations of behaviour. Students learn quickly what gains acceptance
and what risks distance. Sometimes these expectations are harmless. At
other times, they place real strain on individuality.

A teenager may feel pressure to speak a certain way, dress a certain way,
use certain apps, like certain things, dismiss certain interests, or act less
serious or more serious depending on the group. Those who do not fit
smoothly may feel awkward, outdated, too different, too quiet, too
intense, or not socially skilled enough.
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This can be particularly difficult for students who are already
academically stressed. They are not only trying to manage studies and
expectations; they are also trying to avoid social misfit. The emotional
effort of fitting in can quietly drain confidence and make adolescents feel
that authenticity is risky.

6.7 Friendship, Insecurity and Emotional Dependency

Some students become deeply emotionally dependent on one or two close
friends. This is understandable. During difficult years, a trusted friend can
feel like the only person who truly understands. But such closeness can
also create fragility. If the friendship changes, weakens, or becomes
inconsistent, the emotional fallout can be severe.

Students may begin overthinking messages, tone, distance, eye contact,
seating patterns, or social media activity. A small shift in response can
trigger large emotional reactions because the friendship is carrying more
psychological weight than adults realize. The fear is not only of losing a
friend. It is of losing one’s safe emotional witness.

When combined with academic stress, this insecurity can become
overwhelming. The student feels unstable in both performance and
belonging. There is pressure in studies, and no reliable social ground on
which to rest.

6.8 The Social Meaning of Academic Success

Marks and academic performance do not remain private in adolescent
settings. They influence status within peer groups. A student who
performs consistently well may be admired, envied, depended on for help,
or quietly resented. Another who struggles may fear being
underestimated, pitied, or excluded from serious academic conversations.

This means that academic identity becomes social identity as well. A
student is not only thinking, “How am I doing?” but also, “What does my
performance make me in the eyes of others?” The classroom thus
becomes a place where friendship and status interact continuously.

In some groups, high performance brings prestige. In others, it creates
distance. A student may feel pressure either to maintain success or to hide
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effort in order not to appear too intense. Adolescents often move through
complex social negotiations in which achievement is never only
academic.

The Quiet Pain of Being the “Less Successful” Friend

One particularly painful experience is being the friend who consistently
feels less successful. This may happen academically, socially, physically,
or in terms of confidence. The student is close enough to another person’s
strengths to see them clearly every day, yet far enough from them to feel
inadequate by comparison.

This can produce a chronic background sadness that is difficult to confess.
The student may feel proud of the friend and simultaneously diminished
by the comparison. They may begin withdrawing slightly, joking
defensively, or pretending not to care. Underneath, however, there may
be a growing belief that they are always the second one, the weaker one,
the less admired one.

Because this pain is rarely spoken aloud, it often deepens in silence. The
student feels ashamed of the comparison itself and therefore cannot easily
seek comfort for it. What remains is private insecurity hidden inside
ordinary friendship.

6.9 When Loneliness Exists in a Crowd

Adolescent loneliness does not always look like physical isolation. Many
students feel lonely in the middle of crowded classrooms, active groups,
and frequent interactions. They participate outwardly yet inwardly feel
unknown, replaceable, or emotionally disconnected. This is one of the
most confusing forms of loneliness because it has no obvious visible
cause.

A student may have friends, yet feel they cannot speak honestly about
anxiety, family pressure, comparison, fear, or sadness. They may laugh in
the group but cry alone later. They may be included socially but not
emotionally understood. In such cases, presence does not become
belonging.
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This distinction matters deeply. Belonging is not just being around others.
It is feeling that one’s inner self has a place somewhere. When that feeling
is missing, school life becomes much heavier, even if the student appears
socially fine.

6.10 Why Students Hide Their Social Pain

Many students do not speak openly about peer-related distress because
they fear being misunderstood or dismissed. Adults often minimise
friendship pain by saying things like “these things happen,” “focus on
studies,” or “ignore them.” While not always wrong, such responses can
make adolescents feel that a major part of their emotional life is
considered trivial.

As a result, students often internalise their social pain. They stop talking
about exclusion, jealousy, insecurity, or loneliness because they expect
judgment rather than understanding. Some believe they are too sensitive.
Others feel embarrassed for caring so much. Still others fear that speaking
honestly will make them appear weak or immature.

When social pain is hidden, it does not disappear. It often merges with
academic stress, making concentration harder, confidence lower, and
emotional resilience weaker. A child may appear distracted or
inconsistent when the deeper issue is that their social world has become
unstable.

6.11 The Role of Group Identity

Peer groups often offer adolescents a ready-made identity. To be part of
a group is to know where one sits, with whom one belongs, what one
laughs at, and what social language one speaks. This can be comforting,
especially in an uncertain stage of life. But group identity can also become
restrictive.

Students may feel pressure to remain loyal to a certain version of
themselves in order to stay accepted. If they change interests, grow closer
to others, become more academically serious, become less socially
available, or start thinking differently, the group may respond with
distance or subtle punishment. This makes growth socially risky.
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Thus, even positive development can feel complicated. A student may
want to improve, mature, or reorganize priorities, yet fear losing peer
approval in the process. Belonging then becomes tied not only to
connection, but to self-limitation.

6.12 What Schools and Adults Often Miss

Adults tend to focus on visible academic indicators because they are
measurable. Peer distress is harder to quantify. There is no simple report
card for exclusion, no easy grade for insecurity, and no official rank for
loneliness. As a result, the emotional importance of peer life is often
underestimated in schools and homes alike.

Yet students carry these experiences into every part of daily functioning.
A child who feels excluded may stop participating. A student who feels
inferior to friends may lose confidence in class. Someone caught in a
friendship conflict may become irritable, withdrawn, distracted, or deeply
self-critical. These changes may be interpreted as attitude problems when
they are actually signs of social pain.

If adults want to understand student stress honestly, they must stop
treating the peer world as secondary. For adolescents, friendship and
belonging are not side stories. They are part of the main emotional text of
daily life.

6.13 What Healthy Belonging Would Mean

Healthy belonging does not mean that every student must be liked by
everyone or that friendship can be made painless. It means creating
environments where difference is not punished so easily, where exclusion
is not normalized, where comparison is not constantly reinforced, and
where students feel they can exist without performing a false version of
themselves.

Students need spaces—at school, at home, and sometimes with counselors
or trusted adults—where they can speak honestly about friendship pain
without being dismissed. They need reassurance that jealousy, insecurity,
and loneliness do not make them bad people; they make them human
beings trying to find a place and value in a difficult social world.
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They also need guidance in building identity beyond peer approval.
Friendship matters deeply, but self-worth cannot remain entirely
dependent on group acceptance. Adolescents must gradually learn that
belonging is important, yet it should not require the disappearance of the
self.

6.14 To Belong Without Losing Yourself

This chapter shows that adolescence is not only a season of academic
struggle, but also a season of social vulnerability. Students are trying to
belong while being compared, to trust while competing, to stay connected
while fearing exclusion, and to preserve identity while adapting to group
expectations.

The emotional labour of this process is immense. It affects concentration,
confidence, mood, and daily resilience. A child who appears distracted
may be carrying silent friendship pain. A student who looks
overcompetitive may actually be afraid of becoming invisible. A teenager
who seems distant may simply be tired of performing for acceptance.

To understand student stress fully, one must understand the peer world
not as a decorative part of adolescence, but as one of its deepest emotional
battlegrounds. Friends can heal, but comparison can wound. Belonging
can protect, but the fear of losing it can become another burden students
carry silently through their most demanding years.
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Chapter 7

Social Media and the New Stress

7.0 Introduction

The stress faced by students today does not begin and end in classrooms,
tuition centers, or family conversations. It also lives in phones,
notifications, status updates, reels, short videos, group chats, filtered
images, academic content, and the quiet but constant feeling of being
seen. For adolescents in Classes 9 to 12, social media is no longer a side
space separate from life. It has become part of the emotional atmosphere
in which identity, comparison, belonging, distraction, and self-worth are
shaped every day.

This chapter describes the digital pressures that increasingly shape
teenage self-worth. It highlights online comparison, curated success,
distraction, validation-seeking, and the emotional exhaustion that comes
from living in an always-visible social world. This chapter expands that
concern by exploring how social media intensifies adolescent stress, how
digital life alters the experience of school pressure, and why many
students feel both attached to and harmed by the online spaces they
inhabit.

The problem is not that technology itself is inherently harmful. Digital
platforms can offer information, connection, entertainment, creativity,
and support. The deeper issue is what happens when young people,
already under academic and emotional pressure, are forced to build
identity inside a system driven by visibility, comparison, speed, and
continuous social feedback. In that environment, ordinary insecurity
becomes amplified.
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7.1 The Always-Visible Life

Earlier generations of students faced pressure mostly in physical spaces
such as schools, homes, neighbourhoods, or examination halls. Today’s
students carry those same pressures into digital life and then remain
exposed to one another even after the school day ends. A student may
leave the classroom physically, yet remain inside a social environment of
observation through stories, online activity, message groups, and visible
responses.

This creates what may be called an always-visible life. Adolescents are
no longer only managing how they perform in person. They are also
managing how they appear online, when they reply, what they share, what
they do not share, who reacts to them, who ignores them, and how their
lives compare to what others are posting. Social pressure does not end in
the evening. It follows them onto screens.

The result is emotional fatigue. A teenager may not always be actively
engaging online, yet still feel mentally occupied by the possibility of
being seen, judged, excluded, or evaluated. This constant background
visibility makes it harder to rest fully, because social awareness remains
switched on.

7.2 Comparison Without Pause

Comparison is not new, but social media makes it continuous, portable,
and inescapable. In the past, a student might compare marks in school or
observe a classmate’s confidence in person. Now comparison arrives
through curated photographs, achievement posts, study routines,
celebration images, appearance-focused content, friendship displays, and
lifestyle fragments that can be consumed endlessly.

Students do not only compare academic results. They compare looks,
confidence, popularity, devices, clothing, vacations, social activity,
communication style, body image, productivity, and emotional
expressiveness. A child who already feels uncertain in one area may
suddenly begin feeling inadequate across many others.

What makes this especially harmful is that comparison happens without
context. Adolescents are not seeing their whole lives. They are seeing
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selected moments, edited moods, filtered success, and carefully managed
appearances. Yet the emotional brain often treats these fragments as
reality. The student compares their unfiltered self with other people’s
presented highlights and concludes that they are falling behind.

7.3 Curated Success and Invisible Pressure

Social media encourages performance not only of beauty and popularity,
but also of achievement. Students increasingly encounter reels, posts, and
updates centred on marks, ranks, study hours, admission outcomes,
productivity hacks, exam success stories, and motivational self-discipline.
Some of this content is helpful. Much of it is psychologically demanding.

When high achievement is repeatedly displayed in polished and
inspirational formats, it creates a distorted sense of what is normal.
Students begin feeling that everyone else is more focused, more
consistent, more successful, more organised, and more certain about the
future. Their own ordinary struggle then starts looking like personal
weakness rather than common human difficulty.

This form of curated success is particularly dangerous because it dresses
pressure in attractive language. Burnout can look like discipline. Anxiety
can look like ambition. Overwork can look like commitment. Students
absorb not only information, but emotional standards that are often
unrealistic and unhealthy.

7.4 Validation as a Digital Habit

Adolescence is already a period in which external approval matters
deeply. Social media intensifies this by turning approval into visible
metrics: likes, views, comments, shares, streaks, followers, replies, and
seen notifications. Recognition becomes countable. Silence becomes
interpretable. Students begin attaching emotional meaning to very small
digital signals.

A post that receives little response may feel like rejection. A delayed reply
may feel like emotional distance. A friend’s active status combined with
no message may trigger overthinking. A student may know intellectually
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that these signals are limited and unreliable, yet still feel affected by them.
Digital feedback enters the nervous system quickly.

This creates habits of checking, refreshing, waiting, and self-monitoring.
Many students do not simply use platforms; they emotionally orbit around
them. Their self-perception may rise and fall with forms of attention that
are brief, unstable, and often shallow.

7.5 The Emotional Cost of Group Chats

One of the most powerful yet underestimated parts of adolescent digital
life is the group chat. Class groups, friend groups, tuition groups, project
groups, and small private circles can become central spaces of interaction.
Important information moves through them, but so do jokes, plans,
alliances, exclusions, misunderstandings, and silent status differences.

Students often read group chat dynamics very carefully. Who responds
quickly? Who gets ignored? Who is included in side conversations? Who
is mocked lightly? Who is central to the group’s energy? Such patterns
may seem trivial to adults, but they carry strong emotional meaning for
teenagers trying to locate their social worth.

Group chats can also intensify pressure through sheer volume and timing,
Notifications arrive late at night, during study time, after exams, or in
emotionally vulnerable moments. A student may feel unable to disengage
because leaving the chat risks missing information or social belonging.
Thus digital connection becomes both necessary and exhausting.

7.6 Distraction and Fragmented Attention

Social media not only creates emotional pressure; it also disrupts
concentration. Students working under already intense academic
expectations often struggle with fragmented attention because digital
platforms are designed to capture and retain focus through novelty, speed,
and reward loops. Short-form content, infinite scrolling, and constant
notification cues make sustained concentration harder to protect.

This creates a difficult cycle. The student is distracted, falls behind, feels
guilty, and then experiences more pressure. Stress increases the desire for
escape. Social media offers quick relief, stimulation, or numbness. More
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time passes. More guilt builds. The student may then blame themselves
for lack of discipline without fully understanding that they are caught in
an environment engineered to interrupt self-control.

The problem, therefore, is not simply weak willpower. It is the collision
between adolescent vulnerability, academic overload, and platforms built
around attention capture. Students are expected to maintain deep focus
while carrying devices that constantly compete for their minds.

7.7 When Escape Turns into Avoidance

For many students, social media functions as an escape. After long school
hours, pressure at home, coaching demands, and emotional exhaustion,
the digital world offers relief. It provides humour, stimulation, music,
memes, videos, conversations, and temporary distance from worry. This
relief 1s real, and it should not be dismissed.

Yet escape can gradually turn into avoidance. Instead of helping students
recover and return with greater balance, platforms may absorb hours that
were meant for sleep, study, rest, or emotional reflection. The student
knows the time is slipping away, but keeps scrolling because stopping
means returning to the pressures waiting outside the screen.

In this sense, social media is not only a cause of stress. It can also become
a symptom of unmanageable stress. The more overwhelmed a student
feels, the more difficult it may become to disconnect from the very digital
habits that are worsening the problem.

7.8 The Pressure to Stay Relevant

Many adolescents feel pressure not merely to use social media, but to
remain visible within it. To disappear digitally can feel socially risky. If a
student posts less, replies less, shares less, or withdraws from online
activity, they may fear becoming irrelevant, forgotten, or emotionally
distant from peers. Presence itself becomes a form of social maintenance.

This is particularly exhausting because it turns attention into obligation.
Students may engage not from joy, but from fear of fading from the
group’s awareness. They remain digitally active even when tired, anxious,
or in need of quiet, because invisibility feels unsafe.
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The result is that rest becomes socially complicated. A child may put the
phone aside physically but remain psychologically pulled toward it by the
fear of missing interactions, losing connection, or falling out of ongoing
social narratives.

7.9 Body Image, Appearance, and Self-Surveillance

Social media also intensifies appearance-based self-consciousness.
Adolescents become increasingly aware of how faces, bodies, clothing,
posture, and style are displayed, judged, and compared online. Images are
filtered, angles are controlled, and visual presentation becomes central to
visibility. Students begin learning not only how to look, but how to watch
themselves looking.

This self-surveillance can damage confidence, especially during
adolescence, when the body is already a site of uncertainty and change. A
student may begin disliking their face more, feeling awkward in
photographs, comparing body type, or tying social value to appearance in
new ways. Even those who appear confident online may be carrying deep
insecurity underneath the performance.

For some students, this stress remains secondary to academics. For others,
it merges with academic and social pressure to create a much heavier
emotional burden. They are not only trying to succeed; they are also trying
to feel acceptable in how they look while living in a highly visual culture.

7.10 The Public Display of Happiness

One subtle pressure of social media is the repeated display of enjoyment,
confidence, friendship, celebration, and ease. Students scrolling through
others’ lives may see birthdays, outings, achievements, jokes, smiling
selfies, vacation moments, and energetic group photos. Even when they
know these are selective, such content can create the impression that
others are living more fully.

This can be especially painful during periods of stress, loneliness, or
academic struggle. A student already feeling burdened may conclude that
everyone else is coping better, having more fun, and living with less
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internal conflict. Their own sadness or exhaustion then begins to feel
abnormal and isolating.

The emotional effect is not merely envy. It is often alienation. The student
feels cut off not only from others’ experiences, but from the possibility of
feeling like them. The screen becomes a window into a world that seems
more effortless than their own.

7.11 Online Support and Digital Honesty

It is important to recognise that social media is not only harmful. For some
students, digital life offers support that physical environments fail to
provide. They may find educational help, mental health language, creative
communities, peer solidarity, or spaces where vulnerability feels more
possible than it does at school or home. Some students feel less alone
because of what they encounter online.

Yet even support spaces carry complexity. Online advice may be shallow,
dramatised, or emotionally overwhelming. Students may identify with
distress content in ways that deepen worry rather than reduce it. The
digital world can validate feelings, but it can also intensify them by
repeating them endlessly without providing grounded resolution.

Thus the question is not whether social media is good or bad in absolute
terms. The real question is whether it is helping the student feel more
stable, more connected, and more grounded—or more restless, more
comparative, and more emotionally fragmented.

7.12 Why Adults Often Misread the Problem

Adults often respond to social media stress only through the language of
distraction. They see the phone as a study problem, a discipline problem,
or a time-management problem. These concerns are real, but they are
incomplete. For many adolescents, the phone is not just a device pulling
them away from work. It is also the site where belonging, exclusion,
comparison, self-image, and emotional coping are being negotiated.

If adults address only screen time without understanding emotional
dependence, their interventions may remain superficial. Simply removing
access does not automatically heal insecurity, loneliness, validation-
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seeking, or social fear. In some cases, it may intensify them if the deeper
emotional needs remain unnamed.

Students need guidance, boundaries, and digital discipline, but they also
need adults to understand why the screen matters so much. Without that
understanding, conflict around technology can become another layer of
stress rather than a path toward balance.

7.13 What Healthier Digital Life Would Require

A healthier relationship with social media would begin by restoring
proportion. Students need help separating online visibility from real
worth, digital feedback from true connection, and curated success from
whole reality. They need emotional language to understand that
comparison is being intensified by design, not simply by personal
weakness.

They also need practical boundaries that are humane rather than merely
punitive: screen-free sleep time, protected study periods, intentional
breaks, conversations about validation, and permission to disengage
without being made to feel socially guilty. Most importantly, they need
offline sources of belonging strong enough that digital approval does not
become their main measure of self.

