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RACE TO NOWHERE 
SHORT SYNOPSIS 
 
A concerned mother turned filmmaker aims her camera at the culture of hollow achievement and 
pressure to perform that has invaded Americaʼs schools.  It is destroying our childrenʼs love of 
learning and feeding an epidemic of unprepared, disengaged, and unhealthy students.  
 
This remarkable new film shines a light on the price our kids pay for this “race to nowhere.” 
Cheating is commonplace, stress-related illness, depression and burnout are rampant, and 
ironically, young people arrive at college and the workplace unprepared and uninspired.   
 
Featuring the heartbreaking stories of young people who have been pushed to the brink and 
educators who are burned out and worried that students arenʼt developing the skills needed for 
the global economy, RACE TO NOWHERE points to the silent epidemic running rampant in our 
schools. 

RACE TO NOWHERE is a call to families, educators, experts and policy makers to examine 
current assumptions on how to best prepare the youth of America to become the healthy, bright, 
contributing and leading citizens in the 21st century. 

Among many others, RACE TO NOWHERE features Dr. Madeline Levine, author of the best-
seller, The Price of Privilege, Dr. Deborah Stipek, Dean of the Stanford School of Education, Dr. 
Kenneth Ginsburg, an adolescent medicine specialist at The Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, 
Dr. Wendy Mogel, author of The Blessing of a Skinned Knee, Denise Pope, author of Doing 
School, and Sara Bennett, author of The Case Against Homework.  
 
 



IN THE PRESS

“Every once in a while, a film comes along that has the potential to change the culture. 
“Race to Nowhere” shines a light on the crisis of learning and meaning facing American 
education. The film is both a call to arms and a beacon of hope, a source of relief and 
outrage and a way forward for all of us.”

— Rachel Simmons, co-founder of the Girls Leadership Institute and author of “The Curse of
the Good Girl.”

“The Race to Nowhere is another inconvenient truth. It’s a wake-up call to all of us who
care about children, the purpose of schools, and how we define success in American edu-
cation. And, importantly, it provides viewers with excellent, actionable suggestions of how
to begin to address change locally in our schools.”

— The George Lucas Educational Foundation

“Raises important questions that educators and parents must confront... a provocative,
conversation starter of a film.”

— Daniel Pink, Author of Drive and A Whole New Mind

“A growing grass-roots phenomenon”

— Donna St. George, Washington Post

“Admirably conveys the complexity of the issue with considerably more compassion than
prescription.”

— Jeannette Catsoulis, New York Times

“A dire warning and solid piece of advocacy journalism.”

— Sheri Linden, Los Angeles Times

“An education film that gets it (No, not 'Superman'). Chronicles the price kids are paying
emotionally for the increased emphasis on test scores.”

— Valerie Strauss, Washington Post

“A compelling film about the stress that kids today experience because of high stakes 
testing.”

— Diane Ravitch

“I promise you that this movie is telling the truth … ʻRace to Nowhere’ conveys important
messages with power.”

— John Merrow, correspondent for PBS Newshour, writing for The Huffington Post



“You’ll be inspired to make some changes, big and small, for the health of your kids.”

— Lian Dolan, Oprah.com

“Go see this film...and help stop the insanity!”

— Danny Miller, The Huffington Post

“A must-see documentary for every parent, teacher and young person we serve.”

—Patrick Bassett, President National Association of Independent Schools

“A powerful and well-crafted reminder that the dubious benefits of a higher GPA must be
weighed against real suffering and years that are lost forever.”

— Alfie Kohn, Author of The Schools Our Children Deserve

“You should see this film.”

— Marc Bousquet, The Chronicle of Higher Education

“Required viewing.”

— Annlee Ellingson, Moving Pictures Magazine

“Race to Nowhere” spotlights the intersection of health and education and gives voice to
those on the front lines — the students and teachers themselves.”

—The Santa Maria Times

“A call to mobilize families, educators and policymakers to help disprove the notion that
the educational system is ʻone-size-fits-all.’”

—J. Weekly, Jewish Weekly Newspaper of Northern CA

“This film challenges all members of the school community to begin having courageous
conversations about how to best support student learning in the 21st century.”

—Kirby Hoy, San Ramon Valley Unified School District



EXHIBITION AND CREDITS

Exhibition Format: HDCAM, Digibeta, DCP, DVD 85 minutes

Sound Format:   Dolby Stereo

World Premiere: Mill Valley Film Festival, October 2009

Theatrical Premiere:    IFC Center, September 10, 2010

Broadcast Premiere:    TBD

A Production of ....................................Reel Link Films

A Film by ...............................................Vicki Abeles

Editor.....................................................Jessica Congdon

Cinematographer..................................Sophie Constantinou & Maimone Attia

Music.....................................................Mark Adler

DISTRIBUTION OF RACE TO NOWHERE

Race to Nowhere had its world premier at the Mill Valley Film Festival in October 2009, and 
has screened in eight additional film festivals. The film opened in theaters in New York and Los 
Angeles in September 2010 and is currently playing across the country as part of a six month 
public screening campaign in theaters and semi-theatrical venues such as school auditoriums 
and local community centers.   

To date, we've screened in 44 states, 3 countries, over 50 theaters and over 20 colleges and 
universities. There are more than 700 screenings currently scheduled in connection with the 
screening campaign. We expect to reach an audience of well over 150,000 during the campaign.

Schools, parents, educators, universities and colleges, private organizations, PTA groups, commu-
nity centers and many others nationally and internationally, have taken initiative toward changing
the dialogue in their homes and local communities by putting on a screening of Race to Nowhere.

Through the film and the related social action campaign, we intend to raise awareness, change 
the dialogue and empower individuals to take the lead in creating a vision for change around the
issues shaping our children’s lives and education. Using the film as the centerpiece for the social
action campaign, we intend to activate communities, influence decision makers and opinion lead-
ers and create the political will to transform education, redefine success for young people and make
their health and well-being a national priority.

Real Link Film’s hybrid distribution model is a key component in what The Washington Post
called “a growing grass-roots phenomenon.” Reel Link Films is teaming up with individuals,
schools, organizations, and not-for-profits committed to making a difference in the lives of our
children and their education.
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RACE TO NOWHERE 
LONG SYNOPSIS  
  
The generation of the 21st Century is faced with more complex, global problems than any 
previous age.  Potentially devastating environmental, economic and social challenges abound.   
Parents today are expected to raise high-achieving children, skilled in a multitude of talents, all at 
the highest levels, to respond to these challenges.   Bombarded by academic standards, 
competition for educational opportunities, and run-away schedules, young people struggle to 
accommodate the intense demands.  
  
