1 life? Does a relentless focus on academic excellence in
oping social skills? (The final selection in this chapter,
reports on recent studies that provide some answers to

the subject of the readings that follow. You'll be asked to
ons as you prepare several writing assignments of the
previous chapters. These assignments will culminate in
:is, a paper that will draw upon what you have already
mary, the critique, the explanatory synthesis, and the
1ding selections is a group of activities that will help pre
ing assignments to come. The writing assignments them
ings.

to Write
lections, prepare for the assignments by marking up the
·ourself in the margins and comment on what the authors
·or the more ambitious of the assignments that follow
Hgument syntheses-consider drawing up a topic list of
read. For each topic about which two or more authors
y, jot down notes and page references. Here's an example
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phia incident ("garbage") (p. 5); Lulu incidents ("Little
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Group Assignment #1 : Make a Topic List
Working in groups of three or four, create a topic list for
the selections in this chapter, making sure to jot down
notes and page references for each. Here are some
entries to get you started; find other topics common to
two or more sources.

• hard work and self-esteem
•

effects or relentless academics on cl1ild's creativity
and/or social skills

•

American competitiveness (or decline) in a global
economy

• academic and musical excellence
• "wasting" time-meaning?

Group Assignment #2: Create a Topic Web
Working in groups of three or four, create a network, or
web, of connections among selected topics. That is,
determine which topics relate or "speak" to other topics.
Articulate these connections in a series of different
webs. understanding that not all topics will be con
nected to each web. For example, draw a line From one
topic (say, the overriding importance or children excel
ling academically) to another (say, factors contributing
to American competitiveness in a global economy).
How are these topics related? As a group, generate as
many topic webs as possible and, for each, as many
connections as possible. At the conclusion of the ses
sion, you'll have in hand not only the fruits of
Assignment 111, multiple authors discussing common

topics, but you'll also have a potential connection
among topics-basically, the necessary raw material
for writing your synthesis.
Note that one synthesis-a single paper-couldn't
possibly refer to every topic, or every connection
among topics, that you have Found. Your skill in prepar
ing and writing a synthesis depends on your ability to
identify closely related topics and to make and develop
a claim that links and is supported by these topics.
The readings on "tiger moms" follow. After the
readings, you will find a series of linked assignments
that will lead you to write some combination of sum
mary, critique, analysis, explanatory synthesis, and
argument synthesis.

ert: Kolbert's sons' reaction to the Sophia episode (p. 17)
keyed to your sources, will spare you the frustration of
· sources and flipping through them later, saying, "Now
'" In the sample entry, we see two authors speaking to the
or threatening underperforming children. At this early
to know how you might write a paper based on this or any
1st list with multiple topics and accurate notes for each lays
our own discussion later and puts you in a good position
e sample entry above should come in handy when you're
Jr own explanatory and argument syntheses on the subject
,g a topic ljst with multiple entries will take you a bit more
it will save you time as you write.

The Readings
Adapted from Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother
Amy Chua
Amy Chua, a professor at Yale Law School, is the author of The World on Fire: How
Exporting Free Market Democracy Breeds Ethnic Hatred and Global Instability

(2002), Day of Empire: How Hyperpowers Rise to Global Dominance-and Why They
Fall (2007), and Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother (2011), from which the following
selection was excerpted as a newspaper op-ed on January 8, 2011. The editors of
the newspaper gave the excerpt a controversial title, referenced in the responses
that follow Chua's piece, most likely in an attempt (a successful one) to attract
attention and encourage controversy.
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A lot of people wonder how Chinese parents raise such stereotypically successful kids. They
wonder what these parents do to produce so many math whizzes and music prodigies, what
it's like inside the ramify, and whether they could do it too. Well, I can tell them, because I've
done it. Here are some things my daughters, Sophia and Louisa, were never allowed to do:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

attend a sleepover
have a playdate
be in a school play
complain about not being in a school play
watch TV or play computer games
choose their own extracurricular activities
get any grade less than an A
not be the No. 1 student in every subject except gym and drama
play any instrument other than the piano or violin
not play the piano or violin.