Healthy digital life is not about total withdrawal. It is about learning how
to remain present in online spaces without surrendering identity, rest,
concentration, and emotional stability to them.

7.14 The New Stress Students Carry

This chapter shows that social media has become one of the new
emotional pressures shaping the lives of students in Classes 9 to 12. It
magnifies comparison, fuels distraction, intensifies validation-seeking,
and keeps adolescents socially alert long after school hours are over.

For many students, the digital world is not a separate problem added onto
academic life. It is woven into academic pressure, friendship insecurity,
self-doubt, and the constant search for worth. A student may be carrying
school stress, parental expectation, peer comparison, and digital visibility
all at once.
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To understand the burden of modern adolescence, one must understand
this new stress clearly. Students are not only growing up under pressure;
they are growing up in public. When the self is being shaped under
conditions of continuous comparison and visibility, emotional exhaustion
becomes not an exception, but a predictable result.
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Chapter 8

The Fear of Failure

8.0 Introduction

Fear is one of the strongest hidden forces in student life. It does not always
appear dramatically. It often lives in quiet habits: overthinking before
results, trembling before tests, avoiding difficult chapters, hiding report
cards, losing sleep before exams, apologising for small mistakes, or
feeling guilty while resting. For many students in Classes 9 to 12, fear is
not an occasional emotion. It becomes a background condition of
everyday learning.

This chapter describes one of the strongest forces in student life: fear. It
explains that fear of low marks, punishment, judgment, disappointment,
and falling behind can erode confidence, reduce motivation, and turn
learning into a source of dread rather than growth. This chapter expands
that idea by examining how fear develops, what forms it takes, why it
becomes so powerful during adolescence, and how it reshapes the
student’s relationship with effort, identity, and hope.

Fear of failure is not simply a personal weakness. It is often the emotional
result of the world surrounding the student. When marks are overvalued,
comparison becomes normal, expectations are intense, and future
opportunities are presented as fragile, fear begins to appear logical. The
child learns that mistakes are expensive, and the mind organises itself
around avoiding damage rather than exploring growth.

8.1 What Failure Comes to Mean

Failure is rarely feared only for its literal outcome. A low mark, poor rank,
missed target, or unsuccessful attempt becomes frightening because of
what it seems to represent. Students may attach to failure the possibility
of shame, parental disappointment, social comparison, reduced self-
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worth, lost opportunities, and the belief that they are no longer on the
“right” path.

In this way, failure stops being an event and becomes a meaning system.
It is not just “I did badly in one test.” It becomes “I am slipping,” “I have
let people down,” “Others are moving ahead,” or “This says something
serious about who I am.” The more meanings that gather around failure,
the more terrifying even small setbacks become.

This is why some students react intensely to results that adults consider
minor. The emotional response is not only to the number. It is to the larger
identity and future story that the number has come to symbolise.

8.2 How Fear Enters Early

The fear of failure often begins long before major board or entrance
examinations. It develops gradually through repeated experiences of
correction, comparison, pressure, praise for success, and visible
disappointment after weak performance. A child learns what makes adults
relax, what makes them worry, what brings approval, and what brings
silence. Over time, the student begins anticipating emotional
consequences before they even happen.

By the time students reach Classes 9 to 12, fear may already be deeply
rooted. These years intensify it because they are repeatedly described as
crucial, decisive, and future-shaping. Students are told that the foundation
is being built, that competition is increasing, and that serious
consequences will follow carelessness. Even when such messages are not
meant to frighten, they often do.

Fear becomes more powerful when it is normalised early. If anxiety is
constantly presented as the price of seriousness, students may stop
questioning it. They begin assuming that education must feel frightening
if it is to matter.

8.3 The Many Faces of Fear

The fear of failure is not one single feeling. It appears in many forms.
There is fear of low marks, fear of forgetting in the exam hall, fear of not
meeting expectations, fear of dropping in rank, fear of being compared,
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fear of punishment, fear of letting parents down, fear of making the wrong
career choice, fear of not securing admission, and fear of being left behind
by peers.

Some fears are loud and visible. A student may cry before a result or panic
before an exam. Other fears are quiet. A student may become
perfectionistic, overprepared, withdrawn, irritable, avoidant, or strangely
numb. Adults sometimes recognise only the dramatic forms of fear and
miss the slower, more hidden forms that shape daily functioning.

Because fear wears many faces, it is often misunderstood. A
procrastinating student may actually be frightened, not lazy. A highly
controlling student may be afraid of losing stability. A silent student may
be carrying constant dread under a calm appearance. Without deeper
understanding, fear is easily mistaken for attitude.

8.4 When Learning Turns into Threat

A healthy educational process allows struggle, confusion,
experimentation, and gradual improvement. Fear changes this atmosphere
completely. Under its influence, learning stops feeling like discovery and
starts feeling like exposure. Every question not understood becomes a
risk. Every mistake becomes evidence. Every test becomes judgment.

This transformation is deeply damaging because the mind learns best
when it feels challenged but not threatened. Fear narrows attention,
increases self-monitoring, and weakens the freedom to think openly. A
student under chronic fear may memorise more desperately, but
understand less deeply. They are not learning in openness. They are
surviving in caution.

Once learning becomes associated with danger, motivation changes.
Curiosity declines. The joy of mastery fades. Students may continue
working hard, but the emotional quality of that work becomes tense,
defensive, and joyless.

8.5 Fear and the Inner Voice

One of the most lasting effects of failure-based fear is the creation of a
harsh inner voice. Students who grow up under constant evaluation often
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begin speaking to themselves in the language of threat. “You cannot
afford to fail.” “You should have done more.” “Others are better.” “This
is your fault.” “You are wasting time.” These thoughts do not arrive only
from nowhere; they are often internalised from the environments around
them.

When fear becomes internal, the system no longer needs to punish the
student externally as often. The student begins policing the self. They feel
guilty while resting, ashamed while struggling, and anxious while
comparing themselves to others. Even success may bring only temporary
relief before the inner pressure restarts.

This internalization makes fear especially difficult to detect, because the
child may appear disciplined and high-functioning. Yet inside, the student
is being driven less by grounded effort and more by self-criticism.

8.6 The Fear of Disappointing Parents

For many students, one of the deepest forms of fear is not fear of marks
alone, but fear of disappointing parents. Children may understand how
much hope, money, sacrifice, and emotional investment their families
have placed in their education. They may know what success means to
the household and what fear failure awakens in the adults around them.

This awareness can become heavy. A weak result then feels larger than a
personal struggle. It begins to feel like betrayal, ingratitude, or collapse
of trust. The student is not only thinking, “I did badly.” They may be
thinking, “I have hurt the people who are doing everything for me.”

This fear is powerful because love and pressure are intertwined. The more
a child cares about parental approval, the more intense the fear of losing
emotional safety through failure. That is why even supportive families
must be careful: children do not only hear expectations; they feel the
emotional stakes beneath them.

8.7 The Fear of Falling Behind

Adolescence is intensely comparative, and this makes failure feel socially
dangerous. Students often fear not only doing badly, but falling behind in
a larger race they do not fully control. If friends are scoring better,
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choosing streams earlier, joining stronger coaching batches, or appearing
more organised, the student may feel that time is running out.

This fear creates urgency even in ordinary moments. One unproductive
week may feel catastrophic. One low test score may seem like proof that
others are moving ahead permanently. A child who once learned at a
natural pace may begin living in permanent catch-up mode.

When fear of falling behind takes hold, effort becomes frantic rather than
steady. The student is no longer working from a place of personal rhythm
or thoughtful planning. They are reacting to imagined social acceleration.

8.8 Perfectionism as Fear in Disguise

Some students do not show fear through avoidance; they show it through
perfectionism. They revise excessively, become distressed by tiny errors,
fear submitting incomplete work, overestimate the consequences of
ordinary mistakes, and struggle to tolerate anything less than high
performance. Adults often praise such students for discipline without
seeing the anxiety beneath the surface.

Perfectionism can look admirable because it is productive. But
emotionally, it is often fear in disguise. The student is not necessarily
aiming for excellence from joy or love of learning. They may be trying to
prevent criticism, control uncertainty, or protect a fragile sense of worth
built around flawless performance.

This is exhausting because perfection is impossible. The student’s
standards keep rising, peace keeps receding, and even genuine success
feels unstable. Any imperfection threatens to expose the insecurity that
perfectionism was trying to hide.

8.9 Avoidance as Protection

Other students respond to fear very differently. Instead of overworking,
they begin avoiding the very tasks that frighten them. They delay
studying, ignore difficult topics, postpone opening results, stop asking
questions in class, or mentally disengage from preparation. To outsiders,
this may look irresponsible. In reality, it is often protective behaviour.
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Avoidance offers temporary relief from anxiety. If I do not face the
chapter, I do not have to confront my confusion. If I do not check the
marks, I do not have to feel the impact yet. If I do not begin, I can still
imagine I might have done well under different conditions. The mind
chooses delay because immediate contact with failure feels too painful.

The tragedy is that avoidance usually worsens the fear it was trying to
manage. Work accumulates, confidence drops, and the student becomes
even more convinced that they are incapable. Thus fear creates the very
conditions that deepen fear further.

8.10 How Fear Weakens Confidence

Confidence does not grow through pressure alone. It grows through
repeated experiences of effort, difficulty, correction, recovery, and
eventual trust in one’s ability to learn. Fear interrupts this cycle. It turns
setbacks into identity threats and makes students reluctant to engage fully
where they are not already strong.

A fearful student may become less willing to try, ask, guess, or
experiment. They would rather remain silent than risk being wrong. They
would rather choose the safe route than expose uncertainty. Over time,
their world narrows. Confidence declines not because they lack ability,
but because fear has taught them that vulnerability is dangerous.

This is one reason fear can quietly damage long-term development. It
does not only reduce peace in the present. It reduces the willingness to
grow through imperfect experience.

8.11 The Body Under Fear

Fear is not only mental. It lives in the body. Students may feel headaches
before exams, stomach discomfort before results, racing thoughts at night,
trembling hands while writing, appetite changes, fatigue, sleep difficulty,
chest tightness, or unusual irritability. The body begins preparing for
threat even when the “threat” is academic evaluation.

Because educational stress is normalized, these physical signs are often
dismissed or hidden. A student may be told not to dramatize, to focus, or
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to work harder. Yet the body is communicating something important: the
student is not merely serious; the student may be overwhelmed.

When fear is chronic, the body loses its sense of ease. Even after one exam
ends, the nervous system may remain activated because another
evaluation is already approaching. Rest no longer feels deep. Relief
becomes brief.

8.12 Why Fear is Mistaken for Motivation

Many adults believe fear is useful because it appears to produce effort. A
worried student studies. A frightened student stays alert. A child afraid of
failure may work longer hours and take fewer risks. From the outside, this
can look like effectiveness. But fear-based motivation is unstable and
costly.

It may produce short-term performance, yet it often damages long-term
mental health, self-worth, curiosity, and resilience. Students driven
mainly by fear do not develop a secure relationship with effort. They
develop a defensive relationship with consequences. The moment the fear
becomes too strong, the system may collapse into burnout, numbness,
panic, or avoidance.

True motivation is different. It can include ambition and seriousness, but
it is not built on humiliation, dread, or emotional threat. It allows
discipline without terror and effort without self-hatred.

8.13 What Students Need Instead

Students do need accountability. They do need standards, routines, and
honest feedback. But they do not need environments that turn every
mistake into danger. What protects growth is not the absence of challenge,
but the presence of emotional safety within challenge.

They need adults who can respond to weak performance with clarity
rather than panic, who can correct without shaming, who can distinguish
between one bad result and a broken future, and who can reassure students
that failure is an experience to learn from—not a verdict on human worth.
These responses help fear loosen its grip.
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Students also need language for their own inner life. When they can name
what they are feeling—fear of disappointing, fear of comparison, fear of
losing control, fear of being “not enough”—they are less likely to be ruled
by it silently. Understanding does not remove difficulty, but it reduces
isolation.

8.14 Toward Courage, Not Terror

The goal of education should not be to produce children who are too afraid
to fail. It should be to help develop children who can face difficulty
without collapsing into shame. Courage is not the absence of concern. It
is the ability to continue growing without allowing fear to define the self.

This chapter therefore argues that fear of failure is not a small emotional
side issue in student life. It is a central force shaping motivation, self-
worth, concentration, and mental health. When fear becomes the main
teacher, students may still achieve—but they do so at an invisible cost.

If we want healthier academic lives for young people, we must stop
confusing fear with seriousness. Serious learning needs effort, discipline,
and responsibility. It does not need children to live in dread. A student
should be allowed to care deeply about success without being made to
believe that failure would make them lesser, loveless, or lost.
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Chapter 9

Mental Health in Silence

9.0 Introduction

Not all suffering announces itself loudly. Some pain hides behind routine,
obedience, decent marks, polite behavior, and ordinary-looking school
days. A student may attend class, complete homework, respond when
spoken to, and still be struggling internally with anxiety, exhaustion,
sadness, confusion, or emotional numbness. This is one of the most
troubling realities of student life: mental distress often develops in silence.

The overview of this book describes the often-unseen psychological
consequences of prolonged academic and emotional stress It identifies
anxiety, burnout, sadness, sleep disturbance, loneliness, and the reasons
students frequently hide their distress behind silence, obedience, or
routine behavior as central concerns. This chapter expands those concerns
by examining how mental health struggles appear in student life, why they
often remain invisible, and what adults must learn to notice before silence
hardens into deeper harm.

Mental health in adolescents is often misunderstood because many people
still expect visible breakdown before they recognize pain. But students do
not always collapse outwardly. Many continue functioning while
gradually losing peace, confidence, energy, and emotional connection to
themselves. The danger of silent distress is that it can remain unnoticed
precisely because the student is still moving.

9.1 The Quiet Nature of Student Distress

Students are often taught, directly or indirectly, to continue. Continue
studying. Continue attending. Continue preparing. Continue behaving
properly. Continue not making life harder for others. In such an
atmosphere, emotional struggle is rarely given the same legitimacy as
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physical illness. A fever may justify rest; anxiety often does not.
Exhaustion may be visible in the body, but burnout is expected to be
managed privately.

As a result, many students become skilled at appearing functional while
feeling overwhelmed. They learn how to answer “I’m fine” automatically,
how to sit through classes while mentally drained, how to smile in brief
moments, and how to postpone emotional reality until late at night when
no one is watching. Their suffering becomes private not because it is
small, but because it has found no safe place to go.

This silence is strengthened by the fact that adolescence itself is often
stereotyped. Mood changes, irritability, withdrawal, and low energy may
be dismissed as normal teenage behavior. Sometimes they are. But
sometimes they are signs that the child is carrying far more than adults
realize.

9.2 Anxiety That Looks Like Seriousness

One of the most common mental health struggles among students is
anxiety. Yet anxiety does not always appear as visible panic. It may look
like overthinking, restlessness, irritability, excessive checking,
perfectionism, inability to relax, fear before tests, dread after mistakes,
racing thoughts at bedtime, or constant worry about the future.

Because the educational environment often rewards alertness and
seriousness, anxiety can be mistaken for commitment. A student who is
always tense about preparation may be praised for being focused. A child
who checks everything repeatedly may be seen as disciplined. A teenager
who never relaxes may be admired for ambition. Meanwhile, the
underlying fear continues to deepen.

This is one reason student anxiety is frequently missed. It can wear the
clothing of responsibility. The student appears engaged, yet inside may
be living in continuous apprehension, never fully safe from imagined
failure or judgment.
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9.3 Burnout in Young Lives

Burnout is often associated with overworked adults, but many students
experience its early forms much sooner. When academic effort, coaching
pressure, parental expectation, peer comparison, and emotional strain
continue for long periods without recovery, the mind and body begin to
lose responsiveness. Motivation weakens. Concentration feels heavy.
Even basic tasks begin to feel emotionally expensive.

A burned-out student may not look dramatic. They may simply seem
duller, slower, less interested, more detached, or more easily irritated than
before. Sometimes they keep working through the exhaustion because
stopping feels impossible. At other times, they begin procrastinating, not
because they do not care, but because they are too depleted to engage
fully.

Burnout is especially painful because it is often misunderstood as laziness
just when the student most needs compassion. The child who once tried
hard but now seems “careless” may actually be running on emotional
emptiness.

9.4 Sadness Without Language

Not every struggling student has the language to say, “I think I am
depressed,” or even, “I feel emotionally low.” Many adolescents
experience persistent sadness in less clearly named ways. They may feel
blank, tired, disconnected, unusually sensitive, hopeless about
improvement, uninterested in things they once liked, or quietly convinced
that nothing about them is enough.

Because this sadness does not always erupt visibly, it can remain hidden
for long periods. A student may continue going through routine while
feeling internally dimmed. They may laugh when required, speak when
needed, and still feel emotionally far away from life. Adults may interpret
them as quiet, moody, or unserious without recognizing the deeper pain.

Sadness in adolescents is also difficult to identify because it often mixes
with shame. The student may not only feel low; they may feel weak for
feeling low. This adds a second burden: suffering, and then suffering
about suffering.
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9.5 Sleep Disturbance as a Warning Sign

One of the most common but overlooked indicators of student distress is
disturbed sleep. Students under pressure may struggle to fall asleep
because their thoughts keep racing. Others wake early with anxiety. Some
sleep too little because of workload and then lose emotional resilience
because the body never properly recovers. Some remain in bed but wake
feeling unrefreshed, as though the mind never truly rested.

Sleep disturbance matters because it sits at the meeting point of mental,
emotional, and academic well-being. A tired student finds it harder to
concentrate, regulate mood, remember information, tolerate frustration,
and feel hopeful. Yet in high-pressure environments, poor sleep is often
normalized as the price of seriousness.

When a child is repeatedly sleep-deprived, adults may focus on time
management alone. But sleep problems often point toward something
deeper: fear, overactivation, emotional overload, or a mind that no longer
knows how to feel safe enough to settle.

9.6 Loneliness in Crowded Lives

Many students are surrounded by people and still feel profoundly alone.
They live among classmates, friends, teachers, parents, siblings, group
chats, and routines, yet carry the sense that no one fully sees what is
happening inside them. This loneliness is not about physical isolation
alone. It is about the absence of felt understanding.

A student may believe that others care about marks, conduct, or future
plans but not about the hidden weight beneath them. They may feel that
talking honestly will only create worry, invite advice, or be
misunderstood. So they remain silent, even while longing deeply to be
known.

Loneliness increases mental strain because it removes one of the strongest
protections against distress: shared emotional reality. When suffering has
no witness, it grows heavier. The student begins carrying not only the
original pressure, but also the loneliness of carrying it alone.
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9.7 Why Students Hide Their Mental Struggle

Students hide their distress for many reasons. Some fear being judged as
weak, dramatic, ungrateful, or mentally unstable. Some do not want to
worry parents already under pressure. Some believe that everyone else is
coping better. Some have tried speaking once and felt dismissed, lectured,
or compared. Others simply do not have the words.