After a series of wake up calls in her family and the devastating loss of a young womanʼs life, 
concerned Mom and filmmaker Vicki Abeles, picks up the camera to make a difference. By 
chronicling her own familyʼs intense schedule, she takes the viewer on an intimate journey into 
the center of the daily struggle to balance academic commitments and cultural expectations, with 
healthy personal needs.   
 
From nights at the dinner table doing homework, to the desks of education and child psychology 
experts, Ms. Abeles’ camera take us straight into the heart of the question, “Given current 
education modalities, (the pressure for test scores, over-scheduled lives of young people, highly 
competitive parental pressure, disenfranchised student  populations and teachers stretched to 
their limits), are we preparing our children to become the healthy and bright world leaders that we 
need for the future?'     
  
RACE TO NOWHERE is the story of what happens when, through healthy, normal, 
developmental needs, a gap develops between inner needs and the high stakes, unyielding 
demands of todayʼs preparation for young people to enter society. It is a groundbreaking 
documentary feature film that examines the colossal price being paid, by todayʼs students, for the 
achievement-obsessed way of life that permeates America.    
  
Abeles takes viewers to schools across the country to feature the stories of students who have 
been pushed to the brink, educators who are burnt out and worried students arenʼt learning 
anything substantive and college professors and business leaders, concerned the incoming 
young people lack the skills needed to succeed in the 21st century.  The stories of several young 
people, parents and a teacher are intercut with scenes of family life and in-depth interviews with 
top experts in education, medicine, and psychology – providing a deep and varied context that 
underscores the enormity of a potentially looming crisis.     
  
In 2010, competitive, self-assured, achievement-oriented, young people prepare relentlessly to 
enter a culture that demands nothing less than their personal best, all day, every day. From 
preschool through college, children are pressured, pushed, coached, sculpted, scheduled and 
reviewed, running a never-ending gauntlet towards adulthood.   
  
What happens when personal best is not good enough? What happens when personal best 
changes into personal nightmare?   The unintended consequences of an achievement-obsessed 
culture can be catastrophic for families and children alike. The mental health of young people may 
suffer, leading to depression, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, self-mutilation, and suicide – not 
to mention binge drinking, self-medication and drug abuse.   We are graduating a generation of 
young people who have been trained as robo-students, unable to think and work independently, 
creatively, and collaboratively and who are returning home after college in increasing numbers. 
Industry is spending billions retraining these graduates.     
  
Shot in gritty cinema verité, as well as sophisticated documentary style, RACE TO NOWHERE is 
a far-reaching, in-depth profile of childhood and education, which underscores the urgency with 
which adults must address this looming crisis. 
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RACE TO NOWHERE 
FILMMAKERʼS NOTES 
Three years ago my only knowledge of film came from buying tickets at the box office and going 
to see a movie with my kids. RACE TO NOWHERE was inspired by a series of wake-up calls that 
made me look closely at the relentless pressure to perform that children face today.  
I saw the strain in my children as they navigated days filled with school, homework, tutoring and 
extracurricular activities. But it wasnʼt until the crisis of my 12-year-old daughter being diagnosed 
with a stress-induced condition that I was determined to do something. After months of long 
evenings battling homework assignments, studying for tests and panic attacks in the middle of the 
night, we found her doubled over in pain, and rushed her to the emergency room. Her cheerful 
façade and determination to keep up had masked her symptoms to us, to her friends and to her 
teachers.  

I started to make some changes in my home, but the pressures on my children and family felt 
more systemic and beyond my control. In thinking about my own childhood, it seemed that 
education hadnʼt changed much in the past 30 years, but todayʼs system is driven by a high-
stakes, high-pressure culture.  
In trying to understand what was driving those pressures, I began speaking to experts. I was 
stunned to learn of the soaring rates of youth depression, suicide, cheating, and dropping out in 
all types of communities. I spoke with students and their families and teachers across the country, 
and realized how widespread the problems were, crossing economic and geographic lines --  and 
how powerless they felt in the face of current education policies focused on high stakes tests and 
competitive college admissions.  
This problem was affecting millions of kids and yet it wasnʼt being talked about.  
I wanted to do something to raise awareness on a large scale, and to bring communities together 
to galvanize change. Films had always been a powerful force in my life, so I decided the best way 
to raise awareness on a large scale was to make a film that clearly captured these stories and 
issues. I was determined to give voice to those on the front lines of education – students and 
teachers. 
So I picked up a camera and began to assemble a team of film professionals.  
After interviewing students, parents and teachers, I met with top education and child development 
experts at Stanford University and other leading institutions. I interviewed my own daughter, and I 
went on camera myself to give the film context.  
One of the high school pupils I talked to, Natan, gave us the filmʼs title when he said itʼs like 
students “get caught up in a race to nowhere.”  
Several months into the development of the film, without any warning signs, a 13-year-old girl in 
our community committed suicide after getting a poor grade on a math test, adding urgency to the 
need for change.  
Childhood has become indentured to test scores, performance and competition. We face an 
epidemic creating a generation of unhealthy, disengaged, unprepared youth trying to manage as 
best they can. . 
We cannot keep silent any longer. If I donʼt speak out and share these stories, who will?  And if 
not now, when?   
We cannot wait for large institutions or the government to make the changes our kids need today, 
and political and corporate interests should not drive education. Thereʼs too much evidence that 
this system isnʼt working for any of our kids. Layers of change are needed, starting from the 
ground up. 
I am hopeful that once audiences see RACE TO NOWHERE they will be inspired to make 
changes in their home, classroom and community. Our website has a special resource page to 
help get the dialogue and actions started. It is important for us to join together to change the 
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system and our culture. Together we must safeguard the health of our children and ensure that 
they all receive an education that allows them to reach their full potential. 
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RACE TO NOWHERE 
KEY SUBJECTS 

 
Natalie 
From a young age, Natalie attended private school and was expected to do well in all of her 
pursuits: school, sports, and Hebrew lessons. In high school, she had so much homework and so 
many tests that the only way she could keep up with everything was to work all night. She 
discovered a trick to staying awake: not eating gave her insomnia. During her sophomore year 
she was diagnosed as anorexic.  
 
Sam  
Sam attended suburban public schools in a school district where the expectations are high and 
the pressure is intense. He felt overwhelmed with schoolwork as early as elementary school. In 
high school, he enrolled in challenging classes and joined the wrestling team. In the end, it was 
all too much for him.  
 
Jamey 
Jamey used to love school, but in 6th grade she found it difficult to keep with all the work.  She 
began getting up in the middle of the night to finish her homework. As the workload increased in 
7th grade, Jamey fell further behind. She felt she wasnʼt smart and that she was disappointing 
everyone. Her mom noticed signs of depression, but all of Jameyʼs teachers declared, “she 
looked fine”.  
 