I'm using the term "Chinese mother" loosely. I know some Korean, Indian, Jamaican, Irish
and Ghanaian parents who qualify too. Conversely, I know some mothers of Chinese heritage,
almost always born in the West, who are not Chinese mothers, by choice or otherwise. I'm
also using the term "Western parents" loosely. Western parents come in all varieties.
All the same, even when Western parents think they're being strict, they usually don't come
close to being Chinese mothers. For example, my Western rriends who consider themselves
strict make their children practice their instruments 30 minutes every day. An hour at most. For
a Chinese mother. the first hour is the easy part. It's hours two and three that get tough.
Despite our squeamishness about cultural stereotypes, there are tons or studies out
there showing marked and quantifiable differences between Chinese and Westerners when it
comes to parenting. In one study of 50 Western American mothers and 48 Chinese immi•
grant mothers, almost 70% of the Western mothers said either that "stressing academic suc
cess is not good ror children" or that "parents need to foster the idea that learning is fun." By
contrast, roughly 0% of the Chinese mothers relt the same way. Instead, the vast majority of
the Chinese mothers said that they believe their children can be "the best" students, t11at
"academic achievement reflects successrul parenting," and that ir children did not excel at
school then there was "a problem" and parents "were not doing their job." Other studies indi
cate that compared to Western parents, Chinese parents spend approximately 1 0 times as
long every day drilling academic activities with their children. By contrast, Western kids are
more likely to participate in sports teams.
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What Chinese parents understand is that nothing is fun until you're good at it. To get good
at anything you have to work, and children on their own never want to work, which is why it is
crucial to override their preferences. This often requires fortitude on the part of the parents
because the child will resist; things are always hardest at the beginning, which is where Western
parents tend to give up. But if done properly, the Chinese strategy produces a virtuous circle.
Tenacious practice, practice, practice is crucial for excellence; rote repetition is underrated in
America. Once a child starts to excel at something-whether it's math, piano, pitching or ballet
he or she gets praise, admiration and satisfaction. This builds confidence and makes the once
not-fun activity fun. This in turn makes it easier for the parent to get the child to work even more.
Chinese parents can get away with things that Western parents can't. Once when I was
young-maybe more than once-when I was extremely disrespectful to my mother, my
rather angrily called me "garbage" in our native Hokkien dialect. It worked really well. I felt
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terrible and deeply ashamed or what I had done. But it didn't damage my selr-esteem or
anything like that. I knew exactly how higl1ly l1e thought of me. I didn't actually think I was
worthless or feel like a piece of garbage.
As an adult, I once did the same tiling to Sophia, calling her garbage in English when
she acted extremely disrespectfully toward me. When I mentioned that I had done this al a
dinner party, I was immediately ostracized. One guest named Marcy got so upset she broke
down in tears and had to leave early. My friend Susan, the host, tried to rehabilitate me with
the remaining guests.
The fact is that Chinese parents can do things that would seem unimaginable-even legally
actionable-lo Westerners. Chinese mothers can say lo their daughters, "Hey ratty-lose some
weight." By contrast, Western parents have to tiptoe around the issue, talking in terms of "health"
and never ever mentioning the f-word, and their kids still end up in therapy for eating disorders
and negative self-image. (I also once heard a Western father toast his adult daughter by calling
her "beautiful and incredibly competent." She later told me that made her feel like garbage.)
Cl1inese parents can order their kids to get straight As. Western parents can only ask
their kids to try their best. Chinese parents can say, "You're lazy. All your classmates are get
ting ahead of you." By contrast, Western parents have to struggle with their own conflicted
feelings about achievement. and try to persuade themselves that they're not disappointed
about how their kids turned out.
I've thought long and hard about how Chinese parents can get away with what they do.
I think there are three big differences between the Chinese and Western parental mindsets.
First, I've noticed that Western parents are extremely anxious about their children's self
esteem. They worry about how their children will reel ir they fail at something, and they con
stantly try to reassure their children about how good they are notwithstanding a mediocre
performance on a test or at a recital. In other words, Western parents are concerned about
their children's psyches. Chinese parents aren't. Tl1ey assume strength, not fragility, and as a
result they behave very differently.
For example, if a child comes home with an A-minus on a test. a Western parent will
most likely praise the child. The Chinese mother will gasp in horror and ask what went wrong.
If the child comes home with a B on the test. some Western parents will still praise the child.
Other Western parents will sit their child down and express disapproval, but they will be care
ful not to make their cl1ild feel inadequate or insecure, and they will not call their child "stupid,"
'worthless" or "a disgrace." Privately, the Western parents may worry that their child does not