There is also a cultural reason. In many educational and family
environments, mental and emotional struggles are still treated as
secondary to performance. If the child is functioning, the pain is often
minimised. If marks remain acceptable, concern may not deepen.
Students absorb this message and conclude that their distress is not serious
enough to deserve attention unless it becomes extreme.

Silence thus becomes adaptive. It allows the student to avoid
misunderstanding, conflict, or shame. But what protects them socially in
the short term may harm them psychologically in the long term.

9.8 Obedience Can Hide Distress

Adults often worry more about students who are disruptive than about
students who are obedient. Yet obedience can sometimes conceal
significant emotional struggle. A child who rarely protests, follows
instructions, does not demand attention, and quietly absorbs pressure may
look stable while feeling deeply burdened inside.

Such students are often praised as mature, disciplined, or “good.” But
goodness can sometimes be a survival style. The student may have
learned that causing no trouble is the safest way to belong. They suppress
fear, sadness, or anger because expression feels risky or pointless.

This is why quiet children should never be assumed to be fine simply
because they are manageable. Silence may reflect peace, but it may also
reflect resignation, fear, emotional self-control, or the belief that their pain
does not deserve space.
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9.9 The Academic Face of Mental Distress

Mental health struggles often appear first in academic behavior.
Concentration weakens. Work becomes inconsistent. Small tasks feel
impossible to begin. Memory feels unreliable under stress. A student may
take longer to do what once felt easy. They may start avoiding difficult
subjects, missing deadlines, or losing confidence in familiar areas.

Unfortunately, these signs are frequently interpreted only through a
performance lens. Teachers and parents may respond with stricter
monitoring, more reminders, sharper corrections, or stronger
comparisons. While these responses may be intended to restore discipline,
they can worsen the problem if the student is already emotionally
struggling.

When distress is treated only as indiscipline, the child experiences a
painful double blow: the original suffering remains unresolved, and the
suffering is then blamed on character weakness.

9.10 The Shame around Needing Help

One major barrier to mental health support is shame. Many students fear
that asking for help means admitting inability. They worry that if they say
they are not coping, adults will lose confidence in them or lower their
expectations in ways that feel humiliating. They may also fear being
treated differently by family, peers, or teachers.

In some settings, counselling itself is misunderstood. It may be seen as
something only for “serious cases,” instability, or visible breakdown.
Students then avoid support because they do not want to be associated
with weakness or abnormality. They would rather continue suffering
privately than cross a line they believe will change how others see them.

This shame is tragic because support is often most effective before the
crisis becomes dramatic. But when help is culturally linked only with
breakdown, early intervention becomes less likely.
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9.11 What Adults Must Learn to Notice

Adults do not need to become psychologists to become more aware. But
they do need to notice patterns rather than only events. Changes in sleep,
appetite, confidence, social behaviour, irritability, interest levels,
tearfulness, motivation, or ordinary energy can all matter. So can repeated
headaches, sudden withdrawal, unusual perfectionism, chronic
procrastination, or emotional numbness.

Most importantly, adults must learn not to wait only for dramatic signs.
A child who is still studying can still be struggling badly. A student who
is still scoring reasonably can still be anxious, burned out, or lonely.
Functioning is not the same as flourishing.

Awareness begins when adults stop asking only, “Is the child
performing?” and begin asking, “How is the child living inside this
performance?”” That shift changes what becomes visible.

9.12 The Need for Emotional Safety

Students are more likely to speak honestly when they sense emotional
safety. Emotional safety does not mean the absence of standards. It means
the presence of understanding, calm response, and non-humiliating
attention when the child is struggling. A student must feel that speaking
the truth will not automatically lead to dismissal, punishment, panic, or
character attack.

This requires changes in homes and schools. Parents must listen without
converting every disclosure into a lecture. Teachers must recognize that
academic inconsistency may carry emotional meaning. Schools must
create support systems that are visible, normal, and accessible rather than
hidden or stigmatized.

Most of all, students need repeated reassurance that pain does not have to
become extreme before it deserves care. Emotional difficulty is not a
moral failure. It is part of being human under strain.
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9.13 Breaking the Silence

This chapter argues that one of the greatest risks facing students is not
only pressure itself, but pressure that remains psychologically unspoken.
Anxiety, burnout, sadness, disturbed sleep, and loneliness often do not
disappear because students are disciplined enough to continue
functioning. They simply go underground.

To break this silence, adults must stop rewarding only visible endurance
and start noticing invisible costs. A child should not have to collapse to
be believed. Nor should obedience be mistaken for well-being.

Mental health in student life is not a separate issue from education. It is
woven directly into attention, memory, confidence, motivation, identity,
and the ability to keep going with dignity. If we want healthier futures for
young people, then their inner lives must become speakable before
suffering grows too quiet to hear.
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Chapter 10

Who am I Beyond Marks?

10.0 Introduction

When a child’s life becomes heavily organized around performance, a
quiet identity question begins to grow beneath the surface: who am I if
marks are removed? For many students in Classes 9 to 12, this is not a
philosophical question asked in leisure. It is a painful, practical question
shaped by years of comparison, pressure, approval, and self-
measurement. As academic demands intensify, many begin to feel that
their worth is becoming smaller, narrower, and increasingly dependent on
how well they perform.

This chapter focuses on the identity crisis many students experience
when their lives become dominated by performance. It explains how
hobbies, creativity, self-expression, confidence, and individuality begin
to fade when marks and rank become the main measure of worth. This
chapter expands that concern by exploring how academic pressure
narrows identity, why students begin confusing output with selthood, and
what is lost when young people stop seeing themselves as full human
beings and start seeing themselves mainly as academic results.

The crisis is not merely that students care about marks too much. The
deeper problem is that many are taught, subtly and repeatedly, to build
identity around them. Praise follows high scores. Concern follows
decline. Comparison sharpens performance awareness. Opportunities
appear tied to results. Over time, the student begins to internalize a
dangerous message: | am what I achieve.

10.1 When Performance Becomes Personality

A student may begin by simply wanting to do well. But in a result-driven
environment, doing well can gradually become more than a goal. It
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becomes a personality. The “good student” is not only someone who
studies seriously; it becomes an identity category with emotional, social,
and moral meaning. Such a student may be seen as disciplined, intelligent,
promising, respectable, and worthy of trust.

The problem is that once performance becomes personality, any
fluctuation in marks begins to feel like a change in selthood. A weak test
score no longer means a difficult week or one area of struggle. It begins
to feel like personal collapse. Likewise, a high score may offer not only
satisfaction, but temporary proof that one still deserves one’s place.

This makes identity deeply unstable. The child lives on a moving surface,
constantly trying to preserve a self-image dependent on outcomes that
naturally rise and fall. Marks begin acting not only as feedback, but as
emotional evidence of who the student is allowed to believe they are.

10.2 The Shrinking of the Self

Identity should develop through many experiences: play, interests,
relationships, values, curiosity, failure, imagination, humor,
responsibility, and self-discovery. But when academic pressure
dominates adolescence, these wider dimensions often begin to shrink.
Students have less time to explore what they enjoy, less energy to
cultivate passions, and less permission to value parts of themselves that
do not directly contribute to success.

A child who once liked sketching may stop because there is “no time.” A
teenager who loved music may begin seeing it as distraction. Someone
who enjoyed reading stories, playing sports, writing, building things,
observing people, or simply daydreaming may find those spaces gradually
pushed aside. The self becomes less varied and more functional.

This shrinking is dangerous because identity needs breadth to remain
healthy. When all value is concentrated in one domain, the person
becomes emotionally vulnerable to any difficulty in that domain. A
student with no felt self beyond academics is at great risk of collapse when
academics go badly.
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10.3 The Hobbies That Disappear First

One of the clearest signs of identity narrowing is the disappearance of
hobbies. Hobbies are often treated by adults as optional extras, pleasant
but nonessential. In reality, they are deeply important. They offer self-
expression, joy, competence, emotional release, and an experience of the
self that is not built entirely on evaluation.

When students begin abandoning hobbies under pressure, they often tell
themselves it is temporary. After exams, after boards, after coaching, after
admissions, after one important year. But the pattern can last for years.
During that time, the child loses regular contact with parts of the self that
once felt alive.

What disappears is not only the activity. It is the identity attached to it.
The singer stops being a singer. The artist stops being an artist. The
curious reader becomes only a test-taker. The athlete becomes only a
future candidate. The loss is subtle, but deeply human.

10.4 Creativity Under Pressure

Creativity requires room: room to think, experiment, make mistakes,
imagine possibilities, and engage with ideas without immediate judgment.
High-pressure academic systems often leave little space for that kind of
mind. Students are pushed toward correctness, efficiency, syllabus
completion, and performance-oriented learning. The imagination
becomes secondary to output.

This does not mean all creative students stop creating completely. But
many begin treating creativity as unserious or impractical compared with
“real” academic work. They may feel guilty spending time on writing, art,
music, design, storytelling, invention, or independent thought because
these do not always yield immediate measurable results.

Over time, creativity can begin to feel indulgent rather than essential. The
student learns to value what can be graded more than what can be
expressed. This impoverishes identity because imagination is not a luxury
in adolescence; it is part of how the self learns to exist freely.
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10.5 Self-Expression Becomes Risky

In highly evaluative environments, self-expression often becomes
emotionally risky. Students learn quickly which parts of themselves are
rewarded and which are ignored. Seriousness is praised. Productivity is
admired. Predictable excellence is safe. But uncertainty, unusual interests,
emotional depth, or non-academic passions may receive less recognition
or even quiet dismissal.

As aresult, many adolescents begin editing themselves. They do not fully
share what they love, what confuses them, what moves them, or what kind
of person they are becoming. Instead, they present the version of
themselves that best fits institutional and family expectations. This may
protect them socially, but it weakens authenticity.

The cost of edited selthood is hard to measure. The child appears adjusted,
but the inner life becomes harder to inhabit honestly. When expression is
repeatedly narrowed, the student may no longer know which parts of the
self are truly theirs and which have been shaped mainly to secure
approval.

10.6 Confidence Built on Results Alone

Confidence can develop in two very different ways. One kind grows from
broad self-trust: the sense that one can learn, recover, adapt, and remain
worthy through change. The other is built narrowly on achievement: I feel
confident only when I am doing well. Many students under pressure
develop the second kind because they receive repeated proof that value
increases when results are high.

This form of confidence is fragile. It may look strong during successful
phases, but it falls quickly during struggle. A student who seems self-
assured after good marks may become deeply insecure after one setback
because the confidence was never rooted widely enough. It depended on
performance rather than personhood.

This is one reason academic identity can be emotionally dangerous. It
creates students who appear stable while conditions are favorable, yet feel
shattered when ordinary academic fluctuations occur. The self has not
been taught how to remain intact without constant proof.
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10.7 The Student Who Feels Replaceable

When identity is reduced to marks, students may begin feeling
replaceable. If what matters most is rank, result, or output, then
individuality seems less relevant. Anyone who scores higher appears
more valuable. Anyone more disciplined appears more deserving. The
student begins feeling like a unit in competition rather than a singular
human life with unique texture and meaning.

This creates a quiet erosion of dignity. The child may stop asking, “What
is distinctive about me?” and start asking only, “How do I compare?” The
answer to that second question is never stable for long, because there will
always be someone else scoring more, moving faster, or receiving more
recognition.

A life built on comparison makes identity perpetually insecure. The
student is no longer anchored in self-understanding, but in changing
relative position. This creates ongoing vulnerability to envy, shame, and
invisibility.

10.8 Who Are You When You Struggle?

A crucial question for identity is not who you are when you succeed, but
who you are when you struggle. Students rarely receive enough help with
this question. They are trained to work, improve, and achieve, but not
always to remain worthy in their own eyes when performance declines.
The result is that many do not know how to inhabit difficulty without self-
contempt.

If identity is too closely tied to success, then struggle feels like exposure
of a lesser self. A student may hide confusion, avoid asking for help, or
collapse emotionally after setbacks because failure seems to reveal
something intolerable about them. They do not see difficulty as part of
development. They see it as loss of identity.

This is why broad selfhood matters. A student who knows they are more
than their marks can still feel disappointed, but not destroyed. They can
suffer a poor result without interpreting it as erasure of the whole person.
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10.9 The Pressure to Become Useful

Many adolescents also experience identity pressure through the language
of usefulness. They begin hearing that their life must become productive,
practical, employable, respectable, and future-oriented. This is not
entirely unreasonable; education does prepare young people for adult life.
But when usefulness becomes the dominant value, personhood begins
shrinking around utility.

Students then start asking themselves not “What matters to me?” but
“What will count?” They may dismiss interests that do not clearly connect
to exams, college admissions, or profession. Even their dreams become
filtered through acceptability. A child learns to think less about inner
calling and more about outer legitimacy.

Such pressure can create mature-sounding adolescents who are deeply
disconnected from themselves. They know how to describe acceptable
futures, but not always how to describe their own inner life beyond
performance.

10.10 Identity and the Fear of an Empty Future

When students invest most of themselves in academic identity, they often
imagine that success will eventually solve the inner uncertainty. They tell
themselves that once the marks improve, the board exams end, the
entrance exam is cleared, or the college seat is secured, they will finally
feel whole. Sometimes relief does come. But often the deeper question
remains.

If one has spent years becoming a result, then achievement alone may not
restore the neglected self. The student may reach a milestone and still feel
strangely empty, because the parts of life that nourish identity—joy,
meaning, creativity, emotional clarity, friendship, self-expression—were
postponed too long or treated as secondary.

This is why the question “Who am I beyond marks?” cannot be delayed
forever. If ignored, it may return later in the form of emptiness, burnout,
confusion, or the unsettling realization that one knows how to perform but
not how to inhabit oneself.
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10.11 What Adults Often Reward

Adults often reinforce identity loss without intending to. They notice
discipline before emotional depth, results before originality, and
productivity before individuality. A child who studies long hours is
praised. A student with unusual questions may be tolerated but not
especially valued. Someone who excels in non-academic areas may still
be reminded that these things are secondary.

Over time, the student learns what parts of the self are socially profitable.
They begin investing in what receives recognition and minimizing what
does not. This is not because children are shallow. It is because identity
naturally grows where it is seen, affirmed, and given space.

If adults want students to remain whole, they must learn to recognize more
than marks. They must notice effort, sensitivity, creativity, humor,
resilience, curiosity, kindness, courage, and the many forms of
intelligence that do not always appear on a report card.

10.12 Reclaiming the Larger Self

To reclaim identity beyond marks does not mean becoming careless about
academics. It means restoring perspective. Marks matter, sometimes
greatly. They can influence options, timing, and opportunities. But they
are too narrow to hold the full weight of personhood. A result may
describe performance in a context; it cannot describe the entirety of a
human being,

Students need help remembering the parts of themselves that existed
before pressure intensified and that still deserve life during it. The self
that likes beauty, story, humour, movement, music, friendship, ideas,
reflection, care, and wonder is not a distraction from achievement. It is
part of what makes achievement meaningful rather than empty.

Reclaiming the larger self also means protecting time and emotional
permission for non-evaluated life. Hobbies, conversations, silence,
creative expression, and unmeasured competence are not luxuries. They
are forms of psychological balance.
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10.13 To Be More Than a Number

This chapter argues that one of the deepest injuries of pressure-filled
education is the narrowing of identity. When marks and rank become the
main measure of worth, students begin losing contact with hobbies,
creativity, self-expression, confidence, and individuality—the very parts
of life that help build a strong and humane self.

A student should be allowed to care about success without becoming
reducible to it. They should be guided toward effort without being taught
that value depends on constant academic proof. They should be able to
fail, grow, change, and still remain recognizable to themselves as more
than an outcome.

The question “Who am I beyond marks?” is therefore not a distraction
from education. It is one of the most important questions education should
help young people answer. If a student leaves school with results but
without selthood, something essential has been lost. The purpose of
education must be larger than producing scores; it must help preserve the
person who earned them.
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Chapter 11

Choosing a Stream at
Fifteen or Sixteen

11.0 Introduction

Few educational decisions feel as heavy, early, and emotionally loaded as
stream selection after Class 10. At fifteen or sixteen, students are often
expected to choose among Science, Commerce, and Arts as though they
are selecting not merely subjects, but an entire future. What is presented
as an academic decision is frequently experienced as a judgment about
intelligence, status, potential, family pride, and long-term life direction.

This chapter is about the pressure of stream selection after Class 10, when
students are expected to make decisions with long-term consequences at
a young age. It highlights confusion, external influence, and the hierarchy
of Science, Commerce, and Arts that often pushes students toward
socially approved choices rather than suitable ones. This chapter expands
that concern by exploring why stream selection becomes so stressful, how
hierarchy distorts student choice, and what happens when young people
are asked to make identity-shaping decisions before they have fully
understood themselves.

The difficulty is not only that the choice matters. It is that the choice is
often made in a climate of fear, prestige, comparison, and incomplete self-
knowledge. Students are not selecting streams from a place of calm
exploration. Many are choosing while exhausted from board pressure,
influenced by family expectations, and anxious about what each path will
signal to others about who they are.

11.1 Why the Choice Feels So Big

Stream selection feels unusually large because it is rarely described in
modest terms. Students are told that this is a turning point, a foundation,
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a life-shaping decision, a door that opens some possibilities while closing
others. Even when these statements contain practical truth, their
emotional effect can be intense. The student begins to feel that one choice
may define the rest of life.

At fifteen or sixteen, however, many adolescents are still discovering
basic aspects of themselves: what truly interests them, how they learn
best, what kind of pressure they can handle, how stable their confidence
is, and whether their ambitions are internal or borrowed. Yet they are
asked to choose with the seriousness of an adult career planner.

This mismatch creates strain. The child is expected to display certainty at
an age when uncertainty is natural. Confusion then begins to feel like
weakness, even though it may simply reflect normal developmental
reality.

11.2 The Hierarchy of Streams

One of the biggest sources of pressure in stream selection is the hierarchy
attached to different academic paths. In many social and educational
settings, Science is treated as the highest-status option, Commerce as the
next practical path, and Arts as a choice too often burdened by
misunderstanding or unfair dismissal. This hierarchy is not merely
academic; it is cultural.

Students absorb the message early. They learn that some streams are seen
as signs of intelligence, discipline, ambition, or family prestige, while
others are viewed as second-best, easier, or less respectable. As a result,
the stream decision becomes entangled with self-worth. Choosing
according to fit may feel emotionally risky if the socially valued choice
points elsewhere.

This hierarchy harms students in multiple ways. It pressures some into
streams that do not suit them and makes others feel lesser for choosing
what actually fits. In both cases, the choice is distorted by external ranking
rather than genuine alignment.
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11.3 Science as Status

For many students, Science is not chosen only because of interest in
scientific thinking or subjects. It is chosen because it symbolises
possibility, prestige, and social approval. Families may believe that
choosing Science keeps more doors open, preserves higher-status career
options, and protects the child from future regret. Students themselves
may internalise the belief that “good” students take Science if they can.