Isaiah 
In middle school, Isaiah was the guy all the other students turned to for help with their homework. 
He was a 4.0 student. He felt successful. In his urban high school, he took AP classes so he 
could apply to top colleges and a wide range of scholarships. He needed the scholarships 
because his mom couldnʼt afford to send him to a four-year school. As he progressed through 
high school he became overwhelmed by his workload and fell behind. His grades dropped and he 
considered dropping out.  
 
Jarreau 
Jarreau had top grades in high school—partially because he figured out how to work the system. 
It was all just a matter of memorizing information and spitting it back out. He would cram the night 
before a test so the material was fresh in his mind. For Jarreau, that strategy worked. He was 
accepted into Stanford University, yet struggled as a freshman.  
 
Ally 
In middle school, Ally was a top student with a strong interest in the arts. When she entered high 
school in Carmel, Indiana, she was working towards an academic honors diploma, which would 
help her get into a good college.  In 10th grade, she struggled in math and lost her academic 
honors diploma. She began to feel she was a failure at everything. She stopped trying in school, 
because, as she puts it, “if you donʼt try, you canʼt fail”. 
 
Emma 
When Emma first started teaching in Oakland public schools, she hoped to inspire her students to 
embrace learning and pursue a college education. She came up with innovative ways of 
presenting material she felt was accessible and engaging. But the district pressured her to teach 
to the standards. That meant giving her students tests they always performed poorly on; 
assigning work that required memorization as opposed to critical thinking. After 5 years of 
struggling against the district, Emma is beginning to feel like sheʼs fighting a losing battle. 
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Darrick 
For 9 years, Darrick was one of the most innovative teachers in the Oakland Public School 
district. He set up a character-building program designed to give students a voice and inspire 
them to become active participants in social change. The program inspired countless students to 
attend college and pursue ambitious careers. Darrick is now a teacher and administrator at a 
small urban school in San Francisco.  Instructor, motivational speaker, and homespun 
philosopher, Darrick is keenly aware of Americaʼs narrow definition of success and how it 
damages children. 
 
Jane Marvin 
Jane Marvin is a caring mother, and human resources professional. In February 2008, her 
daughter, Devon, committed suicide at the age of 13. Since then, Jane has struggled to cope with 
her loss and to find out what signs, if any, she and her husband might have missed. Jane is 
committed to sharing Devonʼs story widely so that other parents are more aware of the stress 
their children may feel—even if they donʼt show it. 
 
Vicki  
Vicki learned at an early age that the key to success is hard work and a good education. Raised 
by a struggling, single mom who encouraged her children to attend graduate school, she worked 
her way up from nothing to become a successful attorney and businesswoman.  As a mother, 
Vicki wanted her children to have all the opportunities she lacked, growing up. But when her 
daughters reached middle school, they were overwhelmed by pressure from classes and extra-
curriculars. When one became physically sick, she and her husband realized they had to rethink 
the way they were raising and educating their children. Vicki took it upon herself to find out how 
our broken education system harms both children and adults, and what we can do to change it. It 
is this investigation that is depicted in this film. Vicki is the co-director of RACE TO NOWHERE. 
 
Dr. Deborah Stipek, Ph.D. 
Dr. Stipek is the James Quillen Dean and Professor of Education at Stanford University. Her 
doctorate is from Yale University in developmental psychology. Her scholarship concerns 
instructional effects on childrenʼs achievement motivation, early childhood education, elementary 
education and school reform. She served for five years on the Board on Children, Youth, and 
Families of the National Academy of Sciences and is a member of the National Academy of 
Education. She also chaired the National Academy of Sciences Committee on Increasing High 
School Studentsʼ Engagement & Motivation to Learn and the MacArthur Foundation Network on 
Teaching and Learning. Dr. Stipek served 10 of her 23 years at UCLA as Director of the Corinne 
Seeds University Elementary School and the Urban Education Studies Center. She joined the 
Stanford School of Education as Dean and Professor of Education in January 2001.  
 
In the film, she illuminates the flaws of the American education system, and explains what can be 
done to address them. She also describes why schools in other countries are more effective than 
the ones in America. Dr. Stipek assures us these problems can be fixed—but if theyʼre not, our 
country as a whole, will suffer. 
 
Ken Ginsburg 
Dr. Ken Ginsburg is an adolescent medicine specialist at The Childrenʼs Hospital of Philadelphia, 
an American Academy of Pediatrics spokesperson and co-author of the book “Less Stress, More 
Success.”  Dr. Ginsburg explains in the film that “the common force that drives kids toward so 
many negative behaviors is stress.” Drawing from his own experiences as a father, Dr. Ginsburg 
admits that parents today face a dilemma: Should they minimize their childrenʼs stress, or 
encourage them to attend a good college? It seems it is impossible to do both. The solution Dr. 
Ginsburg suggests for everyone is to redefine success and get off the treadmill together. 
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Dr. Madeline Levine 
Madeline Levine is a nationally known psychologist with over 25 years of experience as a 
clinician, consultant, and educator. Her current New York Times best-selling book, The Price of 
Privilege, published by Harper Collins, explores the reasons why teenagers from affluent families 
are experiencing epidemic rates of emotional problems. She is also a co-founder of Challenge 
Success. 
 
 
Dr. Denise Pope 
Denise Pope is a senior lecturer at the Stanford University School of Education. For the past ten 
years, she has specialized in student engagement, curriculum studies, qualitative research 
methods, and service learning. She is the author of "Doing School: How we are creating a 
generation of stressed out, materialistic, and mis-educated students." She is co-founder of 
Challenge Success, a national research and intervention project that aims to reduce unhealthy 
pressure on youth and champions a broader vision of youth success. Challenge Success is an 
expanded version of the Stressed Out Students program that Dr. Pope founded and directed from 
2003-2008. She lectures nationally on parenting techniques and pedagogical strategies to 
increase student health, engagement with learning, and integrity. 
 
Sara Bennett 
Sara Bennett is the co-author of "The Case Against Homework: How Homework Is Hurting Our 
Children and What We Can Do About It" and the founder of Stop Homework, a not-for-profit 
project devoted to changing homework policy and practice, that is affiliated with The Alliance for 
Childhood. Sara has a 17-year-old son and a 14-year-old daughter, and she has been an anti-
homework activist from the time her older child entered first grade. A former criminal appeals 
attorney and the first chairperson of the Wrongful Convictions Project of the Legal Aid Society, 
Sara has successfully helped parents advocate for homework reform in their own communities, 
and she has counseled teachers, administrators, and School Board members on ways to change 
homework practices. 
 