test well or have aptitude in the subject or that there is something wrong with the curriculum
and possibly the whole school. If the child's grades do not improve, they may eventually
schedule a meeting with the school principal to challenge tile way the subject is being taught
or to call into question the teacher's credentials.
If a Chinese child gets a B-which would never happen-there would first be a scream
ing, hair-tearing explosion. The devastated Chinese mother would then get dozens, maybe
hundreds of practice tests and work through them with her child for as long as it takes to get
the grade up to an A.
Chinese parents demand perfect grades because they believe that their child can get
them. If their child doesn't get them, the Chinese parent assumes it's because the child didn't
work hard enough. That's why the solution to substandard performance is always to excori
ate, punish and shame the child. The Chinese parent believes that their child will be strong
enough to take the shaming and to improve from it. (And when Chinese kids do excel, there
is plenty of ego-inflating parental praise lavished in the privacy or the home.)
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Second, Chinese parents believe that their kids owe them everything. Tho reason for
this is a little unclear, but it's probably a combination of Confucian filial piety and the fact that
the parents have sacrificed and done so much for their children. (And it's true that Chinese
mothers get in the trenches, putting in long grueling hours personally tutoring, training, inter
rogating and spying on their kids.) Anyway, the understanding is that Chinese children must
spend their lives repaying their parents by obeying them and making them proud.
By contrast, I don't think most Westerners have the same view of children being perma
nently indebted to their parents. My husband. Jed, actually has the opposite view. "Children
don't choose their parents," he once said to me. "They don't even choose to be born. It's
parents who foist life on their kids, so it's the parents' responsibility to provide for them. Kids
don't owe their parents anything. Their duty will be to their own kids." This strikes me as a
terrible deal for the Western parent.
Third, Chinese parents believe that they know what is best for their children and therefore
override all of their children's own desires and preferences. That's why Chinese daughters
can't have boyfriends in high school and why Chinese kids can't go to sleepaway camp. It's
also why no Chinese kid would ever dare say to their mother, "I got a part in the school play!
I'm Villager Number Six. I'll have to stay alter school for rehearsal every day from 3:00 to 7:00,
and I'll also need a ride on weekends." God help any Chinese kid who tried that one.
Don't get me wrong: It's not that Chinese parents don't care about their children. Just
the opposite. They would give up anything for their children. It's just an entirely different par
enting model.
Here's a story in favor of coercion, Chinese-style. Lulu was about 7, still playing two
instruments, and working on a piano piece called "The Little White Donkey" by the French
composer Jacques lbert. The piece is really cute-you can just imagine a little donkey
ambling along a country road with its master-but it's also incredibly difficult for young play
ers because the two hands have to keep schizophrenically different rhythms.
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Lulu couldn't do it. We worked on it nonstop for a week, drilling each of her hands sepa
rately, over and over. But whenever we tried putting the hands together, one always morphed
into the other, and everything fell apart. Finally, the day before her lesson, Lulu announced in
exasperation that she was giving up and stomped off.
"Get back to the piano now," I ordered.
"You can't make me."
"Oh yes, I can."
Back at the piano, Lulu made me pay. She punched, thrashed and kicked. She grabbed
the music score and tore it to shreds. I taped the score back together and encased ii in a plas
tic shield so that it could never be destroyed again. Then I hauled Lulu's dollhouse to the car
and told her I'd donate it to the Salvation Army piece by piece if she didn't have "The Little
White Donkey" perfect by the next day. When Lulu said, "I thought you were going to the
Salvation Army, why are you still here?" I threatened her with no lunch, no dinner, no Christmas
or Hanukkah presents, no birthday parties for two, three, four years. When she still kept playing
it wrong, I told her she was purposely working herself into a frenzy because she was secretly
afraid she couldn't do it. I told her to stop being lazy, cowardly, self-indulgent and pathetic.
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Jed took me aside. He told me to stop insulting Lulu-which I wasn't even doing, I was
just motivating her-and that he didn't think threatening Lulu was helpful. Also, he said,
maybe Lulu really just couldn't do the technique-perhaps she didn't have the coordination
vAt -had I considered that possibility?

�I

"You just don't believe in her," I accused.
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Discussion and Writing Suggestions
1. To get the benefits of raising "math whizzes and music prodigies," Chua
writes, a parent must pay the costs, which she lists in a series of bullet points.
Reread her list. ln your view, are the costs worth the benefits? Explain.
2. Chua clearly states why she's so vigilant as a parent: "Chinese parents under
stand ... that nothing is fun until you're good at it. To get good at anything you
have to work, and children on their own never want to work, which is why it
is crucial to override their preferences." The key element of this argument is the
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