This creates powerful pressure, especially for high scorers in Class 10.
Even if a student is unsure, drawn elsewhere, or emotionally unsuited to
the intensity ahead, they may feel compelled to select Science simply
because declining it would look like wasted ability. The question shifts
from “What suits me?” to “How can I choose anything else if I am capable
of this?”

The tragedy is that capability in one examination is not the same as
suitability for a long-term path. Yet status often overwhelms that
distinction. Students may enter difficult streams not from conviction, but
from fear of appearing lesser.

11.4 Commerce and the Language of Practicality

Commerce is often framed as practical, stable, and professionally useful.
For some students, it is indeed a meaningful and fitting option. But even
here, choice may be shaped less by real self-understanding and more by
social calculation. Students may be steered toward Commerce because it
appears respectable without being as academically intense as Science, or
because it seems to lead cleanly toward accepted professions.

This framing can be useful in some cases, but it can also narrow
imagination. Commerce becomes not a field of study explored on its own
terms, but a compromise between prestige and perceived manageability.
Students may choose it to avoid embarrassment, to remain within socially
approved lanes, or because they do not feel permitted to pause and explore
broader possibilities.

Even practical choices become stressful when they are made under
emotional pressure. A “sensible” decision may still leave the student

97



internally uncertain if it was chosen mainly to satisfy other people’s
expectations of what counts as a good future.

11.5 The Burden on Arts and the Weight of Misunderstanding

The hierarchy of streams often weighs heaviest on Arts or Humanities.
Many students interested in literature, history, political thought,
psychology, sociology, design, languages, or the social world must first
confront the stigma surrounding these areas. They may be asked whether
they are “settling,” whether their marks were insufficient, or whether the
stream has real value.

Such assumptions are deeply harmful. They communicate that the
student’s interests are less important than the stream’s reputation. A child
who may genuinely flourish in the Arts can begin doubting the legitimacy
of their own inclinations because society has already assigned lower
prestige to the path.

This creates a painful emotional split. Students must choose not only what
they want to study, but whether they are willing to defend that choice
against misunderstanding. For many adolescents, this social cost feels too
high. They abandon fit in order to avoid judgment.

11.6 External Influence and Borrowed Decisions

Very few students choose streams in isolation. Parents, teachers, relatives,
tuition instructors, peers, and social narratives all influence the decision.
Guidance can be helpful. But influence becomes harmful when the
student’s voice is too weak inside the process. Then the final choice may
be academically theirs on paper, but emotionally borrowed from others.

Borrowed decisions often sound reasonable at first. The parent says the
child should keep options open. A teacher says the student is capable of
more. A relative recommends a “better” path. A friend group chooses
together. Everyone seems concerned with the future. Yet beneath this
concern, the student may feel increasingly absent from their own life
choice.

This absence has consequences. A student pushed into a stream may
comply outwardly while feeling inwardly disconnected. If they later
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struggle, they may feel trapped—not only by the workload, but by the
knowledge that the decision did not fully belong to them.

11.7 Marks as Destiny

In many cases, stream selection is treated as a direct extension of marks.
High marks suggest Science. Mid-range marks suggest Commerce.
Lower marks are pushed toward Arts. This logic appears straightforward,
but it is deeply incomplete. Marks may reveal performance in certain
contexts; they do not fully reveal temperament, interest, long-term
motivation, resilience under specific subject demands, or the kind of
thinking that makes a student come alive.

When marks alone determine direction, the student is not being known
broadly enough. A child may score well in science-related subjects and
still not want a life organized around them. Another may have uneven
marks due to pressure, teaching quality, or temporary instability and yet
possess strong aptitude in other areas that remain invisible in the result-
based sorting process.

Treating marks as destiny turns stream choice into a ranking outcome
rather than a reflective decision. It reduces a complex human future to one
narrow academic moment.

11.8 The Fear of Choosing Wrong

Even when students are genuinely included in the decision, many remain
afraid of choosing wrong. They worry that one stream will close doors,
disappoint parents, reduce status, or leave them behind peers. They may
fear regretting the decision later, discovering a new interest too late, or
realizing they lack the stamina for the path they selected.

This fear is intensified by the way stream selection is discussed publicly.
The choice is often presented as if it must be perfect and final.
Adolescents hear stories of missed opportunities, career dead ends, and
irreversible academic mistakes. Naturally, they begin imagining that one
uncertain decision could permanently damage life.

Such fear makes thoughtful choice harder, not easier. The student
becomes more likely to choose safety, prestige, or social approval over
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inner fit because anxiety narrows freedom. The goal becomes avoiding
error rather than discovering direction.

11.9 Friends, Comparison, and Stream Identity

Stream selection is also deeply social. Students compare their choices
with those of friends, classmates, and peer groups. If most close friends
take one path, choosing another may feel isolating. The stream itself starts
functioning as identity. “Science student,” “Commerce student,” and
“Arts student” become labels carrying assumptions about intelligence,
seriousness, and future success.

This can make the decision emotionally harder than adults realize. A
student is not only asking what to study. They are asking which group
they will belong to, how they will be seen, and whether they will still feel
equally valued. Peer comparison adds another layer of pressure to an
already fragile decision.

The choice then becomes tangled with belonging. A student may choose
against their own interest to preserve status, friendships, or a sense of
continuity with how others see them.

11.10 Choosing Without Self-Knowledge

Perhaps the deepest problem is that many students are asked to choose
before they have had enough opportunity for genuine self-knowledge.
The school system often emphasizes syllabus, exams, and ranks far more
than structured reflection on interest, temperament, values, ways of
learning, and possible future paths. Students may know how to prepare
for tests better than they know how to understand themselves.

Without self-knowledge, stream selection becomes guesswork performed
under pressure. Students rely on marks, advice, trend, prestige, and fear
because they have not been given better tools. The decision appears
personal, but the student may not yet possess the inner language required
to make it wisely.

This is not a failure of character. It is a failure of educational support. A
major life-direction choice is being demanded without sufficient
developmental preparation.
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11.11 What Happens After the Choice

The emotional consequences of stream selection do not end with
admission into a section or subject combination. Once the choice is made,
students must live inside it. If the stream fits, the child may feel relief,
clarity, or renewed energy. But if the choice was heavily imposed,
prestige-driven, or fear-based, the months that follow may bring fatigue,
confusion, low confidence, or a growing sense of misalignment.

Some students stay in unsuitable streams because they fear
embarrassment if they change. Others begin blaming themselves for not
coping with a path they never fully wanted. Families may interpret the
struggle as lack of discipline, when the real issue is that the student’s inner
self and outer direction were never properly matched.

By then, the psychological cost can be significant. The child may not only
dislike the subjects. They may begin doubting their intelligence, worth,
and future altogether because the chosen path keeps confronting them
with mismatch.

11.12 What Wise Guidance Would Look Like

Students do need guidance in choosing streams. They cannot always
navigate the decision alone. But wise guidance is different from pressure.
It begins by respecting the fact that this is a serious decision for a still-
developing person. Adults must provide information without turning the
process into an emotional trial.

Wise guidance would include honest conversations about strengths,
subject comfort, stamina, interest, values, possible career pathways, and
the difference between status and suitability. It would also include the
humility to admit that no stream guarantees certainty and that growth
remains possible across multiple paths. Most importantly, it would keep
the student present inside the process rather than treating them as someone
to be directed from above.

A healthier culture would also challenge stream hierarchy itself. It would
stop presenting one path as inherently superior and instead ask what kind
of life, learning, and work each student may be suited to grow into. That
shift would reduce both shame and distortion.
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11.13 A Choice, Not a Verdict

This chapter argues that stream selection at fifteen or sixteen has become
far heavier than it should be because it is loaded with hierarchy, social
judgment, fear, and borrowed ambition. Students are often pushed toward
socially approved choices rather than supported in making suitable ones,
even though the decision arrives at an age when self-understanding is still
forming.

A stream should be treated as an academic direction, not as a verdict on
intelligence or worth. It can shape future possibilities, yes, but it should
not become a moral ranking of students. The child who chooses
differently is not smaller. The child who feels uncertain is not weak. The
child who changes path is not a failure.

If education is meant to help young people grow into themselves, then
stream selection must become less about prestige and more about fit.
Students do not need adults who merely choose for them; they need adults
who help them hear themselves more clearly. Only then can such an early
and important decision become something closer to guidance than fear.
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Chapter 12

Board Exams and the Culture
of Panic

12.0 Introduction

Few words create as much tension in Indian student life as “board exams.”
Long before the exam papers arrive, the phrase itself begins to reshape
homes, classrooms, routines, conversations, and emotional climate. For
many students in Class 10 and Class 12, board exams are not treated as
one stage of schooling among many. They are presented as decisive
moments that carry extraordinary power over future success, family pride,
and personal worth.

The overview of this book describes Chapter 12 as a chapter examining
how Class 10 and Class 12 board exams are presented as life-defining
judgments rather than stages of education. It explains that panic is
amplified by schools, families, neighbors, and public narratives that make
one examination appear larger than life itself. This chapter expands that
concern by exploring how board-exam fear is socially produced, why
panic spreads so easily, and what happens when students begin
experiencing one academic event as if it were a verdict on their entire
future.

The problem is not that board exams have no importance. They do matter.
They influence subject choices, admissions, confidence, and public
perception. But importance becomes harmful when it is inflated into
emotional catastrophe. At that point, students are not simply preparing for
exams. They are preparing under a culture of panic.

12.1 How the Panic Begins Early

Board-exam panic rarely begins a few weeks before the test. It often
begins months or even years earlier through repeated warnings,
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comparisons, school messaging, family anxiety, and social storytelling.
Students hear that Class 10 boards “set the base” and Class 12 boards

“decide the future.” They absorb phrases like “very crucial year,” “no
room for mistakes,” “life-changing exams,” and “this is your real test.”

Even when such statements are intended to motivate, they often create
chronic anticipatory stress. The student does not merely work harder; the
student starts living under a countdown. Ordinary school life becomes
reorganized around an approaching judgment. Time feels more
threatening. Rest begins to feel guilty. Small setbacks start looking larger
because the final event has been emotionally magnified.

This is how panic gains power: not through one message, but through
repetition from every direction. By the time the board year fully begins,
many students are already internally tense.

12.2 Exams as Public Events

One reason board exams create unusual pressure is that they are not
experienced privately. They become public events. Families discuss them.
Relatives inquire about preparation. Teachers remind students of their
importance. Neighbors ask about expected percentages. Coaching centers
advertise results. Toppers are displayed. Performance becomes socially
visible in a way ordinary school tests often are not.

This public quality changes the emotional meaning of the exams. A
student is not only writing papers for academic evaluation; they are also
anticipating social response. What will others ask? How will parents
answer? What will be said if the marks are lower than expected? The
exam becomes tied to reputation, and reputation increases pressure.

The child thus carries not only academic responsibility, but also the
burden of imagined public reaction. The fear is not just of doing badly. It
is of being seen doing badly.

12.3 The Home Becomes an Exam Zone

During board years, many homes gradually change character.
Conversations become more result-oriented. Normal family rhythms
adjust around study schedules. Television is reduced, outings are
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questioned, relatives are managed differently, and emotional tone
becomes more fragile. Parents who are worried about the child’s future
may unintentionally fill the house with tension even when they are trying
to be supportive.

Students are highly sensitive to this shift. They notice the seriousness in
their parents’ voice, the silence after poor mock-test performance, the
extra reminders, the sacrifice narrative, and the subtle way household
attention begins revolving around the exam. The child starts feeling that
the entire family atmosphere depends on their performance.

This can create intense internal pressure. The home, which should ideally
remain a place of regulation and emotional recovery, begins to mirror the
fear of the outside world. The student then has no true refuge from board-
related anxiety.

12.4 Schools and the Manufacturing of Urgency

Schools often play a major role in amplifying board panic. Additional
classes, repeated tests, public ranking, intensive revision schedules, stern
warnings, and visible focus on institutional results all communicate that
this year is unlike all others. Some of this structure may be academically
useful. But the emotional message can still be overwhelming.

When schools emphasize board performance too aggressively, students
may begin feeling that their worth and the school’s reputation are
entangled. The institution’s anxiety becomes part of the child’s burden.
Every assembly speech, performance chart, and cautionary statement
reinforces the sense that failure would be both personal and public.

This is particularly harmful for students who are already fragile, average,
or struggling. They may not experience the extra structure as supportive.
They may experience it as evidence that disaster is always near.

12.5 Mock Tests and Rehearsed Fear

Mock tests and pre-boards are often intended to prepare students for final
performance, but they can also deepen panic when handled poorly. A
weak pre-board result may be treated not as diagnostic feedback, but as a
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warning sign of impending failure. Teachers, parents, and students may
begin reacting as if one internal exam has already foretold the future.

This gives mock exams disproportionate emotional weight. Students do
not simply learn from them; they begin fearing them as miniature verdicts.
Every test becomes a rehearsal not only for performance, but for panic
itself. Confidence weakens because the child no longer experiences
assessment as part of learning. Assessment becomes an ongoing
confirmation of danger.

The irony is that tools meant to build readiness can end up eroding
stability if they are surrounded by fear and shame rather than guidance.

12.6 The Myth of the One Decisive Exam

A major source of panic is the myth that one exam can permanently define
a life. Board exams are important, but they are not all-powerful. Yet
students are often taught to experience them as if every future path
depends almost entirely on these results. Such thinking collapses the
complexity of life into a single high-stakes moment.

This myth is emotionally dangerous because it leaves no room for human
variation. Illness, anxiety, uneven paper difficulty, family stress, sleep
disturbance, temporary burnout, and ordinary fluctuation in performance
are all treated as secondary to the sacred importance of the exam. The
child is expected to rise above everything because the event has been
declared too important to fail at.

When an exam is treated as destiny, fear becomes reasonable. The student
is no longer taking a test; the student is trying to secure existence against
collapse.

12.7 The Comparison Machine

Board-exam culture is deeply comparative. Students compare syllabus
completion, sample-paper scores, revision cycles, coaching schedules,
concentration levels, predicted percentages, and post-exam reactions.
Parents compare children. Schools compare batches. Society celebrates
top percentages with public excitement, often without considering the
emotional effect on the majority who are simply trying to cope.
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Comparison magnifies panic because it takes a difficult task and makes it
socially ranked at every stage. The student is not only asking, “Am I
prepared?” but also, “Am I ahead enough?” This turns preparation into
competition long before results are declared.

For insecure students, comparison is particularly damaging. It erodes the
possibility of steady, self-paced preparation and replaces it with constant
emotional scanning. Others become not companions in a shared
challenge, but mirrors of one’s own feared inadequacy.

12.8 What Panic Does to Learning

A moderate level of seriousness can sharpen effort, but chronic panic
damages learning. It narrows attention, reduces retention, increases self-
doubt, and weakens the ability to think flexibly under pressure. Students
may study for long hours and still feel as though nothing is staying in the
mind because the nervous system is overloaded.

Panic also distorts the student’s relationship with mistakes. Instead of
using weak areas for improvement, they begin experiencing them as proof
that disaster is approaching. Small gaps in preparation produce
disproportionately large fear. The mind becomes less able to prioritize
calmly because everything starts feeling urgent.

This is why panic is not the same as seriousness. Serious preparation can
be focused, disciplined, and intense. Panic is more chaotic. It creates
movement without enough inner steadiness.

12.9 The Emotional Life of the Exam Hall

By the time board exams arrive, students carry far more into the exam hall
than subject knowledge. They carry months of warnings, expectations,
interrupted sleep, family tension, comparison, mock-test memories, and
fear of consequences. The paper in front of them is only one part of the
event. The inner atmosphere matters just as much.

This is why some well-prepared students underperform. Their knowledge
is competing with panic, racing thoughts, physical symptoms, and self-
monitoring. They are not lacking preparation alone; they are struggling to
access what they know under emotional strain.

107



Others emerge from exams replaying every answer, comparing with
friends, and carrying fresh panic into the next paper. The board period
then becomes not one test but a cycle of repeated psychological activation
with little chance to recover.

12.10 Results Day and Delayed Fear

Board panic does not end when the writing ends. It often transforms into
waiting anxiety. Students begin replaying mistakes, calculating possible
percentages, imagining reactions, and preparing emotionally for
outcomes they cannot yet control. Results day becomes another public
event around which hope and dread collect.

For many, the fear of results is not just about the number itself. It is about
what the number will mean for stream selection, college cut-offs,
comparison with peers, parental mood, family reputation, and the story
others will now tell about them. A percentage becomes larger than a score;
it becomes social information.

This is why board results can affect identity so strongly. Students are not
only receiving feedback. They are receiving a label that others may use to
interpret their ability and future.

12.11 Why Adults Defend the Panic

Many adults do not question board-exam panic because they believe it is
necessary. They may say that pressure prepares students for reality, that
competition is unavoidable, and that seriousness requires sacrifice. Some
even point to successful students as proof that the system works. But such
reasoning ignores the invisible cost borne by those who survive the
process through fear rather than healthy growth.

A culture can produce results and still be emotionally harmful. The
existence of toppers does not erase the anxiety of average students, the
burnout of high performers, the collapse of fragile students, or the
narrowing of adolescence into a season of dread. Efficiency is not the
same as well-being.
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When panic is defended as normal, students lose the right to question it.
They begin assuming that mental suffering is simply the correct price of
educational seriousness.

12.12 What a Healthier Exam Culture Would Mean

A healthier approach to board exams would not deny their importance. It
would restore proportion. Schools would prepare students thoroughly
without using fear as a communication tool. Parents would support
routine and discipline without making the home emotionally hostage to
results. Public conversation would stop turning one percentage into a
measure of human worth.

Students would also be reminded, repeatedly and credibly, that while
board exams matter, they do not contain the total truth of a person’s
intelligence, future, or value. Strong performance should be appreciated,
but poor performance should not be treated as life collapse. One exam can
influence a path; it should not be allowed to define a person.

Most of all, a healthier culture would replace panic with preparation,
dramatization with perspective, and threat with support. It would ask not
only how to improve results, but how to protect the young people
producing them.

12.13 Beyond the Culture of Panic

This chapter argues that board exams have become emotionally inflated
far beyond their educational function. Through the combined pressure of
schools, families, neighbors, social comparison, and public narratives,
these exams are often experienced as life-defining judgments rather than
important but limited stages of education.

Students deserve seriousness, but not catastrophe. They deserve structure,
but not panic. They deserve honest preparation, but not a system that
trains them to fear one academic event as if their entire worth stands on
trial.