Dr. Wendy Mogel 
Dr. Wendy Mogel is an internationally known clinical psychologist, author and public speaker. 
Publisherʼs Weekly gave her New York Times best-selling parenting book, The Blessing of a 
Skinned Knee, a starred review saying,  “Impassioned, lyrical and eminently practical, this volume 
is a real treasure.” A graduate of Middlebury College, Dr. Mogel completed an internship and 
post-doctoral fellowship in the Department of Psychiatry at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los 
Angeles. She has been a keynote speaker at the annual meetings of the National Association of 
Independent Schools, the National Association of Principals of Schools for Girls, the Educational 
Records Bureau, the National Association of Episcopal Schools, the American Montessori 
Society, and the American Camp Association.  She serves on the boards of the Center for Early 
Education and the Counsel for Spiritual and Ethical Education—a century old inter-faith 
organization serving private schools. She contributes articles to many types of publications 
including Independent School Magazine, the Jewish Telegraphic Agency and Camping 
Magazine. 
 
In 2006, The New York Times Sunday Magazine published a profile story on Dr. Mogel and her 
work. In October of 2010, Scribner will publish her book about raising teenagers in a nervous 
world, The Blessing of a B Minus.  
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RACE TO NOWHERE 
ABOUT THE FILM TEAM 
 
Vicki Abeles, Producer, Writer and Co-Director 
As Founder of Reel Link Films, Vicki Abeles combines her passion for creating superb filmed 
entertainment with seasoned executive management. Through bold and insightful works on film, 
she intends to bring to center stage critical issues impacting children, women and families. RACE 
TO NOWHERE is her first feature documentary. Since its premier at the Mill Valley Film festival, 
the film has screened to thousands of parents, educators and concerned citizens. The film paints 
a picture that demands each of us to pay attention to what is going on for young people today as 
they navigate a complex, pressure-cooker culture and education system. Vicki is currently 
focused on the distribution of RACE TO NOWHERE while also in the early stages of development 
on her next documentary and serving as an advisor on several other films. Previously, Vicki 
worked as a corporate attorney on Wall Street and on the business side at Goldman Sachs. 
Clients represented a wide range of industries including the media business.  Vicki lives in the 
Bay area with her husband and three children and is a passionate advocate for women and 
children. She also facilitates the parents group on Edutopia, part of the George Lucas Educational 
Foundation. 

Jessica Congdon, Editor, Writer and Co-Director 
Jessica has worked as a film editor for the last 12 years. Her latest documentary feature films 
'Speed and Angels,' directed by Peyton Wilson and ʻMotherland,ʼ directed by Jennifer Steinman 
have been screening at film festivals nationally. Her latest narrative feature film ʻBaby-O,ʼ directed 
by Charles Matthau, is due for release in fall 2009. The feature film 'Her Minor Thing,' also 
directed by Matthau, premiered at the Seattle Film Festival in June 2005. She edited the feature 
film 'Dopamine,' directed by Mark Decena, an award-winning film at Sundance 2003. She has 
edited in several languages, including Swedish for the film ʻSearchʼ, and in German for the 
Columbia Tri-Star feature film 'Big Girls Don't Cry,' while living in Berlin. Other documentary work 
includes 'Radius of a Bomb: A Bosnian Diary.' 
 
As a commercial editor, she is a founding editor of Umlaut Films in San Francisco. She has edited 
national and international television campaigns for clients including Budweiser, Isuzu, Nike, 
Saturn, Pepsi, Procter & Gamble, Adidas, Bugaboo, AT&T, and Hilton. The NBC11 'Illuminating' 
campaign, directed by Ron Fricke, won an Emmy in 2005. She also edited a TV pilot entitled 
ʻBrilliant Greenʼ for the Ovation Network. 
 
Jessica lives with her husband and daughters in San Franciscoʼs Mission district.  
 
Mark Adler, Composer  
Composer Mark Adlerʼs recent projects include “Food, Inc.” produced by Robert Kenner and Eric 
Schlosser, and “Bottle Shock,” starring Alan Rickman and Chris Pine.  He won a Primetime 
Emmy for his work on HBOʼs “The Rat Pack” and was nominated for “Forbidden Territory: 
Stanley's Search for Livingstone,” starring Nigel Hawthorne. Other projects include scores for 
over 40 documentaries (including numerous National Geographic Specials) and numerous TV 
movies (among them two for Hallmark Hall of Fame).  He also composed the theme for the PBS 
series, “American Experience.”  Feature film scores include Paramount Classicsʼ “Focus,” based 
on Arthur Millerʼs novel and starring William H. Macy and Laura Dern, the Miramax film "Picture 
Bride,” Wayne Wangʼs “Eat A Bowl of Tea” and three Oscar-nominated feature documentaries.  In 
addition to his composing work, Mark is currently touring with the Donna Jean Godchaux Band on 
keyboards and vocals.  He attended elementary school in Mill Valley, where he first fell in love 
with movies at the Sequoia Theater. 
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Maimone Attia, Cinematographer and Writer 
Maimone writes, shoots, directs and edits short films independently. His narrative films are 
expressionistic stories and often psychological thrillers, which use fantasy as a metaphor for 
complex emotional states. He is excited to be involved in the writing and shooting of “RACE TO 
NOWHERE”, and has sought to bring his training in narrative film making to the world of 
documentary film. 
 
Drawn to storytelling since he was 7, Maimone Attia studied creative writing, film production and 
critical studies at USC, from which he received a B.A. in Cinema-Television. He now works as a 
children's entertainer, freelance videographer, and writer. 

Sophie Constantinou, Cinematographer and Consulting Director 
Sophiaʼs work has earned international acclaim for tackling difficult topics with artistry and 
sensitivity. She has produced, directed and photographed several award-winning documentaries, 
including "Divided Loyalties," an intensely personal, feature-length exploration of the conflict in 
Cyprus (Golden Gate Award, 1999); "Between the Lines," about women and self-injury (Golden 
Gate Award, 1998); and "Impact Zone" (Best Experimental Film, NY Underground Film Festival, 
1997.) Specializing in alluring, formally dramatic lighting design as well as improvised 
observational camerawork, Sophia has been shooting high-profile documentary films for over a 
decade. Her cinematography credits include HBOʼs "Unchained Memories, PBSʼ “Presumed 
Guilty”, and KQEDʼS Emmy Award winning "Home Front." She received her BA in Film Studies 
from the University of California at Berkeley and a Masterʼs from San Francisco State University.  
She teaches cinematography and directing at the City College of San Francisco and has been 
mentoring at-risk youth in filmmaking and cinematography for much of the past decade. 
 
Sara Truebridge, Ed. D., Education Consultant 
Sara Truebridge is an Education Consultant who combines her experience and expertise in the 
areas of education policy, practice and research to promote success and equity for all. She 
formally was a Research Associate with WestEd researching, authoring, and presenting best 
practices in the field of prevention and resilience as it relates to education, school climate, and 
youth development theory, policy, and practice.  Sara has consulted and given numerous 
presentations and workshops throughout the United States from a strengths-based perspective 
focusing on resilience and positive youth/human development theory, policy and practice to 
enhance positive school climate, teaching, learning, health, and safety. Sara currently is 
contracted by Teachers College Press to write a book on resilience, beliefs, and education. 
 
After 20 years of credentialed classroom experience ranging from pre-kindergarten to high 
school, Sara was Founder and President of Sincerely, Kids Inc.®, a child-centered consulting firm 
providing Educational C.A.R.E. — Consulting, Advocacy, Resources, and Education. Prior to 
teaching, she was the Legislative Analyst for education in the New York State Senate. Sara 
earned her Ed.D. and M.A. from Mills College and a B.A. from Denison University. She holds 
certificates from Harvard Graduate School of Educationʼs program, Closing the Achievement Gap 
and UC Berkeleyʼs program, Children and the Changing Family. Sara is one of two international 
recipients of the 2005 Howard M. Soule Fellowship for Doctoral Studies: a Phi Delta Kappa 
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Bay Area newspapers. He has a Masters degree in Film. 
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Parents Embrace Documentary on Pressures of School
By TRIP GABRIEL
Published: December 8, 2010

It isn’t often that a third of a movie audience sticks around to discuss its message, but that is the 
effect of “Race to Nowhere,” a look at the downside of childhoods spent on résumé-building.

“How do you help your children balance when the whole education system is pushing, pushing,
pushing, and you want your kids to be successful?” Alethea Lewis, a mother of two, asked a roomful
of concerned parents who had just seen the film, a documentary, last week in Bronxville, N.Y., at a
screening co-sponsored by the private Chapel School.

With no advertising and little news media attention, “Race to Nowhere” has become a must-see
movie in communities where the kindergarten-to-Harvard steeplechase is most competitive.

More than 1,100 attended a screening last week at New Trier High School in Winnetka, Ill. 
About 500 saw it at the 92nd Street Y in Manhattan in November. It has been shown to a roomful
of fathers at Pixar during lunch hour and twice to employees at the Silicon Valley headquarters 
of Google.

All 325 seats in the auditorium of the New Canaan Country School in Connecticut were filled 
during a screening for parents last Thursday night. Francie Irvine, the assistant head of school, 
said, “Our parents’ association president called me and said, ‘My sister just saw this in California
and we have to, have to, have to have it here.’ ”

The film portrays the pressures when schools pile on hours of homework, coaches turn sports into
year-round obligations and parents pack their children off to music and computer camps during
summer.

“Everyone expects us to be superheroes,” one high school senior in the film says.

Another tells of borrowing her friends’ prescription of Adderall to juggle her many commitments.
“It’s hard to be the vice president of your class, play on the soccer team and do homework,” she says.

The movie introduces boys who drop out of high school from the pressure, girls who suffer stress-
induced insomnia and worse, and students for whom “cheating has become another course,” as one
puts it.

“When success is defined by high grades, test scores, trophies,”’ a child psychologist says in the film,
“we know that we end up with unprepared, disengaged, exhausted and ultimately unhealthy kids.”

Vicki Abeles, the middle-aged mother and first-time filmmaker who made “Race to Nowhere,”
picked up a camera when a doctor said that her then-12-year-old daughter’s stomachaches were
being caused by stress from school.

continues



“I was determined to find out how we had gotten to a place where our family had so little time to-
gether,” she explains in the film, which has an unslick, home-video quality, “where our kids were
physically sick because of the pressures they were under.”

In many ways, the movie is the alter ego to the better-known “Waiting for Superman,” another edu-
cation documentary playing around the country this fall.

That film has earned $6.3 million at the box office since its release and ranks 20th among the most
successful documentaries ever, according to Box Office Mojo, in no small part because of a blast
of publicity. The director appeared on “The Oprah Winfrey Show” and President Obama greeted
its stars at the White House.

“Race to Nowhere” had a one-week run in two theaters, in New York and Los Angeles, but it has
primarily been screened by community groups in school auditoriums, churches and temples. Local
sponsors like Parent Teacher Associations sell tickets and split the take with the filmmakers.

Ms. Abeles, a corporate lawyer who briefly traded on the gold desk at Goldman Sachs before mov-
ing to northern California with her family, said the film cost her and other backers in the “mid-six
figures.” It will have been shown at some 700 locations through February.

With her movie’s grass-roots success, Ms. Abeles has been approached by major distributors offer-
ing to place it in commercial theaters. But she is not convinced that the movie would reach as wide
an audience or inspire viewers to stay for the discussions, which are moderated by principals, child
psychologists and sometimes Ms. Abeles herself. The film’s Web site encourages viewers to follow
up with local activism (and also links to research and studies supporting the film, which pretty
much avoids citing any data).

“My passion is around the change this film has the potential to create,” Ms. Abeles said. 

While “Waiting for Superman” lionizes urban reformers who embrace standardized testing as a
necessary yardstick to hold schools and teachers accountable, Ms. Abeles believes that the testing
movement is what has caused education to go off the tracks.

She talks to students, teachers and experts who say that teaching to tests, including the Advanced
Placement tests, narrows education and diminishes creativity and independent thinking. Employ-
ers complain that college graduates these days lack initiative. An educator, Denise Pope, a lecturer
at Stanford, says that the University of California requires remedial courses of half its students,
even though their high school grades were stellar.

“They’re spitting back but not retaining the information,” Dr. Pope said.

Parents Embrace Documentary on Pressures of School — page 2
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Most of the families in “Race to Nowhere” are suburban and privileged, and the film has found its
audience in those communities where parents often move for excellent schools. In addition to New
Canaan and Winnetka, there were screenings last week in Los Altos, Calif., Bethesda, Md., and Chap-
paqua, N.Y. — towns where an Ivy League sticker on the back of a Range Rover is a given.

“You would not believe what reactions you get from other parents when you mention what colleges
your children are looking at — you’re so judged,” Tara Vessels, a mother at the New Canaan Country
School, told about 40 other parents and staff members who discussed the movie last Friday in the
school cafeteria.

The Country School espouses a “whole child” philosophy, and its mission statement, inscribed on the
cafeteria walls, includes the sentence: “We value the imagination and curiosity of children and respect
childhood as an integral part of life.”

But parents said the larger community imposed its own values, and their children clamored to join an
ice hockey league that practices until 10 p.m.

“Imagine if a sign out front of school says ‘Mistakes Are Made Here Often,’ ” mused one teacher,
echoing a theme in the movie that schools should accept failure as part of learning. “No one would
come here! But why not?”

A mother complained that her 13-year-old “had a chapter test, and that night had to study for a quiz”
in the same class. “What is the point of all the testing?” she said. “It’s so stressful.”

“Great question,” Ms. Irvine, the assistant head of school, replied.