If we want education to remain humane, then board exams must be
returned to their proper place. They are significant. They are not sacred.
They matter. They are not everything. The culture of panic will begin to
weaken only when adults stop enlarging the exam and start protecting the
child who must sit for it.
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Chapter 13

Entrance Exams and
the Endless Race

13.0 Introduction

If board exams are treated as major milestones, entrance exams are often
treated as the final gates through which a worthy future must pass. For
many students in Classes 11 and 12, and often even earlier, life becomes
reorganized around competitive examinations such as JEE, NEET,
CUET, and other professional or institutional tests. What begins as
preparation for opportunity gradually becomes a way of living under
constant evaluation.

This chapter extends the discussion into the world of competitive entrance
tests such as JEE, NEET, CUET, and other professional gateways. It
explains that the relentless cycle of preparation, mock tests, rankings, and
repeated pressure makes students feel they are always being evaluated.
This chapter expands that concern by examining why entrance-exam
culture feels endless, how it alters adolescent life, and what happens when
the student no longer experiences study as education but as permanent
competition.

The pressure of entrance exams differs from ordinary academic stress
because it combines uncertainty, scarcity, comparison, and repetition.
Students are not merely trying to learn subjects well. They are trying to
outperform large numbers of other candidates in systems where success
feels narrow and failure seems to threaten not only one exam, but an entire
imagined future.

13.1 From Schooling to Selection

Entrance-exam pressure marks a shift from schooling to selection. In
regular education, students at least nominally participate in a broad
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process of learning, classroom engagement, and gradual development.
Competitive entrance systems narrow that process. They ask, in effect,
who can solve faster, recall better, endure longer, and remain stable under
pressure while being ranked against thousands or lakhs of others.

This changes the emotional meaning of study. A chapter is no longer only
something to understand; it is also a battlefield. A test is no longer only
feedback; it is a ranking device. Every hour becomes charged with
competitive significance because the student knows that countless others
are also preparing.

Once this shift takes hold, adolescence begins to lose openness. Learning
becomes less about growth and more about survival within a filtering
system.

13.2 The Endless Nature of Preparation

One of the most exhausting features of entrance-exam culture is that it
rarely feels complete. There is always more to revise, another test to
attempt, another weak area to fix, another rank to improve, another
attempt to imagine, another batch to compare oneself with. Even after
working hard for months, students often feel perpetually underprepared.

This feeling is not accidental. The scale of the syllabus, the intensity of
competition, and the use of repeated assessments create an environment
in which closure is difficult to experience. No matter how much is done,
the mind stays alert to what remains unfinished. Satisfaction keeps
moving further away.

As a result, the student’s life can begin to feel like an endless race with
no stable resting point. One exam leads to another. One score leads to
another analysis. One attempt leads to the possibility of another attempt.
The finish line keeps receding.

13.3 Mock Tests and Constant Ranking

Mock tests are central to entrance preparation, but they also intensify
psychological strain. Regular testing can build familiarity and skill. Yet
when every test is followed by deep rank analysis, peer comparison, and
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emotional reaction, the student begins living in a near-continuous cycle
of anticipation and judgment.

A mock score does not remain simple information. It becomes mood, self-
worth, family discussion, and future prediction. A strong score may bring
short relief. A weak score may collapse confidence for days. Because the
next test is never far away, the student has little time to recover
emotionally before entering evaluation again.

This repeated ranking environment teaches students to monitor
themselves incessantly. They stop asking merely, “Did I learn?”” and start
asking, “Where do I stand now?” Such self-surveillance is mentally
exhausting.

13.4 The Psychology of Scarcity

Competitive entrance exams operate in a psychology of scarcity. Students
are repeatedly reminded that seats are limited, cut-offs are high, and
competition is intense. This information may be factually true, but its
emotional effect is profound. Scarcity turns effort into urgency and
transforms ordinary academic imperfection into perceived danger.

When opportunities are framed as scarce, students begin feeling that one
mistake may cost too much. Missing a test, falling ill, underperforming
once, losing momentum, or struggling with one topic starts to feel
disproportionately serious. The mind becomes hyper-alert because the
path is imagined as narrow and unforgiving.

Scarcity also weakens solidarity. Instead of feeling part of a shared
student community, many begin seeing peers mainly as competitors. Even
friendships can become strained when everyone is moving toward the
same limited outcome.

13.5 Coaching and the Industrialisation of Pressure

Entrance exams are deeply tied to coaching culture. Large systems of
preparation, ranking, materials, doubt sessions, test series, and
performance sorting now surround many high-stakes exams. Coaching
may provide structure and expertise, but it also industrializes pressure.
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The student is inserted into a machine built to measure, compare,
accelerate, and filter.

Inside such systems, identity can narrow quickly. Students may be
grouped by score, batch level, or predicted potential. The language around
them becomes strategic and high-stakes: top batches, advanced levels,
serious aspirants, droppers, expected ranks. These categories may appear
practical, but they also shape how students see themselves.

The coaching ecosystem can therefore magnify stress far beyond subject
difficulty alone. It surrounds preparation with institutional intensity and
makes constant performance awareness part of daily life.

13.6 When Adolescence Disappears into Preparation

For many students, entrance preparation consumes not only time but the
emotional shape of adolescence itself. Daily schedules become rigid.
Sleep is compromised. Leisure is treated with suspicion. Friendships
weaken or become purely academic. Family interactions revolve around
performance. Vacations shrink. Hobbies disappear. The student begins
living in a tunnel.

What is often lost is not merely free time, but developmental breadth.
These are years when young people would ordinarily be exploring
identity, social maturity, creativity, independence, values, and emotional
life. Instead, many spend them moving from class to test to analysis to
revision under the belief that everything else must wait.

This is why entrance pressure leaves such a deep mark. It does not affect
only one exam outcome. It shapes the texture of growing up.

13.7 The Fear of Falling Behind

Entrance preparation creates a persistent fear of falling behind. Because
others are also working hard, students feel that even short breaks may be
dangerous. One unproductive day looks costly. One weak unit becomes
threatening. One month of emotional difficulty can feel like irreversible
damage because the imagined race never stops while the student rests.

This fear often becomes stronger than genuine motivation. Students
continue not only because they are interested or disciplined, but because
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stopping feels unsafe. Rest becomes guilt. Recovery becomes delay.
Reflection becomes luxury. The body asks for relief, but the mind keeps
hearing competition.

A life governed by fear of falling behind becomes emotionally brittle. The
student may remain active, but inner resilience slowly weakens under
continuous strain.

13.8 Multiple Attempts and Repeated Pressure

For some students, the pressure does not end with one exam cycle. Results
may lead to re-attempts, partial drops, full drops, or the painful decision
about whether to continue chasing a particular exam. This extends the
race beyond school years and creates a complex emotional landscape of
hope, shame, determination, and fatigue.

A repeat attempt may be framed as courage or commitment, and
sometimes it is. But it can also carry a high psychological cost. The
student is asked to re-enter the very environment that has already
exhausted them, often with higher expectations and less emotional
freshness than before.

Repeated attempts deepen the feeling that life is on hold until success is
secured. The present becomes a waiting room for a future that still has not
opened.

13.9 Family Investment and Emotional Weight

Entrance-exam stress is intensified by family investment. Parents may
spend large amounts on coaching, relocation, hostel arrangements,
materials, and support systems. Students are aware of this. They know the
preparation is not only theirs; it carries financial sacrifice, parental hope,
and household identity.

This awareness can become emotionally heavy. A disappointing test score
may feel larger because it appears connected to sacrifice. The student is
no longer thinking only about performance. They are thinking about
whether they are honouring what has been invested in them.

Such pressure is especially intense when families openly or subtly tie
future dignity to exam success. Then the student is not only preparing for
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a career route; the student is trying to protect emotional trust inside the
family.

13.10 What Constant Evaluation Does to the Self

When students are always being tested, ranked, corrected, and compared,
the self can become highly conditional. Confidence rises and falls with
scores. Mood follows rank movement. Identity begins to depend on
competitive relevance. The student may forget how to relate to
knowledge, effort, or even self-worth outside evaluation.

This has long-term consequences. A person who has spent years under
near-permanent measurement may struggle to feel internally steady. Even
after exams end, they may remain hyper-aware of performance, fearful of
rest, and unsure how to value themselves when no ranking list is present.

The exam system may eventually release them, but the inner evaluator
often remains.

13.11 Why Success Does Not Always End the Strain

It is tempting to think that success in a major entrance exam resolves the
emotional burden. Sometimes it brings genuine relief, opportunity, and
pride. But success does not erase the cost of the journey. Students may
enter prestigious institutions already exhausted, anxious, identity-fragile,
or accustomed to measuring themselves only through relentless
performance.

Moreover, success itself can feel unstable. After intense competition, the
student may worry about whether they truly belong, whether they can
keep up, or whether the next stage will simply begin another version of
the same race. The mindset of survival does not disappear automatically
with admission.

This shows that the issue is larger than selection outcomes. It is also about
the psychological shape of the road that led there.

13.12 What a More Humane System Would Require

A more humane approach to entrance exams would not pretend that
competitive selection can disappear overnight. But it would question the
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normalization of endless pressure. It would reduce unnecessary
dramatization, discourage identity collapse around rank, and recognize
that preparation should not require the emotional erosion of adolescence.

Families and institutions would need to distinguish discipline from
overstrain, ambition from panic, and support from total life capture.
Students would need space for recovery, honest conversation, and
identities larger than exam results. They would need to hear, credibly, that
one exam route is not the entire measure of a life.

Most of all, a humane system would remember that the candidate is still
a young person. Selection may be competitive, but development must
remain human.

13.13 The Endless Race and Its Cost

This chapter argues that competitive entrance exams often turn student
life into a prolonged state of evaluation. Through mock tests, rankings,
coaching systems, repeated comparison, and the pressure of scarce
opportunities, students are made to feel as though they are always being
measured and never fully allowed to arrive.

The cost of this endless race is not only stress. It is also the narrowing of
adolescence into performance, the weakening of inner peace, and the
transformation of learning into permanent competition. Even students
who continue functioning well may be paying invisible emotional prices.

If education is to remain worthy of the children who pass through it, we
must question systems that demand so much psychological sacrifice so
early. Students can prepare seriously, work hard, and pursue demanding
goals. But they should not have to disappear into the race in order to be
considered ready for the future. A future gained at the cost of the self is
too costly a victory.
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Chapter 14

The University Dream and
The Prestige Trap

14.0 Introduction

For many students, the pressure of school years does not end with board
exams or entrance tests. It continues into another powerful aspiration: the
dream of entering a “good” college or prestigious university. What should
be a hopeful transition into higher education often becomes another zone
of anxiety, identity struggle, and social judgment. Admission is no longer
experienced only as an academic next step. It becomes a symbol of worth,
success, family pride, and future legitimacy.

This chapter examines the pressure to secure admission into a “good”
college or prestigious university. It highlights how cut-offs, social
prestige, family expectation, and fear of rejection can turn higher
education into a source of identity crisis and emotional distress. This
chapter expands that concern by exploring how the university dream
becomes emotionally overburdened, why prestige begins to dominate
educational choice, and what happens when students start confusing
institutional name with personal value.

The university dream is not wrong in itself. Students naturally want
opportunity, quality education, and pathways that can support a
meaningful future. The problem begins when the dream is narrowed into
prestige. Then the focus shifts from finding a place to grow into finding a
label that can secure status, silence comparison, and prove one’s success
to others.

14.1 Why College Becomes Symbolic

Higher education holds practical importance. Colleges and universities
can influence exposure, networks, resources, subject depth, and future
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options. But in many social settings, their meaning goes far beyond
education. The name of the institution becomes symbolic. It starts
representing intelligence, rank, class mobility, parental achievement, and
the student’s place in the hierarchy of success.

This symbolic weight changes the emotional nature of college admission.
The student is not only trying to find where they will study next. They are
trying to secure what the institution will say about them. A prestigious
name appears to promise not just education, but validation.

Once admission becomes symbolic in this way, rejection begins to feel
larger than disappointment. It starts feeling like diminished identity.

14.2 The Cut-Off Culture

One major source of pressure in college admissions is the culture of cut-
offs. Whether the system involves board percentages, entrance scores,
rank lists, merit lists, or multiple admission rounds, students experience
the process as highly numerical and highly comparative. Small
differences in marks can appear to separate worthy futures from lesser
ones.

Cut-off culture is emotionally intense because it transforms uncertainty
into numbers. A student may look at a required percentage or rank and
begin reading life through a narrow gap: close enough, not enough, almost
there, missed by little, or nowhere near. The result is not only academic
disappointment, but a painful feeling of exclusion by a metric.

This can be especially distressing because the numbers feel impersonal
and final. The system does not seem to ask who the student is broadly,
what they care about, or how they might flourish. It appears to ask only
whether they have crossed the line.

14.3 Prestige as Social Protection

Prestige becomes powerful partly because it offers social protection. A
well-known college or university can seem like a shield against judgment.
It gives the student and family an answer to comparison. It simplifies
explanation. It allows others to assume competence, seriousness, and
future promise without asking deeper questions.
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For this reason, many families and students chase institutional prestige
not only for educational quality, but for emotional security. They want the
relief of being able to say, “I got in there,” and feel that this statement will
settle doubts, reduce social scrutiny, and justify years of pressure.

This is understandable, but dangerous. When prestige becomes emotional
protection, the student begins investing too much of the self in one
institutional outcome. Admission then becomes not a next step, but a
defense against shame.

14.4 The Fear of Rejection

Rejection from a desired college or university can hurt with unusual force
because the institution has often been psychologically enlarged long
before the result arrives. The student may have imagined life on that
campus, shaped family conversations around the possibility, and linked
admission with personal redemption after years of hard work. When the
result is negative, the fall is not only practical. It is emotional.

Students may feel embarrassment, grief, anger, numbness, self-doubt, or
a deep sense of having been left behind. The pain is intensified when peers
secure offers from better-known institutions or when family members ask
questions before the student has emotionally recovered. Rejection
becomes public before it becomes processed.

What makes this especially harsh is that many students interpret rejection
as a comment on their worth rather than a result inside a limited selection
system. They do not simply think, “I did not get in.” They think, “Perhaps
I was not enough.”

14.5 Parents and the Prestige Imagination

Parents often play a major role in shaping the emotional significance of
college names. Sometimes this happens openly, through strong preference
for certain institutions. At other times it happens subtly, through tone,
excitement, disappointment, and the reputational language used around
specific colleges. Children absorb these emotional cues quickly.

For many parents, the desire for a prestigious college comes from hope,
fear, sacrifice, and genuine concern for the child’s future. But that desire

119



can become burdensome when it leaves little room for the student’s fit,
emotional readiness, or broader possibilities. The institution starts
carrying the family’s anxieties as well as the student’s.

In such situations, admission is no longer just about education. It becomes
intertwined with parental pride and social standing. The child then feels
responsible not only for their own path, but for the emotional meaning the
family has attached to the result.

14.6 The Narrowing of Educational Choice

Prestige pressure often narrows educational choice. Instead of asking
which subject environment, teaching culture, campus atmosphere,
location, or institutional style might genuinely suit them, students focus
mainly on names, rankings, and perceived status. The question becomes
less “Where can I grow?” and more “Which option sounds impressive
enough?”

This narrowing can lead students toward institutions or courses that fit
poorly but carry greater social recognition. Conversely, they may dismiss
strong but lesser-known options because these do not provide enough
prestige reassurance. Educational judgment gets distorted by reputational
anxiety.

The result is that higher education, which should ideally broaden thought
and selfhood, begins with a contracted decision-making process shaped
by external image.

14.7 When the Dream Belongs to Others

Not all university dreams are fully the student’s own. Some are inherited
through family aspiration, social storytelling, coaching culture, school
prestige narratives, or the example of admired seniors. A child may pursue
a certain institution for years without ever pausing to ask whether the
dream arose from personal attraction or from the desire to match an
approved version of success.

Borrowed dreams can be powerful because they come with ready-made
meaning. They offer clarity, direction, and recognition. But they can also
create emotional confusion. A student may work intensely toward a goal
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that feels important and still remain strangely disconnected from it
inwardly.

When such a dream succeeds, the student may feel relief more than joy.
When it fails, the pain can be disorienting because the student is not only
losing an opportunity—they are losing a borrowed future they had been
told to want.

14.8 The Identity Crisis After Admission Season

Admission season often produces identity turbulence whether students
succeed or not. Those who enter prestigious institutions may feel
temporary validation, but also pressure to maintain the worth now
attached to that achievement. Those who do not may feel uncertain about
how to narrate themselves to others. The institutional outcome begins
shaping identity stories in real time.

This can be particularly hard for students who have already spent years
tying self-worth to marks and rankings. College admission becomes the
next label in that same chain. A “good” college appears to confirm value.
A less celebrated path appears to threaten it. The student’s sense of self
grows more dependent on institutional mirrors.

In this way, higher education does not automatically resolve earlier
pressures. It may simply reorganize them under a new name.

The Silent Shame of “Settling”

Many students who do not get their preferred institution experience a
quiet shame around “settling.” Even when they receive a decent option,
they may feel as though they have failed to reach the level expected of
them. They compare upward, imagine what others assume, and struggle
to feel genuine connection with the path still available.

This feeling is intensified by social language. People ask not simply
where one got admitted, but whether it is a “good” college. The student
hears tone, not just words. A subtle pause or reduced enthusiasm can
communicate that the institution is being ranked in real time.
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Such reactions make it harder for students to embrace alternative paths
with dignity. They start their next stage already carrying the burden of
defended self-worth.

14.9 What Students Actually Need from Higher Education

Students do not only need prestige from higher education. They need
intellectual fit, emotional safety, opportunities for growth, space for self-
discovery, and environments that allow them to become more whole. A
powerful institutional name may or may not support these things. A less
celebrated college may provide them far better in some cases.

This does not mean institutional differences are meaningless. Some
universities do offer stronger opportunities, resources, exposure, and
reputation. But the educational value of a place cannot be reduced entirely
to its public status. Nor can a student’s future be read with certainty from
the label of one campus.

When students are taught this perspective early, they are less likely to
equate admission outcomes with total destiny. They can care deeply
without collapsing into prestige worship.

14.10 A More Honest Understanding of Success

A more honest view of college admission would acknowledge both reality
and proportion. Yes, some institutions open useful doors. Yes, preparation
matters. Yes, competition can be intense. But no single university name
can contain the full truth of a person’s intelligence, discipline, potential,
character, or future contribution.

Students grow in many places. Careers emerge through multiple routes.
Confidence and purpose are not owned exclusively by famous campuses.
Yet the prestige trap makes these truths difficult to hold because it
encourages emotional all-or-nothing thinking: either the dream
institution, or disappointment.

Breaking that trap requires adults to stop speaking as though only a
narrow set of names makes life meaningful. It also requires students to be
helped toward a broader identity than institutional branding.
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14.11 Beyond the Prestige Trap

This chapter argues that the dream of higher education often becomes
distorted when institutional prestige begins to overshadow educational fit
and personal well-being. Cut-offs, social reputation, parental expectation,
and fear of rejection can turn college admission into a site of identity crisis
rather than hopeful transition.

Students deserve ambition, but not prestige-driven panic. They deserve
the freedom to care about good education without being taught that only
certain names can validate their lives. They deserve pathways that can be
chosen with seriousness rather than social fear.

If higher education is meant to expand young lives, it cannot begin by
shrinking them into institutional labels. The university dream should be
about learning, development, and possibility. The prestige trap begins
when we ask a college name to do what only a grounded sense of self can
do: prove that a human being is enough.
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Chapter 15

Choosing a Profession:
Destiny or Decision

15.0 Introduction

Long before adulthood truly begins, many students are asked one of the
heaviest questions of life: what will you become? For children and
teenagers in Classes 9 to 12, this question does not always arrive as gentle
curiosity. It often arrives with urgency, expectation, prestige, and fear. A
profession is spoken about not simply as future work, but as identity,
status, security, and the measure of whether a child’s education has
“succeeded.”

This chapter explors the burden of deciding a future profession while still
in adolescence. It highlights the tension between passion and financial
security, parental influence, social prestige, and the fear of making a
wrong decision too early in life. This chapter expands that concern by
examining why professional choice feels so heavy at such a young age,
how external pressure distorts decision-making, and what happens when
students begin treating career choice as destiny rather than a developing
decision.

The difficulty is not that young people should never think about the future.
Reflection on possible professions can be useful and meaningful. The
problem is that the process is often rushed, moralized, and emotionally
overloaded. Students are expected to declare direction before they have
lived enough, explored enough, or understood enough about themselves
to do so with real clarity.

15.1 Why the Profession Question Feels So Large

The question of profession feels unusually large because it carries layers
of meaning far beyond employment. In many families and communities,
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career choice is tied to stability, class mobility, respectability, sacrifice,
and social comparison. A child is not only choosing work. The child is
imagined as choosing the family’s future security, its public image, and
its proof that years of educational pressure were worthwhile.

This gives the decision emotional weight that many adolescents are not
developmentally ready to carry. At fifteen, sixteen, or seventeen, students
are still learning who they are, what environments suit them, how much
pressure they can absorb, and what they genuinely enjoy versus what they
have merely been told to value. Yet they are pushed toward professions
with the seriousness of irreversible destiny.

As a result, confusion becomes frightening. Uncertainty no longer feels
natural. It feels like a dangerous delay in becoming acceptable.

15.2 Destiny Thinking Versus Decision Thinking

One of the most harmful ideas surrounding career choice is the belief that
there is one correct profession waiting to define a successful life. This is
destiny thinking. It treats professional identity as fixed, singular, and
decisive: doctor, engineer, lawyer, civil servant, chartered accountant,
designer, academic, entrepreneur. The child is encouraged to believe that
once the “right” path is chosen, life will align.

Decision thinking is different. It sees professional choice as an evolving
process shaped by interest, ability, circumstance, values, opportunity,
learning, and growth over time. It allows for experimentation, redirection,
and maturation. But destiny thinking is often more emotionally powerful
because it offers certainty. Families and students under anxiety are drawn
to certainty, even if it is false.

When career choice is treated as destiny, fear increases. Every subject
decision feels heavier. Every exam result appears more consequential.
Every sign of confusion looks like a threat to the future.

15.3 The Tension Between Passion and Security

Many students grow up hearing two competing messages. One says:
follow your passion. The other says: choose something secure. In theory,
these may overlap. In reality, they often pull in different directions. A
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student may feel drawn toward a field that seems meaningful, creative, or
personally alive, yet worry that it will not provide stability, approval, or
enough income.

This tension is particularly intense in families that have experienced
financial insecurity or social struggle. For such households, career choice
is understandably not only about self-expression. It is about protection.
The profession becomes a shield against future uncertainty. Students
absorb this fear and may begin treating their own interests as irresponsible
if those interests do not fit reliable, well-recognized routes.

The result is inner conflict. The child is asked to choose not simply
between professions, but between parts of the self: what feels alive and
what feels safe. Few adolescent decisions are more emotionally complex
than that.

15.4 Parental Influence and the Weight of Love

Parents are among the strongest influences in professional decision-
making, and their role is deeply complex. Most parents do not pressure
children because they enjoy control. They do so because they worry,
hope, sacrifice, and want the child to be protected from struggle. But love
mixed with fear can become heavy.

A parent may speak repeatedly about certain professions, dismiss others,
compare with successful children, or present one path as obviously
superior. Even without harsh words, tone matters. Excitement about one
profession and silence around another can guide a child powerfully. The
student begins sensing which futures are celebrated and which would be
disappointing.

This makes career reflection emotionally difficult. The child is not
deciding in a neutral space. They are deciding inside relationships they do
not want to disturb. Wanting something different from parental
expectation may feel like disloyalty, not independence.

15.5 Prestige and the Social Hierarchy of Careers

Just as academic streams are ranked, professions too are placed within a
social hierarchy. Certain careers are seen as prestigious, intelligent,
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respectable, and worthy of admiration. Others may be useful, meaningful,
or even highly skilled, yet receive less social excitement. Students absorb
these rankings early and begin measuring their future selves through
them.

This hierarchy distorts choice. A child may reject a path that genuinely
suits them because it does not sound impressive enough. Another may
chase a high-status profession without enough alignment simply because
it promises recognition. Career choice then becomes a performance of
worth rather than a thoughtful decision about life direction.

Prestige is especially dangerous because it can disguise itself as ambition.
A student may believe they are choosing excellence, when in fact they are
choosing the path most likely to protect them from judgment.

15.6 The Fear of Choosing Wrong

Students often carry a deep fear of choosing the wrong profession too
early. They worry that one decision will trap them, waste years,
disappoint parents, reduce income, or lead to a life of regret. Because
career narratives are often told in dramatic terms, young people begin
imagining that a misstep now will ruin everything later.

This fear is intensified by how little room is given to revision in the public
imagination. Although many adults do change direction across life,
adolescents are often taught as if the early career track must be perfect
from the start. The possibility of future movement exists in reality, but not
always in the emotional story told to students.

As a result, they may freeze, comply, or choose defensively. The goal
becomes avoiding regret rather than discovering a meaningful path.

15.7 What Students Actually Know About Work

A major difficulty in professional choice is that students are often asked
to commit to careers they understand only in abstract or idealized ways.
They know professions through reputation, parental language, coaching
narratives, salary assumptions, internet content, and the visible success
stories of a few. They may know very little about the everyday reality of
the work itself.
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This creates dangerous simplification. “Doctor” becomes status and
service, but not necessarily years of training, emotional strain, and daily
demands. “Engineer” becomes intelligence and opportunity, but not
necessarily the diversity of actual roles. “Lawyer,” “designer,”
“researcher,” “teacher,” “civil servant,” or “entrepreneur” may exist in the
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student’s mind more as labels than lived worlds.

Without grounded understanding, career preference can be based on
image rather than fit. The child chooses a story before understanding the
life inside it.

15.8 When Aptitude, Interest, and Identity Do Not Match

Career decisions become especially confusing when aptitude, interest,
and identity do not point in the same direction. A student may be good at
one area but not love it. Another may deeply enjoy something but doubt
whether they are talented enough. Someone else may feel emotionally
connected to a profession’s meaning but be unable to imagine surviving
the path required to reach it.

These tensions are normal, but students are rarely taught how to hold them
calmly. Instead, they may assume that the decision must become clear
quickly. If it does not, they conclude that something is wrong with them.
In truth, complexity is built into career reflection, especially during
adolescence.

What students need is not immediate certainty, but better ways to think.
They need permission to examine multiple dimensions of fit rather than
treating one signal as final destiny.

15.9 The Problem of Early Closure

In pressured educational systems, students are often encouraged toward
early closure. They are asked to commit quickly, organize subjects
accordingly, choose coaching paths, and present professional certainty to
others. This may create an appearance of direction, but it can also lock the
student into borrowed narratives before genuine exploration has occurred.

Early closure can be especially harmful for students who are obedient,
anxious, or eager to please. They may adopt a profession simply because
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it brings relief to adults. The decision feels settled from outside, but
unresolved from within. Later, as the student grows, suppressed doubts
may return with greater force.

A prematurely closed future is not the same as a chosen future. It may be
stable in appearance yet fragile underneath.

15.10 Profession as Identity Trap

There is also a deeper danger: when profession is treated as the core of
identity before adult life has even begun. A child starts saying “I am going
to be” long before they have had a chance to simply be. This can create
motivation, but it can also make the self too dependent on one imagined
outcome.

If the path later changes, the student may experience not only practical
uncertainty but identity collapse. They are not merely changing career
direction; they are losing a self-story that held together their effort, family
expectations, and hope. This is why professional overidentification is
risky during adolescence.

Young people need future direction, but they also need identities wider
than future job titles. Otherwise, any shift in path feels like personal
erasure.

15.11 What Wise Career Guidance Would Mean

Wise career guidance would not demand premature certainty. It would
help students distinguish between interest, ability, values, temperament,
lifestyle preference, and external pressure. It would expose them to the
lived reality of professions rather than only their status. It would also
allow honest conversation about money and security without shaming
students for the lives they feel drawn toward.

Such guidance would recognize that the goal is not to force a final answer
too early, but to build better decision-making capacity. Students need
reflective tools, not just professional labels. They need adults who can
tolerate uncertainty without turning it into panic.
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Most importantly, wise guidance would help separate a career decision
from total self-worth. A profession matters, but it cannot be allowed to
become the only proof that a life is valid.

15.12 Decision, Not Destiny

This chapter argues that the pressure to choose a profession during
adolescence becomes harmful when it is treated as a fixed destiny rather
than a developing decision. The tension between passion and security,
parental influence, prestige, and fear of choosing wrong can make young
people feel trapped long before adult life has properly begun.

Students deserve to think seriously about the future, but they should not
be forced to do so in fear. They need room to explore, question, learn, and
revise. They need support that respects both practical realities and the
complexity of becoming a person.

A profession should emerge from growing understanding, not from panic,
borrowed ambition, or premature closure. If we ask children too early to
turn their lives into fixed career stories, we risk taking away the very thing
that would help them choose wisely later: the freedom to know
themselves before defining themselves. The future must be guided, not
imposed.
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Chapter 16

The Hidden Cost of Success

16.0 Introduction

Success is one of the most celebrated words in student life. It is invoked

in homes, schools, coaching centers, ceremonies, result discussions, and
future plans. Children grow up hearing that success will secure respect,
stability, and pride. Yet much less attention is given to what may be lost
in the pursuit of that success. Behind good marks, competitive ranks,
admissions, and outward achievement, many students quietly sacrifice
parts of life that cannot be easily restored.

This chapter reveals what often gets sacrificed in the pursuit of
achievement: sleep, hobbies, confidence, physical health, emotional
balance, relationships, and peace of mind. It argues that success pursued
without balance can quietly damage the very life it is supposed to
improve. This chapter expands that concern by examining the hidden
trade-offs students make, why these losses are often normalized, and how
a culture obsessed with outcomes teaches children to accept damage as
proof of seriousness.

The cost of success is called “hidden” because it is rarely counted in the
same way as marks, ranks, and admissions. There is no report card for lost
sleep, no public ranking for emotional depletion, no cut-off list for
confidence, and no merit certificate for the parts of adolescence that
disappeared while a child was trying to stay ahead. Yet these losses are
real, and they shape the person long after the result has been celebrated.

16.1 When Achievement Becomes Expensive

Success becomes dangerous when it is pursued as though nothing
important should stand in its way. In such a mindset, every non-academic
need begins to look secondary. Rest becomes negotiable. Joy becomes
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optional. Relationships become interruptions. Health becomes
manageable until it fails. The student learns that anything not directly
contributing to performance may be postponed indefinitely.

This logic often sounds disciplined, even admirable, because it reflects
seriousness and sacrifice. But seriousness without boundaries can become
self-erasure. A child may keep achieving while gradually losing the inner
conditions that make achievement worth having. The outcome appears
strong; the person underneath grows thinner.

This is why success must be judged not only by what it attains, but by
what it requires from the life pursuing it.

16.2 The Loss of Sleep

Sleep is one of the first casualties of high-pressure academic life. Students
stay up to complete homework, revise, attend early classes, manage
coaching schedules, overthink after tests, or simply keep working because
the syllabus feels endless. Lack of sleep is often treated as normal, even
as evidence of commitment.

But sleep is not an optional luxury. It supports memory, emotional
regulation, concentration, immunity, and psychological resilience. When
students repeatedly lose sleep, they are not merely tired. They are
functioning with reduced capacity while being asked to perform at high
levels. The body continues, but the cost accumulates.

What makes this especially harmful is the moral language around it. A
well-rested student may feel guilty, while an exhausted student may feel
virtuous. The culture quietly teaches children to respect the damage that
should have warned them to pause.

16.3 Hobbies Left Behind

Another hidden cost of success is the gradual abandonment of hobbies.
Music, drawing, sport, reading, writing, dance, creative tinkering, long
walks, casual play, or any activity done for joy rather than evaluation
often begins to disappear under pressure. Students promise themselves
they will return to these things after exams, after admissions, after one
more stage—but the return keeps getting delayed.
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This loss matters because hobbies are not trivial. They are places where
identity breathes. They offer a form of competence not tied to constant
comparison. They allow the student to experience time differently, to feel
alive in ways that marks cannot produce. When hobbies vanish, the self
becomes more one-dimensional.

A child may still succeed academically after giving up such spaces, but
the life around that success becomes poorer. Achievement grows;
aliveness shrinks.

16.4 Confidence That Weakens Under Pressure

It may seem surprising to say that success can cost confidence, since
achievement often appears to build it. Yet many students become less
secure, not more, as they move deeper into competitive environments.
Their confidence starts depending too much on constant performance.
They feel strong only when doing well and increasingly fragile when they
are not.

This is because high-pressure success often teaches conditional self-
worth. The student is admired for results, compared by results, and judged
by results. Over time, confidence stops being a stable trust in one’s ability
to learn and recover. It becomes a fluctuating emotional reaction to recent
performance.

The child may look accomplished from outside while feeling inwardly
insecure, afraid that one bad result could expose inadequacy. Such
confidence is not rooted; it is defended.

16.5 Physical Health as Silent Collateral

Physical health is frequently treated as something to manage around
academics rather than something central to them. Students skip meals, eat
irregularly, sit for long hours, reduce movement, ignore headaches, carry
tension in the body, and live through sustained fatigue because studies are
seen as too important to interrupt.

At first, these patterns may look manageable. But over time, the body
records what the schedule denies. Low energy, poor posture, headaches,
eye strain, digestive discomfort, reduced stamina, and general physical
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dullness can become part of everyday life. The student becomes
accustomed to functioning below full well-being.

This is one of the cruel ironies of educational pressure: the body that must
carry the student toward success is often treated as if it should silently
absorb whatever the process demands.

16.6 Emotional Balance Under Strain

Success pursued without balance often disturbs emotional life in quieter
but equally serious ways. Students become more irritable, more anxious,
more self-critical, less patient, less joyful, and less able to recover from
small setbacks. The mind stays activated for so long that calm begins to
feel unfamiliar.

In such conditions, even happy moments are interrupted by pressure. Rest
carries guilt. Social time feels unearned. Achievement brings only brief
relief before the next target appears. The emotional system is never fully
allowed to settle because the pursuit itself has no natural stopping point.

This is why strong external performance can coexist with deep inner
imbalance. The child is functioning, but not at peace.

16.7 Relationships That Become Secondary

Another hidden cost of success is the weakening of relationships. Under
pressure, conversations with family may become more functional than
warm. Friendships may narrow into academic exchange. Time with
siblings, grandparents, or old companions may be reduced. The student
remains physically present in networks of care, but emotionally less
available.

This does not always happen because the child values relationships less.
Often, they are simply too mentally occupied to participate fully. When
everything important seems to depend on performance, ordinary
connection starts looking postponable. Emotional presence becomes a
casualty of strategic focus.

The tragedy is that relationships are often what students need most during
difficult years. Yet the very systems meant to secure a better future can
weaken the bonds that make struggle bearable in the present.
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16.8 Peace of Mind as the Greatest Loss

Perhaps the deepest hidden cost is peace of mind. A student may keep
moving from goal to goal and still no longer know how to feel internally
at ease. Even when they are succeeding, the mind remains restless. There
is always another exam, another target, another comparison, another proof
to maintain. Calm begins to feel temporary and conditional.

This loss is hard to explain because it does not always appear as visible
crisis. It may appear as chronic mental noise, inability to relax, guilt
during rest, persistent comparison, or the sense that one’s worth is always
waiting to be re-evaluated. The student does not feel free inside
achievement; they feel trapped inside it.

When peace of mind is repeatedly sacrificed, success no longer functions
as nourishment. It becomes another demand.

16.9 Why the Costs Are Normalised

These losses are normalized because educational culture tends to glorify
sacrifice without asking what kind of sacrifice is being made. Adults say
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things like “this is the age to work hard,” “a little suffering is necessary,”
or “you can enjoy later.” Sometimes effort and sacrifice are indeed
necessary. But such language can also erase the difference between

healthy discipline and harmful depletion.

Normalization is dangerous because once damage becomes ordinary,
students stop recognizing warning signs. They assume exhaustion means
dedication, anxiety means seriousness, and emotional flatness means
maturity. They no longer ask whether the process is costing too much,
because they have been taught that real achievement always hurts.

This cultural blindness allows preventable harm to continue under the
banner of ambition.
16.10 When Success Stops Feeling Meaningful

One of the clearest signs that the cost has become too high is when success
stops feeling meaningful. A student achieves what they were told to
pursue, yet feels only brief relief, numbness, or immediate pressure for
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the next step. Celebration does not sink in because the nervous system has
forgotten how to rest in completion.

This does not mean the achievement has no value. It means the person
reaching it has been stretched too thin to feel it fully. The ladder was
climbed, but the climber arrived depleted. In such cases, success does not
heal the strain that produced it.

This is one reason why some high-achieving students feel strangely
empty. They have gained the outcome but lost too much of themselves
along the way.

16.11 A Better Measure of Achievement

A healthier understanding of success would ask different questions. Not
only: Did the student achieve? But also: What remained intact while they
achieved? Are they still sleeping well enough to think clearly? Do they
still have access to joy, friendship, and self-respect? Can they enjoy what
they have earned without collapse or fear?

Such questions do not weaken standards. They deepen them. A genuinely
successful educational journey should not require children to become
chronically exhausted, emotionally numb, physically depleted, or
alienated from themselves. Outcomes matter, but so does the condition of
the person producing them.

Balance does not mean the absence of effort. It means refusing to treat
human damage as an acceptable side effect of ambition.

16.12 What Adults Must Stop Admiring

Adults often unintentionally admire the very signs that should concern
them: the child who never rests, the student who studies through illness,
the teenager who abandons all hobbies, the high performer who sleeps
little, the obedient achiever who never complains. These patterns may
look impressive, but they can also indicate imbalance, fear, or narrowing
selthood.