Tim Bazemore, the head of school, acknowledged ruefully that “the whole child in high school is a full
résumé,” telling the parents that this represented “a failure of education leadership.”

Nonetheless, he wondered how parents would feel if teachers assigned less homework and did not
penalize students who did not do it. Would families think the school was failing to prepare their
children for high school and beyond?

The school “needs an honest dialogue with you,” Mr. Bazemore said. 

Parents Embrace Documentary on Pressures of School — page 3





'Why are we doing this?'

More than 500 screenings are expected this fall, including theater runs in such places as Peoria, Ill., and
Oakland, Calif. In the Washington area, it has played at a Bethesda movie house, at Walt Whitman High
School, at private schools in Baltimore and Upper Marlboro, and at the D.C. Jewish Community Center in
Northwest Washington.

"Word of mouth spread, and people who weren't here wanted to know, 'Where can they see it and how can
they show it to their kids,' " said Susan Barocas of the Jewish Community Center, who said she shared the
enthusiasm. "I'm the mother of a 14-year-old, and it so spoke to me."

Each screening ends with an audience discussion, as it did last week in Whitman's school auditorium.

"How can we get things changed so they can be more reasonable again?" asked a mother from Bethesda-
Chevy Chase High School, calling her Montgomery County area "a ground zero of the achievement-
oriented culture."

Whitman Principal Alan Goodwin, in the audience, told parents that his school had created a "Stressbusters
Committee," which had requested the movie, and made such changes as discouraging homework on
holiday weekends. Still, he added: "Homework is a necessary evil."

The film explores the meaning of success in an era when teenagers often struggle in isolation without telling
their families. And it questions whether memorizing material to pass a test fosters the kind of critical
thinking students need for college classes and jobs down the road.

"I think more people need to be willing to take a step back and ask, 'Why are we doing this?' " said Hughes,
who saw the film and spread the word to others in her PTA community in Bethesda. Now she hopes
parents in her school cluster can arrange another showing for those who missed it.

Hughes said she has reconsidered her own approach to schoolwork. "It made me feel that when I get on my
kids' case about things, I really shouldn't," she said.

The filmmaker is hoping for a national debate on such ideas. The way Abeles sees it, her documentary
echoes what some experts have been saying for years: that the pressure to perform can be damaging and that
more testing and an overload of homework do not make students smarter.

Not everyone agreed with the film's messages. David Tompkins, 39, a father of four who saw the film
Monday at the Landmark's Bethesda Row Cinema, said it relied too heavily on anecdote, especially on
issues of student stress that often comes as a byproduct of competition. "Our society rewards competition,
and there is competition for jobs and college admissions, and you're not going to be able to avoid that," he
said. "Not everyone is going to be a winner."

Serena Ranganathan, 16, a Whitman student, said she thought the movie overstated stress-induced health
problems. She doesn't know anyone who wakes up at 1 a.m. with stomach aches or has checked into a
stress clinic, she said.

Still, the issue of teaching to the test is true to life, she said.

"We're not really motivated to learn to gain knowledge," Ranganathan said. "We just want to memorize it
and get a good grade and get into a good school." In a sense, she said, the educational process has been
corrupted. "Especially after the final exam, you just forget it afterward."



Post a Comment

Hitting home

Traveling to Maryland this week, Abeles moderated the post-film discussion Monday at a screening hosted
by Norwood School, a private school in Bethesda. After the movie ended, the audience broke out into
applause.

Afterward, parents and educators talked about the name for the film (which came from a student's
observation). About innovative schools. About how children reflect what their parents value.

For Jennifer Powers, 43, mother of two in Bethesda, the film hit harder than she expected. "I feel like I'm
living this experience," she said.

Powers said she was moved to hear one pediatric expert in the film confess that in spite of his own efforts to
guard against pressuring his children to do well, he sometimes worried about the college they would attend.

"I think we [as parents] are anxious about this stuff, and I think we have put it on our kids," Powers said.
"But when you step back and say, 'It's not important,' you worry about that too. It's a balancing act."

Abeles said it was important for communities to come together to address the issues raised in the film. She
told of an elementary school that cut back on homework and encouraged reading, and how several high
schools did away with or limited AP courses.

For parents and schools, "I think it feels scary to make these changes alone," she said.

Abeles told the audience she was disappointed more students had not attended.

"They're all doing their homework," someone called out, eliciting laughter.

As the evening ended, Abeles was surrounded by parents and educators who wanted the discussion to go
on.

"You've definitely got us on your team," said Claudia Helmig, 39, a Norwood parent and mother of three
who found Abeles "so approachable, and one of us."

"There was a lot of sadness in the movie," she said, "but when you get out of there you also have hope that
people are uncovering some truths and have the energy to make change."

View all comments that have been posted about this article.

View all comments that have been posted about this article.
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Movie review: 'Race to Nowhere'
September 09, 2010 | By Sheri Linden

Once upon a time kids got to hang out, play, do nothing in particular. Increasingly there's been an outcry against how structured — and future-focused — the

lives of America's college-bound students have become. As "Race to Nowhere" demonstrates, the intense pressures they face, sometimes before they've

reached the double-digit age bracket, continue to take their toll: rampant cheating, sleep deprivation, anorexia, depression, anxiety, self-mutilation, suicide.

Collecting the testimony of those who have been through the stress machine and those who have observed it firsthand, the documentary is a dire warning and

solid piece of advocacy journalism, complete with an action checklist at film's end.

Filmmaker Vicki Abeles (who directs with Jessica Congdon) explores the culture of high achievement within her own family, her Bay Area community and

around the country. Raised to believe in the necessity and value of hard work, she watched her children implode under the weight of extracurricular demands

and as many as six hours of nightly homework.

Interviews with students at both private and public schools, as well as parents, teachers, academicians and authors, uncover a market-driven conformity; one

passionate teacher uses the word "roboticize" to describe the educational process. High school is preparation not for college — once through the gates, many

Ivy League entrants need to take remedial courses — but for the all-important college application.

As films of this type must do, "Race to Nowhere" offers hope in the form of new models. For starters, there's the no-homework movement. Imagine.

— Sheri Linden

"Race to Nowhere." MPAA rating: PG-13. Running time: 1 hour, 25 minutes. At Laemmle's Sunset 5, West Hollywood.



Are Your Kids in a Race to Nowhere?
By Lian Dolan
Oprah.com   |   June 09, 2010

One of the hardest lessons to learn as a parent is to
trust your instincts. You feel something is not right
with your child, but you can't quite put your finger on
it. Is she happy? Is she under too much pressure?
Is this the way it's supposed to be? These are all
questions you might ask yourself when you see
something's off. But, despite the voice in your head,
there is a whole host of people, from school
counselors to medical doctors to your closest
friends, who will tell you: "Everything is just fine.
Don't worry. This is normal behavior." 