If parents, teachers, and institutions continue rewarding visible output
while ignoring invisible cost, students will keep learning the wrong
lesson. They will believe that the body is expendable, peace is
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postponable, and selfhood is negotiable so long as success remains
visible.

The change begins when adults stop romanticizing exhaustion and start
recognizing wholeness as part of achievement itself.

16.13 Success Worth Having

This chapter argues that achievement pursued without balance can quietly
damage the very life it is supposed to improve. Sleep, hobbies,
confidence, physical health, emotional balance, relationships, and peace
of mind are often sacrificed in the race toward visible success, yet these
losses remain poorly recognized because they do not appear on report
cards.

Students do not need to be protected from hard work. They need to be
protected from the belief that hard work must consume everything. They
deserve ambition that does not require self-erasure, discipline that does
not punish the body, and success that leaves room for being fully human.

The real question is not whether success matters. It does. The deeper
question is what kind of success we are asking children to pursue. If the
prize at the end requires the quiet destruction of the person reaching for
it, then the achievement, however celebrated, is too costly. Success is only
worth having if the self-survives the journey.
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Chapter 17

Different Students,
Different Struggles

17.0 Introduction

One of the most damaging myths about student pressure is that it affects
everyone in the same way. Adults often speak about “students” as though
they form one emotional category, facing one standard kind of stress. But
this is not true. Pressure may be widespread, yet it is never uniform. The
same school system, exam pattern, family expectation, or social
environment can be experienced very differently by different students.

This chapter emphasizes that stress is not uniform. It explains that toppers,
average students, underperformers, girls, boys, introverts, and students
from different social, economic, and family backgrounds may all
experience pressure in different ways. This chapter expands that idea by
examining why student struggle must be understood through difference,
not generalization, and how educational pressure changes form depending
on personality, performance level, gender, family context, and social
position.

This matters because misunderstanding difference leads to unfair
judgment. A child who is struggling may be called lazy when their burden
is invisible. Another may be praised as successful when they are silently
collapsing. When adults assume that all students should respond similarly
to the same conditions, they stop seeing the real human complexity
underneath performance.

The Topper’s Hidden Pressure

Top-performing students are often assumed to be the least burdened
because their results look strong. In reality, many toppers live under
intense pressure. Success raises expectation. Once a student becomes
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known for high marks, the pressure shifts from trying to improve to trying
not to fall. Every test becomes a threat to identity, reputation, and family
pride.

Such students may fear mistakes more sharply because they have more to
“lose” socially. They may become perfectionistic, overcontrolled,
anxious about comparison, or unable to enjoy achievement because
success immediately creates a new standard to maintain. Their struggle is
not always visible because it is hidden inside competence.

This makes toppers vulnerable in a particular way. The world around
them often admires the outcome without noticing the emotional cost of
constantly being the one expected to remain excellent.

17.1 The Burden of the Average Student

Average students carry a different but equally painful pressure. They
often live in the uncomfortable middle space of being neither celebrated
nor fully given up on. They may hear repeatedly that they “can do better,”
that they are “not serious enough,” or that they are wasting potential.
Because they do not fit the image of clear success, they are often measured
constantly against higher-performing peers.

This can create chronic self-doubt. The average student may begin feeling
perpetually inadequate, never good enough to be admired and never weak
enough to receive understanding. Their effort is often overlooked because
attention tends to go either to the topper or to the obviously struggling
student.

Living in this middle zone can be emotionally exhausting. The student
carries the pressure of expectation without the relief of recognition.

17.2 Underperformers and the Weight of Labeling

Students who regularly perform poorly or inconsistently often carry one
of the heaviest burdens of all: the burden of being labeled. Once a child
is seen as weak, careless, distracted, or incapable, every future difficulty
begins to confirm that label in the eyes of others. The student may then
stop being approached with curiosity and start being treated as a problem.
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This can damage motivation deeply. When a student feels that others have
already decided who they are, effort begins to feel less meaningful. Why
try if every result will only prove what people already believe? Shame,
not just difficulty, becomes part of academic life.

Underperformers do not always lack ability. Some struggle because of
fear, burnout, poor foundations, emotional stress, family pressure,
learning differences, or repeated humiliation. But once the label hardens,
those deeper causes are often ignored.

17.3 Girls and Gendered Pressure

Girls often experience academic pressure through additional social layers.
Alongside marks, they may carry expectations around behavior, safety,
modesty, obedience, family reputation, and future planning. In some
contexts, girls are expected to excel quietly, remain responsible, avoid
risk, and represent the family well in both conduct and performance.

This can create a form of pressure that is not only academic but moral. A
girl may feel that mistakes reflect not just on her ability, but on how well
she has fulfilled a broader role. Some also experience tighter control over
freedom, social life, movement, or subject choices, which affects how
they carry stress.

At the same time, girls may be expected to be emotionally mature,
adaptable, and self-regulating even when they themselves are struggling.
Their distress may be hidden behind good behavior and quiet endurance.

17.4 Boys and the Silence Around Vulnerability

Boys too experience pressure in specific ways, often shaped by
expectations of toughness, self-control, and emotional restraint. Many
boys grow up receiving the message that vulnerability should be hidden,
that fear should be managed privately, and that emotional expression may
be seen as weakness. This can make pressure harder to name and harder
to share.

As aresult, distress in boys may appear indirectly: irritability, withdrawal,
anger, carelessness, emotional shutdown, or exaggerated indifference.
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Adults may punish these outward forms without understanding that they
sometimes mask anxiety, shame, or helplessness.

The pressure on boys is therefore not the absence of sensitivity, but the
pressure to pretend they are less affected than they really are. This can
isolate them emotionally and delay support.

17.5 Introverts and the Inner Weight of Pressure

Introverted students often carry stress inwardly. They may think deeply,
worry quietly, and process experience internally rather than outwardly.
Because they do not always express difficulty dramatically, adults may
assume they are coping well. But inward processing can become heavy
when there is no safe outlet.

Such students may be deeply affected by comparison, classroom
exposure, conflict, performance anxiety, or social misunderstanding
while still appearing calm on the surface. Their silence is often misread
as stability. In reality, they may be absorbing more than others realize.

Introverts may also struggle in systems that reward quick participation,
assertive confidence, and visible enthusiasm. Their quieter style can be
mistaken for weakness or lack of engagement, adding another layer of
self-doubt to the academic burden.

17.6 Extroverts and the Pressure to Stay Functional

Extroverted students are often assumed to be emotionally stronger
because they appear energetic, social, expressive, or resilient. But visible
sociability does not protect against stress. Some extroverted students feel
pressure to remain cheerful, engaged, and high-functioning even when
struggling internally.

Because they are seen as lively, adults may overlook their distress or treat
it as temporary mood rather than deeper burden. Friends may rely on them
socially while not noticing how much performance is involved in staying
outwardly okay. The student becomes trapped in a role that hides pain.

In such cases, the extroverted self can become a mask. It does not mean
the child is fake. It means they have learned how to keep moving in ways
that delay recognition of their own distress.
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17.7 Students from Different Economic Backgrounds

Economic background shapes pressure profoundly. Students from
financially stable families may still face heavy expectation, but those from
economically strained households often carry additional burdens:
awareness of sacrifice, limited resources, restricted options, fear of
wasting opportunity, and the feeling that education must rescue the family
from hardship.

This can create enormous emotional weight. A low score may feel not
merely disappointing but dangerous. The student may believe that failure
would not only affect them personally, but damage the hopes of the entire
household. In such circumstances, academic pressure merges with
survival anxiety.

At the same time, students from wealthier contexts may face different
pressures, such as prestige anxiety, comparison with high-achieving
peers, or strong family expectations to maintain status. Different
resources do not erase pressure; they change its shape.

17.8 Family Environments Change Everything

Two students with similar marks can experience education very
differently depending on their home environment. A supportive
household can help pressure remain manageable. A tense, critical,
emotionally unpredictable, or comparison-heavy home can make even
ordinary academic stress feel overwhelming. Family atmosphere affects
how a child interprets every result.

Some students live with direct pressure. Others live with subtle pressure
carried in silence, sacrifice, or emotional withdrawal. Some must manage
conflict, instability, or caregiving responsibilities alongside studies.
Others live in homes where academic work is strongly supported. These
differences matter deeply.

Educational struggle cannot be understood properly without asking what
kind of emotional climate the student returns to after school.
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17.9 Students with Hidden Difficulties

Some students face struggles that remain largely invisible: learning
difficulties, attention problems, chronic health issues, anxiety, grief,
trauma, family disruption, social exclusion, low self-esteem, or other
internal burdens that do not appear clearly in marks alone. They may be
judged by the same standards as everyone else while carrying more
complexity than others can see.

Because these difficulties are hidden, such students are especially
vulnerable to misunderstanding. Adults may assume lack of effort when
the real issue is exhaustion, fear, confusion, or neurological difference.
The child then suffers twice—first from the difficulty itself and then from
being misread.

This is why fairness in education cannot mean treating every student
exactly the same. Real fairness requires seeing different burdens honestly.

17.10 Why Comparison Fails

Comparison fails because it ignores context. It looks at output while
overlooking emotional conditions, family pressures, health, confidence,
social experience, and the internal cost of performance. Two students may
both score 85, yet one reached that score through steady confidence and
another through panic, collapse, and sleeplessness. The numbers hide the
difference.

When adults compare children as though results tell the whole story, they
commit a deep injustice. They reduce different lives to a common scale
and then punish or praise without understanding what the scale cannot
capture.

This is not only unfair; it is harmful. Students begin believing that context
does not matter, that struggle is weakness, and that worth can be measured
without knowing a person.

17.11 What Support Must Change

If struggles are different, support must also become more intelligent. A
topper may need relief from perfectionism. An average student may need
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encouragement without humiliation. An underperformer may need
rebuilding rather than labeling. A quiet student may need gentle access to
expression. A socially active student may need help being taken seriously
beneath the surface. A financially burdened student may need emotional
safety alongside academic guidance.

This does not mean every child needs an entirely separate system. It
means adults must stop using one rigid understanding of pressure for
everyone. Education becomes more humane when it responds to students
as particular human beings, not interchangeable performers.

Recognition itself is a form of care. When a student feels accurately seen,
they are less alone in the burden they carry.

17.12 No Single Student Story

This chapter argues that stress among students must be understood as
diverse rather than uniform. Toppers, average students, underperformers,
girls, boys, introverts, and students from different social, economic, and
family backgrounds may all carry pressure—but they do not carry it in
the same form or for the same reasons.

To support students well, adults must move beyond broad labels and
begin noticing the specific emotional realities underneath behavior and
performance. The question is not simply whether a child is under pressure,
but what kind of pressure they are living inside.

There is no single student story. And that is precisely why empathy must
be more careful than comparison. A humane educational culture begins
when we stop asking why all students are not the same, and start asking
what each student may be enduring that others have not yet learned how
to see.

144



Chapter 18

Stories that Adults
Need to Hear

18.0 Introduction

Statistics, expert opinions, school policies, and academic arguments can
describe student pressure with clarity, but they do not always make adults
feel it. What often reaches the heart more deeply is a story. A story shows
what pressure looks like in daily life, how it settles into a child’s thoughts,
how it changes ordinary moments, and how suffering can remain invisible
even in homes and schools that appear normal from outside.

This chapter gives emotional depth to the book through realistic student
voices, case narratives, or composite experiences. It explains that the
chapter’s purpose is to help adults understand the lived reality behind
report cards and routines by listening to what students often feel but rarely
say openly. This chapter expands that purpose by offering representative
student stories—not as isolated exceptions, but as windows into patterns
of pressure that many young people live through in silence.

These are not stories meant to dramatize student life for effect. They are
meant to restore emotional truth to a conversation that is too often
dominated by marks, outcomes, and advice. Adults are frequently told
what students should do. More rarely are they asked to sit long enough
with what students are carrying.

18.1 Why Stories Matter

Stories matter because pressure is often misunderstood when it is
discussed only in abstract language. Adults may agree that students are
“stressed” and still fail to recognize how that stress enters sleep, appetite,
confidence, friendships, silence, irritability, obedience, and fear. A story
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makes suffering concrete. It shows not just that pressure exists, but how
it feels from inside.

Stories also interrupt judgment. It is easy to call a child lazy, distracted,
dramatic, careless, or ungrateful when only behavior is visible. It becomes
harder when the inner context is known. Narrative creates moral pause. It
asks the adult to look again.

This chapter therefore uses story not to replace analysis, but to deepen it.
Understanding grows when concepts are allowed to become human.

18.2 The Girl Who Never Complained

Ananya was the kind of student adults praise easily. She was polite,
punctual, hardworking, and quiet. She completed her work, avoided
conflict, and rarely demanded attention. Her parents described her as

“mature for her age,” and teachers appreciated that she never caused
trouble. From outside, she looked stable.

What no one noticed clearly was that Ananya had stopped feeling
anything with ease. She slept late because her mind would not stop
replaying unfinished tasks. She felt guilty whenever she rested. If she
scored well, relief lasted a few hours before the next target appeared. If
she scored lower than expected, she smiled and said she would work
harder, then cried only after everyone slept.

Because she was obedient, her distress remained hidden. Adults mistook
silence for strength. They did not see that she had learned early that being
“good” meant carrying pressure without making it visible. Her suffering
did not explode. It settled inward.

18.3 The Boy Everyone Called Careless

Rohan’s story looked very different. He forgot assignments, avoided
study conversations, and sometimes laughed when adults spoke seriously
about the future. His marks dropped gradually, and soon he was being
described as careless, lazy, and not focused enough. Relatives compared
him with cousins. Teachers warned that he was wasting potential. At
home, frustration grew louder.
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But Rohan was not untouched by pressure. He was overwhelmed by it.
Each unfinished chapter made the next one harder to begin. Each criticism
deepened his sense that he was already failing. He stopped trying visibly
because visible effort had become emotionally dangerous. If he worked
sincerely and still performed badly, the result would hurt more.

His indifference was partly self-protection. Adults saw avoidance and
assumed lack of seriousness. They did not see shame. They did not hear
the exhausted thought beneath his behavior: if everyone has already
decided I am not enough, what is the point of trying in front of them?

18.4 The Topper Who Was Afraid to Fall

Mehul had built a reputation early. He was the student other parents
mentioned, the one teachers relied on for results, the one classmates
assumed would always do well. Success brought him admiration, but it
also trapped him. He could no longer experience exams simply as
academic events. Every test was now a threat to the identity he had been
given.

He stopped enjoying subjects he once liked because curiosity had been
replaced by fear of losing position. A strong result felt normal; a weak
one felt catastrophic. He compared himself constantly, monitored small
drops in performance, and could not rest because rest looked like risk.
Praise no longer comforted him. It raised the standard he had to defend.

From outside, Mehul seemed privileged by success. Inside, he lived under
the pressure of never being allowed to become ordinary. The world
celebrated his marks but did not ask what it meant to be a child whose
worth had become tied to remaining exceptional.

18.5 The Student Choosing for Her Parents

Sana was intelligent, reflective, and drawn toward subjects that made her
think about people, society, and expression. But at home, the future was
discussed in narrower terms. There were respectable careers, practical
careers, safe careers—and then there were the rest. Her parents did not
insult her interests directly; they simply spoke about them with less belief
than they spoke about the professions they considered secure.
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Gradually, Sana stopped speaking openly about what she actually wanted.
She learned to discuss her future in ways that made others less anxious.
The stream she selected, the exams she prepared for, and the college
names she repeated in conversation began reflecting not only her own
thinking, but the emotional architecture of her family’s hope and fear.

Outwardly, she appeared cooperative. Inwardly, she felt absent from her
own life. This is one of the quietest forms of pressure: not being forced
loudly, but being shaped so consistently by love, fear, and expectation
that your own voice becomes difficult to hear.

18.6 The Student Carrying a Family’s Hope

Aman came from a family for whom education was not only important
but urgent. Money was limited, sacrifices were visible, and every adult
around him believed that his studies could change the future of the
household. No one needed to threaten him. The pressure was already
present in the room: in fees paid with difficulty, in conversations about
opportunity, in the pride with which relatives spoke of his promise.

Aman studied sincerely, but fear sat beside him. A poor score did not feel
like a small setback. It felt like danger. He was not simply afraid of
disappointing himself. He was afraid of wasting what his family had
protected, delayed, and gone without in order to support him. The exam
table carried the emotional weight of the entire home.

Students like Aman are often praised for being motivated. But motivation
under survival pressure is not simple. It can produce discipline, yes, but
also loneliness, guilt, and the unbearable feeling that one child’s
performance must justify many adults’ sacrifices.

18.7 The Quiet Collapse After Success

Not every painful story is about visible failure. Kavya got what many
around her wanted for her. She scored well, entered a respected
institution, and received the approval that had shaped years of effort. The
family celebrated. Teachers felt proud. On paper, the story had gone right.

Yet after the achievement, Kavya felt strangely empty. She was
exhausted, emotionally flat, and unable to enjoy what she had worked for.
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The success had ended one pressure but had not restored what the journey
had taken from her. She had lost sleep, hobbies, ease, and a stable sense
of self along the way. Now that the goal had been reached, she did not
know how to feel alive inside it.

Adults often assume that success settles the student’s pain. But some
students reach the finish line depleted. Their achievement is real, yet so is
the cost. If no one asks about that cost, the child learns that even
successful suffering does not deserve language.

18.8 The Student No One Thought Needed Help

Dev was sociable, funny, and always surrounded by people. He did not fit
the adult image of a distressed student. He still joked, still attended class,
still looked engaged. Because he remained functional, his pressure went
largely unnoticed.

But Dev had become skilled at performing normalcy. He feared worrying
his parents, disliked appearing weak in front of friends, and had learned
to turn discomfort into humor. His anxiety showed up in restlessness,
racing thoughts, and nights where he could not sleep without imagining
everything that might go wrong. Yet because he remained outwardly
active, nobody asked serious questions.

This kind of hidden struggle is common. Some children break down
visibly. Others become experts at seeming fine. Adults who wait only for
dramatic signs of distress may miss the students who are hurting in
socially acceptable ways.

18.9 What These Stories Reveal

These stories differ in personality, family background, academic position,
and outward behavior. Yet they reveal a common truth: pressure is often
misread when adults focus only on performance, discipline, and visible
behavior. The obedient child may be overwhelmed. The avoiding child
may be ashamed. The successful child may be trapped. The smiling child
may be exhausted.

This is why listening matters so much. Many students do not need adults
to solve everything immediately. They need adults to recognize that
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suffering does not always arrive in loud, obvious, or socially convenient
forms. It may look like perfectionism, silence, irritability, compliance,
humor, detachment, or over-functioning.

When adults learn to hear the story underneath the surface, they become
less likely to wound children through misinterpretation. They begin
responding to the person rather than only to the symptom.

18.10 Listening as Responsibility

To listen well is not a soft extra in the life of a child. It is a responsibility.
Parents, teachers, and institutions often hold interpretive power: they
decide whether a student is serious, careless, grateful, weak, mature,
difficult, or promising. Those judgments can shape a child’s identity for
years. That is why adults must become slower, humbler, and more careful
in how they read children.

Stories help create that humility. They remind us that a visible routine can
hide invisible pain, and that children often protect adults from the full
truth of their distress because they fear being misunderstood, corrected,
or made to feel ungrateful. Listening is therefore not passive. It requires
emotional openness and restraint.

A child’s life cannot be understood through marks alone. To understand
a student, one must also understand the private emotional weather in
which those marks were produced.

18.11 The Stories Adults Need

This chapter argues that realistic student stories are essential because they
reveal the lived reality behind report cards, routines, and outward
behaviour. By giving space to voices and experiences that students often
do not express openly, such narratives help adults understand the
emotional truth that statistics and advice alone cannot fully convey.

Adults do not need these stories in order to feel briefly moved. They need
them in order to become more accurate, more responsible, and more
humane in how they guide children. The question is not whether pressure
exists. The question is whether we are willing to hear what it sounds like
when it lives inside a child’s ordinary day.
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If this book has asked adults to reconsider what students carry, then these
stories ask for something deeper: not agreement, but attention. Not
sympathy from a distance, but the willingness to listen before labeling, to
notice before correcting, and to believe that behind many quiet routines,
a child may be carrying more than anyone has yet asked them to say.
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Chapter 19

What Parents, Teachers, and
Institutions Must Understand

19.0 Introduction

If the earlier chapters of this book have focused on the pressures students
carry, this chapter turns directly toward the adults and systems around
them. Children do not create most of the structures that burden them. They
live inside structures designed, defended, or normalized by adults. That
means any serious effort to reduce student suffering must begin not only
with helping children cope, but with asking parents, teachers, schools, and
institutions to understand what their influence is doing.

This chapter shifts toward solutions by speaking directly to the adults and
systems around students. It explains that communication, emotional
safety, realistic expectations, counseling support, and healthier
institutional practices can reduce pressure and rebuild trust. This chapter
expands that call by exploring what adults frequently misunderstand, why
good intentions are not always enough, and what kind of awareness is
necessary if education is to become more humane.

The most important truth is simple: students do not merely need advice.
They need environments that do less harm. When adults continue
producing pressure and then ask children to become stronger under it,
they mistake adaptation for care. Real care asks a harder question: what
must adults change?

19.1 Children Feel More Than They Say

One of the first things adults must understand is that students often
experience more than they openly express. Many children do not describe
their pressure clearly because they fear being dismissed, corrected,
compared, or misunderstood. Some remain silent because they do not
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want to worry their parents. Others lack the language to explain what they
are carrying. Many simply learn that visible struggle is inconvenient to
adults.

This means adults must not assume that silence equals coping. The
obedient child may be overwhelmed. The smiling child may be exhausted.
The high-performing child may be frightened. The distracted child may
be ashamed. Surface behavior is not always reliable evidence of inner
reality.

When adults understand this, they become more careful interpreters. They
stop assuming that what is visible is the whole truth.

19.2 Love Can Become Pressure

Parents in particular must understand that pressure often comes not only
from harshness, but from love expressed without balance. Sacrifice,
concern, ambition, and fear for a child’s future can easily become
emotionally heavy when they are communicated through constant
reminders, comparison, over-monitoring, disappointment, or conditional
pride. The child may know they are loved and still feel burdened by that
love.

This is difficult for many parents to accept because their intention is
protective, not harmful. But intention does not erase impact. A child
responds not only to what adults mean, but to what adults repeatedly
convey through tone, expectation, and emotional reaction.

Understanding this requires humility. It asks adults to recognize that care
can wound when it leaves no room for the child’s emotional breathing.

19.3 Expectation Needs Proportion

Students do need guidance, standards, and encouragement. But
expectations become harmful when they lose proportion. Unrealistic
targets, constant performance monitoring, and the repeated suggestion
that one exam, stream, college, or profession will define life can make
ordinary adolescence feel like a permanent high-stakes trial.

Adults must therefore learn the difference between aspiration and
pressure. Aspiration says, “Work sincerely; your effort matters.” Pressure
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says, “If you do not reach this outcome, something essential about you or
your future is at risk.” The first can strengthen a child. The second often
weakens them from within.

Healthy expectation supports growth. Distorted expectation makes love,
pride, and safety feel conditional.

19.4 Communication is More Than Instruction

Many adults communicate with students primarily through instruction:
study, revise, focus, reduce distraction, improve marks, think ahead.
While such guidance has a place, communication becomes emotionally
inadequate when it contains little listening, little curiosity, and little space
for the child’s own experience. A student who is always being told what
to do may stop believing their inner world matters.

Real communication includes asking how the child is feeling, what kind
of pressure they are experiencing, where they feel confused, what they
fear, and what support would actually help. It also includes listening
without immediately correcting, minimizing, or turning the conversation
into a lecture. Many students stay silent not because they have nothing to
say, but because they do not expect to be heard well.

When communication becomes one-directional, trust weakens. The child
may continue obeying while becoming emotionally distant.

19.5 Emotional Safety is Foundational

Adults often focus on academic support while overlooking emotional
safety. But no child can grow well in an atmosphere where mistakes
trigger humiliation, low marks produce disproportionate panic,
vulnerability is mocked, or comparison is a routine method of motivation.
Emotional safety is not softness. It is the condition that allows a student
to struggle honestly without fear of losing dignity.

A safe environment does not mean absence of discipline. It means the
child knows that difficulty can be discussed, mistakes can be examined
without insult, and worth is not withdrawn when performance drops. This
kind of security reduces defensiveness and increases real engagement.
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Without emotional safety, students often hide truth. They lie about
progress, conceal fear, avoid help, or perform strength. The environment
may appear orderly, but trust has already been damaged.

19.6 Teachers Shape More Than Syllabi

Teachers must understand that they influence far more than academic
content. Through tone, public remarks, comparison, encouragement,
sarcasm, fairness, and attentiveness, they shape how students feel about
learning, effort, intelligence, and their own place in the classroom. A
teacher’s daily behavior can either ease pressure or deepen it significantly.

Students remember not only what teachers teach, but how teachers make
them feel while learning. Public humiliation, favoritism, excessive fear-
based warnings, or result-driven identity labeling can stay in a child’s
mind long after the lesson itself is forgotten. The classroom is not only a
site of instruction; it is also a site of psychological formation.

This gives teachers enormous power and responsibility. Academic
seriousness must never become an excuse for emotional carelessness.

19.7 Schools Must Stop Normalising Harm

Institutions often amplify pressure through systems that appear routine:
excessive testing, public ranking, result obsession, attendance rigidity,
performative discipline, and reputational anxiety. Schools may defend
these practices as necessary for excellence, but necessity must be
questioned when students’ well-being keeps deteriorating under their
weight.

A school cannot claim to care for children while structuring everyday life
around chronic fear, comparison, and exhaustion. Institutional harm often
hides behind policy, routine, and tradition. Because it is normalized, it
becomes harder to challenge.

What schools must understand is that culture matters as much as
curriculum. A child does not experience the timetable abstractly. The
child experiences what the timetable does to their mind, body, and
dignity.
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19.8 Counselling is Support, Not Stigma

Adults and institutions must also understand the importance of counseling
support. Emotional difficulty should not have to become visible crisis
before it is taken seriously. Many students need a space where confusion,
anxiety, burnout, identity struggle, and pressure can be spoken about
without fear of judgment or punishment.

Yet counseling is often treated as something only for extreme cases,
“weak” students, or emergencies. This stigma prevents early support. It
also sends the message that emotional struggle is abnormal rather than
human, especially in high-pressure environments.

Healthier systems treat counseling as part of educational care, not as an
embarrassing last resort. When available and normalized, it can reduce
silence before suffering becomes severe.

19.9 Comparison Damages Trust

Parents, teachers, and institutions frequently use comparison as a
motivational tool. They mention siblings, cousins, classmates, toppers,
previous batches, or ideal students in the hope that a child will become
more serious. But comparison rarely produces healthy growth. More
often, it produces shame, resentment, insecurity, or performance without
inner confidence.

Comparison damages trust because it tells the child that they are being
viewed through someone else’s story. Instead of feeling seen, they feel
measured. Instead of feeling guided, they feel replaceable. Even when
comparison produces short-term compliance, it often weakens self-
respect.

Adults must understand that a child grows better when challenged through
personal understanding, not social ranking.

19.10 Well-Being is Not the Enemy of Excellence

A major institutional misunderstanding is the belief that reducing pressure
means lowering standards. This is false. Emotional safety, supportive
communication, balance, and humane expectations do not weaken
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excellence. They make healthier excellence possible. Students can work
hard, think seriously, and achieve well without being psychologically
overburdened at every step.

The real threat to excellence is not kindness. It is burnout, fear-based
learning, identity collapse, dishonesty born from pressure, and the quiet
emotional disengagement of students who no longer feel alive inside
education. A child pushed beyond human balance may produce results for
a while, but the cost can be severe.

When adults stop treating well-being as softness, they begin building
systems in which effort and humanity can coexist.

19.11 What Responsible Adults Must Do

Responsible adults must become more observant, more emotionally
literate, and less defensive. They must learn to notice warning signs, hear
discomfort without immediately denying it, and reflect on whether their
own behavior is adding to the burden. They must speak about
achievement with proportion, ask better questions, reduce unnecessary
comparison, and create room for children to be honest without fear.

Institutions must review the practices they normalize: how students are
ranked, how mistakes are handled, how results are discussed, how
counseling is positioned, and whether school culture builds trust or
tension. Reform does not always begin with large policy statements. It
often begins with everyday changes in tone, language, structure, and
response.

The goal is not to remove all challenge from student life. The goal is to
stop confusing avoidable harm with necessary preparation.

19.12 Understanding Before Reform

This chapter argues that students need more than personal resilience; they
need adults and institutions that understand their emotional reality and
reduce preventable pressure at its source. Communication, emotional
safety, realistic expectations, counseling support, and healthier
institutional practices are essential because they can reduce pressure and
rebuild trust around the student.
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Parents, teachers, and schools do not need to become perfect. But they do
need to become aware. They need to understand that children are shaped
not only by what they are taught, but by the emotional climate in which
they are taught it.

If student suffering is to decrease in any meaningful way, the burden
cannot remain on children alone to cope better. Adults must learn better.
Institutions must function better. And education itself must become more
honest about the damage it has too often normalized in the name of
success.
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Chapter 20

Redefining Success and Building a
Better Path Forward

20.0 Introduction

Every chapter in this book has pointed toward one central problem: too
many students are being asked to pursue success in ways that shrink their
well-being, distort their identity, and normalize emotional harm. If that is
true, then the final question becomes unavoidable: what must success
mean instead? A healthier educational future cannot be built merely by
reducing a few pressures while keeping the same narrow definition of
achievement intact. The definition itself must change.

This chapter proposes a more compassionate partnership among students,
parents, schools, and society so that education can support growth,
dignity, and well-being rather than fear and exhaustion. This chapter
expands that vision by asking what a fuller understanding of success
would look like, why the current model is so damaging, and how a better
path forward can be built collectively rather than left to individual
children to navigate alone.

Redefining success is not about rejecting effort, ambition, or excellence.
It is about refusing to worship forms of achievement that leave children
anxious, emotionally depleted, disconnected from themselves, and unsure
whether they are lovable without performance. A society that celebrates
results while ignoring the condition of the child who produced them has
misunderstood education at its core.

20.1 What the Narrow Definition Has Done

The dominant definition of success in student life is painfully narrow. It
privileges marks, rank, stream prestige, college names, exam outcomes,
and professional labels as though these alone can measure the value of a
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young person’s effort or future. Such a definition appears efficient
because it is easy to display, compare, and reward. But what is easy to
measure is not always what matters most.

This narrowness has consequences. It teaches children to tie self-worth to
performance, families to mistake pressure for preparation, schools to
chase outcomes at the cost of well-being, and society to admire visible
achievement while remaining blind to hidden suffering. It also reduces
education from a process of human development to a system of sorting.

When success is defined too narrowly, everything outside that definition
begins to look secondary—even if those “secondary” things are the very
conditions required for a meaningful life.

20.2 Achievement without Dignity is Not Enough

A child may score highly, enter a respected institution, or secure an
admired path and still have been harmed in the process. If the journey
demanded chronic fear, loss of sleep, identity collapse, emotional silence,
humiliation, or the belief that love depends on results, then something
essential has gone wrong. Achievement alone cannot justify damage.

This is not an argument against accomplishment. It is an argument for
dignity. A student should be able to work hard without being reduced to
output, to strive without being shamed, and to fail without losing the right
to respect. Any model of success that requires the erosion of dignity is
morally inadequate.

Education must therefore ask not only what a student achieves, but how
they were treated while trying to achieve it.

20.3 What Success Should Include

A healthier definition of success must become wider, deeper, and more
human. It must include effort, yes, but also emotional resilience that does
not depend on denial. It must include discipline, but not at the cost of self-
erasure. It must include academic growth, but also the preservation of
curiosity, confidence, relationships, integrity, and peace of mind.

Success should mean that a student is not only progressing outwardly, but
also remaining intact inwardly. It should mean they are learning how to
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think, choose, recover, relate, and understand themselves—not merely
how to survive comparison. The truly successful student is not the one
who looks impressive while quietly collapsing. It is the one whose growth
does not require hidden destruction.

Such a definition is harder to display on a result sheet, but it is far closer
to the real purpose of education.

20.4 Students Need a Different Message

Students must begin hearing a different message from the adults around
them. They need to know that marks matter, but they are not identity. That
one exam can influence life, but it is not life itself. That ambition is
valuable, but not when it empties the self. That confusion is normal,
redirection is possible, and worth is larger than performance.

These messages cannot remain occasional comforting lines spoken after
damage has already been done. They must become part of everyday
educational culture. Children believe what is repeated. If panic,
comparison, prestige, and conditional praise are repeated more often than
humane truth, then humane truth will not take root.

A new definition of success must therefore be communicated
consistently, not sentimentally. It must be lived through tone, reaction,
policy, and expectation.

20.5 Parents as Partners, Not Project Managers

Parents have a crucial role in building a better path forward. Children need
parents who can guide without controlling, encourage without comparing,
and care without turning the future into a constant emergency. A parent
must become more than a monitor of performance. They must become an
anchor of perspective.

This means asking not only “How much did you study?” but also “How
are you carrying this?” It means celebrating effort without making love
feel conditional, and taking concern seriously before it becomes
breakdown. Most of all, it means refusing to treat a child as a family
project whose worth must be proven through achievement.
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When parents shift from pressure to partnership, they do not weaken the
child. They help create the emotional conditions in which healthier
growth becomes possible.

20.6 Teachers as Protectors of Learning

Teachers, too, must help redefine success. They are not merely
transmitters of syllabus; they are interpreters of educational meaning.
Through their language, attitudes, and classroom culture, they can either
reinforce fear or restore proportion. A teacher who values understanding
over humiliation, effort over comparison, and curiosity over panic helps
students remember what learning is for.

This does not require abandoning academic rigor. It requires refusing the
false idea that rigor must be emotionally harsh in order to be real. Students
can be challenged deeply while still being treated with respect. In fact,
respect often makes challenge more meaningful because it reduces
defensiveness and shame.

Teachers become transformative when they protect seriousness from
turning into cruelty.

20.7 Institutions Must Change Culture, Not Just Language

Schools and educational institutions often respond to concern about
student well-being by adding occasional workshops, slogans, or
awareness days while leaving the deeper culture unchanged. But culture
is not changed by posters alone. It is changed by how students are
assessed, how mistakes are handled, how rankings are used, how
counseling is normalized, and whether the institution’s everyday tone
produces trust or fear.

A better path forward requires schools to examine whether their structures
quietly reward burnout, comparison, and constant pressure. If a school
says well-being matters but organizes life in ways that repeatedly damage
it, the message will not be believed. Students trust systems that behave
differently, not systems that merely speak differently.
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Institutional reform therefore requires honesty. Schools must ask not only
whether they are producing results, but what kind of lives those results
are costing.

20.8 Society Must Stop Worshipping Labels

The problem is larger than families and schools. Society itself must
change the way it speaks about young people. When we glorify only
toppers, prestige colleges, high-status professions, and exceptional
outcomes, we create a public language in which ordinary, healthy,
developing lives seem inadequate. Children grow up watching which
stories are admired.

A better culture would respect multiple paths to adulthood. It would value
integrity, balance, meaningful work, emotional health, and social
contribution alongside visible achievement. It would stop using
institutional labels as shorthand for human worth. And it would speak
more responsibly about failure, recovery, and alternate routes.

Until society changes its admiration patterns, children will continue
absorbing distorted ideas of what it means to become someone.

20.9 The Role of Students Themselves

Students, too, have a role in this redefinition—but they should not be
burdened with changing the whole system alone. What they can do is
begin noticing when they have internalized harmful beliefs: that rest is
guilt, that comparison is necessary, that worth comes only through rank,
or that suffering proves seriousness. Recognizing these beliefs is part of
reclaiming the self.

Students also need permission to ask for help, to speak honestly about
confusion, to question prestige-driven pressure, and to remember that life
contains more paths than the one currently being dramatized around them.
This inner work matters. But it becomes sustainable only when adults and
institutions support it rather than undermine it.

Children cannot carry the burden of cultural correction alone. The path
forward must meet them where they are.
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20.10 A Shared Responsibility

The better path forward is not an individual solution. It is a shared
responsibility. Parents must reflect. Teachers must listen. Schools must
reform. Society must broaden its values. Students must be supported in
developing a sense of self larger than performance. None of these changes
is sufficient alone. Together, however, they can begin to shift the
emotional climate around education.

This shared responsibility matters because student pressure is not
produced by one source. It is created through overlapping expectations
and reinforced by silence. For that reason, healing also must be collective.
The child should not be left alone to defend their humanity against every
force surrounding them.

A compassionate educational culture will emerge not from one perfect
reform, but from many honest corrections made across homes,
classrooms, institutions, and public imagination.

20.11 Redefining Success

This chapter argues that success must be redefined beyond marks, ranks,
and prestigious labels if education is to serve students well. A better path
forward requires a more compassionate partnership among students,
parents, schools, and society so that education supports growth, dignity,
and well-being rather than fear and exhaustion.

The aim is not to lower ambition. It is to humanize it. We do not need
children who are only impressive. We need young people who are
thoughtful, capable, emotionally alive, and able to move toward the future
without losing themselves on the way.

If this book has made one argument again, it is this: students are not
machines built to convert pressure into prestige. They are human beings
in formation. Education is worthy of them only when it helps them grow
not just into achievers, but into whole people. That is the success worth
building toward.
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