That's where mom Vicki Abeles found herself a few years ago as she struggled to determine what was
happening to her own daughter, who seemed to be slipping into a shell. Their family had a life that might seem
familiar to you: a complicated, filled to-the-minute schedule of school, sports and extracurricular activities.
Hours spent on homework starting in elementary school and spiraling out of control by high school.
Unrelenting standardized testing in school and encouragement to enroll in test prep classes outside of school.
Pressure to get into and excel in multiple honors and AP classes. Constant struggles between parent and
children in order to complete all assignments on time. Sleep-deprived kids thanks to late nights, early mornings
and weekends swallowed up in schoolwork. Endless sports practices at dinnertime and games at church time.
And the disappearance of family time in favor of tutors, private coaches and any other résumébuilding activities
that you and your kids can squeeze into a week. 

And all of this wrapped in the promise of getting into a top college someday. 

Welcome to the culture of achievement, otherwise known as the "race to nowhere." Side effects include major
health issues like depression, eating disorders, binge drinking, drug abuse, rampant cheating and other stress-
related health issues. And it creates burnt-out kids who get to college in no shape to really do the high-level
thinking and learning they need to be productive students and future employees. 

Vicki's concerns lead her to question why she and her family were the unwitting participants in this march
through childhood. Vicki is a mom who wanted who wanted to restore her daughter's health and well-being, not
an expert in education. But the questions she asked of school officials, child psychologists, medical doctors,
students, teachers and other parents inspired her to produce and co- direct a groundbreaking documentary
called Race to Nowhere. The documentary is an investigation into the pressures American children and their
teachers face in our achievement-obsessed education system and culture. The film is being screened in
schools and communities all over the country. I had chance to watch the film and talk to the director last week.
And, like a lot of parents in the standing-room-only audience at my screening, I saw my own family onscreen. 
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As the mother of a high schooler and a middle schooler, I'm right in the thick of the race to nowhere. Personally,
I have tried to hold back the tide of pressure that can be heaped on kids in terms of grades, test scores, GPAs—
all those measurables that we use to create a narrow definition of success for this generation. But, despite my
efforts at balance and realistic expectations, it's easy to get swept up the race to succeed academically,
especially if it seems like everybody else's child is a 4.0 student body president/team captain who recently
started a nonprofit organization in his or her spare time.

Trusting your own instincts about how much your child can handle is a daily challenge in self-restraint.
Sometimes, in order to maintain balance in your child's life and health, it can feel like you are one parent
holding back the dam. 

Not so, says Vicki. She has noticed a trend in many school districts after a screening of the film. "People are
tired of being alone on these issues," she says. "They want community. They want to be together." Parents are
forming online groups, meeting in person and committing to work toward change for the health of their students
after coming together to screen the documentary. The film has empowered school districts to initiate change in
areas like reducing or eliminating homework for elementary kids, setting later start times for tired high
schoolers and limiting the number of AP courses a student can take in one semester. "Systemic change will
happen when parents trust their instincts. And educators trust their instincts. It's too difficult to do by yourself,"
Vicki says.

Do you feel like your kids are in the race to nowhere? If you do, trust your instincts to do what's best for your
own child. And visit the Race to Nowhere website to see if the film is screening in your area. You'll be inspired
to make some changes, big and small, for the health of your kids.

Learn more about the documentary Race to Nowhere

Lian Dolan is a mother, wife, sister, friend, daughter, writer and talk show host. She writes and talks about her
adventures in modern motherhood for her website, ChaosChronicles.com, and her weekly podcast, The Chaos
Chronicles. 



Marin Voice: Adolescents' race to nowhere

By Mark Phillips
Marin Independent Journal

Posted:10/12/2009 12:07:17 AM PDT

THE MOST POIGNANT scene of Vicki Abeles' new film, "Race to Nowhere," is an interview with a
mother whose 13-year-old daughter committed suicide.

The mother searches to see if there had been clues, as each of us undoubtedly would. She finds none
except for the stress her daughter was experiencing related to grades.

A teen committing suicide because of grades may seem crazy, yet, as the film has revealed, it is
understandable as part of the vast sad tapestry of contemporary adolescent stress and how hard it is
to be a teenager today. It was this tragedy that inspired Abeles to make the film.

The film, which plays at The Rafael on Oct. 18 as part of the Mill Valley Film Festival, should be
required viewing for every parent, teacher and school policy maker. It makes it very clear that
adolescent stress is a serious problem that must be faced and dealt with.

A young woman interviewed in the film indicates that the worst question parents and teachers can ask
their child is "and?" She is in three Advanced Placement classes, but the response she receives is, "And
what else are you doing." She notes that she's in three clubs. "And?" The point is clear. The pressure to
do as much as possible to establish her resume for college admission is relentless.

A recent high school graduate describes using medical for attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder
because it's hard to be on the soccer team, serve as class vice-president and also do a good job with
homework. She describes being afraid when she couldn't catch her breath and wasn't able to sleep at
night. Another clear message is conveyed here; the use of drugs like Adderall is widespread among
high school students and is dangerous.

Still another teen describes a life that was a combination of soccer, tennis lessons, religious school
three days a week and heavy homework assignments. Then came a downward emotional spiral
leading into anorexia and severe sleep deprivation. Her grades started falling and ultimately she was
sent to a facility for eating disorders and was hospitalized twice.

Each of these scenes captures a facet of a major American problem today. Sleep deprivation among
adolescents is at an epidemic level. The adolescent suicide rate is continuing to climb. The stress being
experienced by a frighteningly large number of American adolescents has resulted in an increasing
incidence of depression and anxiety.

As Abeles' film also makes clear, this isn't just about upper middle class white kids. Latino and African
American students talk about the stress they are experiencing as they strive to get into college, in some
cases as the first in their families to do so. A lot rides on how well they do.

Cheating also continues to increase, a function of the stress placed on achievement. The experience of
many students is that school is about test scores and getting into a good college, not about learning.

As one student points out, cheating has in many ways become a "course in itself." A recent study
found that less than 3 percent of 5,000 students surveyed never cheated.

The stress is not all caused by the destructive parental emphasis on college admission. Other major
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Go See the Other Education Documentary:
The Race to Nowhere

I've rarely seen a documentary get as much press before its release as Davis
Guggenheim's "Waiting for Superman" has. I've seen the preview in movie theatres about a
dozen times now and it always whips the audience into a frenzy, with some people shedding
tears over these poor kids who simply want a decent education. But in some education circles,
there is a growing rumbling that the well marketed film is not all it appears to be. Some worry
that the documentary may help derail important school reform efforts. These folks are
disappointed about what they deem to be an anti-teacher, anti-union, anti-progressive
education stance on the part of the filmmakers. I'll wait to see the film myself before I comment
but educator Rick Ayers has posted his response on the Huffington Post.

A lot of the hoopla surrounding this documentary is thanks to its famous director who
shared an Oscar with Al Gore for their high profile "An Inconvenient Truth." I find myself sad
that in all the hubbub about "Waiting for Superman," another documentary about the problems
facing our schools is being largely ignored. That film, which I recently saw in its very brief L.A.
run, is called "The Race to Nowhere."

This important documentary by Vicki Abeles shows the intense pressures that many
adolescents face today with mountains of homework, a test-centered school culture, a full slate
of extracurricular activities, and desperate expectations about getting into the "best" schools
rather than the ones that are the best fit. Abeles started working on the documentary when her
own children began to crack under the weight of the daily grind that included absolutely no
time for unstructured play or the relatively carefree childhoods my generation enjoyed.

A bunch of teachers, students, and others are interviewed in the film to bring home the point



that something has to be done about the non-child-centered focus that is hurting so many
children throughout this country. One of the saddest interviews was with a clearly devoted,
passionate teacher working with low-income kids in Oakland who finally felt forced to resign
from her job after getting so much pressure to stop doing all of the stuff she did that worked
with the kids in favor of the soul-killing practices that were geared towards higher test scores at
the cost of creating lifelong learners or effective problem solvers. It's impossible not to be
moved by the stories of some of these kids including the lovely, talented 15-year-old girl who
committed suicide over a bad math grade.

This film is part of a broader movement to reject the craziness that is being mandated from
above. The film's excellent website includes many resources and ideas for combating the
system. One person interviewed is spearheading the "no homework" movement and makes a
strong case for eliminating homework. Thank God my high school daughter's homework isn't
as insane as the six plus hours that many of the kids in the film have to do each night, but I'm
very interested in the move to abolish homework completely. And by the way, when several
AP teachers in the film cut their homework load in half, do you know what happened? Their
students' test scores went way UP.

Go see this film...and help stop the insanity!

Follow Danny Miller on Twitter: www.twitter.com/jeweatyet





needed for change.”

“Race to Nowhere” is now being screened around the Bay Area at Jewish community centers, houses of
worship, independent movie theaters and schools. Its narrative is a call to mobilize families, educators
and policymakers to help disprove the notion that the educational system is “one-size-fits-all.”

The film is dedicated to Devon Marvin, a 13-year-old girl who committed suicide in 2008 after receiving a
bad grade on a math test. The Bay Area teen always got straight A’s, her mother, Jane Marvin, says in
the film. Devon saw B’s as failure.

“There were no signs,” a tearful Marvin says. “That’s what made it, and continues to make it, so scary.
How could I let this happen? The only thing I could think of was this internal pressure.”

When Abeles, who produced and co-directed the film with editor Jessica Congdon, set out to make the
film, her family was not going to be part of it. About a year into production, however, she was
encouraged to add her own kids’ struggles to the mix.  

Viewers are first introduced to the Abeles’ daughter Jamey, then in seventh grade, and son Zak, then in
third. With every additional hour of homework tacked on to their already heavy workload, the kids’ health
suffers.

They complain of headaches, stomachaches and anxiety. Jamey, who deals with bouts of depression
during this time, wakes up in the middle of the night doubled over in pain. Vicki and her husband, Doug,
rush her to the hospital emergency room, where doctors diagnose her ailments as stress-related.

This all occurs just after Jamey’s bat mitzvah. She sought guidance in the form of walks and trips to the
frozen yogurt shop with Temple Isaiah clergy, Abeles said. 

Of the hundreds of young subjects interviewed for the film, nearly all were impacted by the
“achievement culture” that college-bound students are thrust into at an early age.

There’s Kelly, a senior at Monte Vista High School in Danville, who sees societal pressures to be “smart,
pretty, athletic and artistic” as obstacles to finding one’s true identity. “You have to know yourself,” she
says. “Because if you don’t, you will lose yourself.”

One high school student refers to high school as “preparation for the college application, not college.” A
“race to nowhere” is how another describes the rush to achieve.  

And then there are parents, many of whom push for better test scores and grades so their kids can
compete for spots at top universities — not necessarily ones that match their child’s needs and learning
abilities.

One mom in the film says she feels like a “prison guard.” 

Naima Jahi-Coleman, an undergraduate admissions specialist at U.C. Berkeley, explains in the film that
college is “big business” — the more applicants there are, the

more it increases a school’s reputation.

And universities are looking for the best.

“I have been a perpetrator of this madness in a sense because I’ve gone out and told kids, ‘You have to
take this AP class or this honors class, and take as many as you can,’ ” Jahi-Coleman says. “We want to
see if you’ve taken total advantage of the opportunities at your high school.

“I don’t think we realize the pressure and stress that are on these kids to perform. We just know the
ultimate goal and what we want. We want the top students because we are a top institution. But I
wonder sometimes at the expense of what?” 

Renee MacDonald, 15, is a sophomore at Jewish Community High School of the Bay — but you wouldn’t
know that by looking at her schedule.

In ninth grade, MacDonald took physics and loved it. She discovered that she could enroll in AP physics
only if she was simultaneously signed up for AP calculus.

To solve the problem, MacDonald took an online version of Algebra II — the designated math course for



sophomores — last summer and is currently taking honors pre-calculus. Next year’s schedule will include
AP physics and AP calculus, courses normally reserved for seniors.

“I got super stressed out over the summer because I was taking a whole year’s worth of math online
without a teacher,” MacDonald said. “I also got my [learner’s] permit and took a road trip. Everybody in
my family told me to slow down, but once I start things, I don’t like to stop.”

Instead, MacDonald sought creative therapy in an eight-week comedic monologue writing class. It was
there that she created a one-woman show, “Who Wants to be a Cal Student?” satirizing the rigorous
requirements to get into her dream school, U.C. Berkeley.

“Those rants and exaggerations were based on personal struggles,” said MacDonald, who loves to act.
“What am I doing? Is this really worth it? Why is the college admissions system the way it is? You have
to be a super person to get in.”

In the Abeles household, conversations about school no longer focus on performance. They encourage
the kids to have balance, and not take on too much academically or over-schedule extracurricular
activities.

They urge their kids to go to bed, even if their homework isn’t finished.

“We should all feel empowered to say we need more balance,” Abeles said. “My kids have become
advocates for themselves, but it’s unfortunate that so many young people can’t see past the end of the
day or realize things are going to get better. These should be the best years of their lives.”

A screening of “Race to Nowhere” will be held 7 p.m. Sunday, Nov. 14 at Bluelight Cinemas, 21275
Stevens Creek Blvd., Cupertino. For additional times and locations, or to host a screening, visit
http://www.racetonowhere.com.
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