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One of my most requested Lancer Letters is “the tomato one.”  Actually, I’ve written two about 

tomatoes.  Lancer Letter #54, No Tomato Left Behind, uses the act of picking tomatoes as a metaphor for 
how standardized testing works.  I like to print this one, “Parent Like a Tomato,” at this time of year 
especially for the parents sending their first child to kindergarten.  It may feel bad, but as tomatoes teach us, 
it’s the right thing to do.

If you grow tomatoes, this is a paradoxical time of year.  All summer, you have nurtured the plants to be 
lush and green.  They grew in height, thickness and density.  Yellow flowers turned to small green tomatoes.  
You are pleased.  But now, something bizarre happens.  Some of the leaves begin to turn yellow and die back.  
As the days pass, more and more leaves wither.   An inexperienced tomato grower may panic, but those who are 
experienced know it is part of the life cycle of a tomato.

Tomatoes need sun to ripen.  When the leaves die back, it allows sun to get to the green tomatoes.  It’s 
difficult to watch your plants die but you are buoyed by the knowledge that it will lead to luscious, ripe, red 
tomatoes.

Just like the tomato plant, a parent has to slowly “die back” in their children’s lives.  This is 
understandably very difficult.  Parents’  involvement and protection of their children must lessen for the child to 
“ripen,” to become the person he or she can be.  Just like the withering leaves may cause panic in the rookie 
tomato grower, this concept of pulling back as a parent is frightening.  

Over the years, I’ve observed parents who master the art of being a tomato plant.  Like the grower who 
provides stakes and cages to support the plant as it grows bigger and heavier, they provide the anchor of a 
strong moral compass, structure, organization and relationships built on love.  As close as they are to their 
children, they know they have to gradually pull back and trust that the supports will hold.  It’s not easy, but they 
know it is necessary.

I’ve also observed parents who won’t pull back and their children do not fully develop.  They are afraid 
that the stakes won’t hold and the tomatoes will crash to the ground.  Even tomatoes on the ground will ripen 
and children can actually grow from their failures.

I’ve spoken in this column before about the research on the topic of “grit.”  If you want a kid to be 
“gritty,” to work through adversity and not give up, they have to fail.  Eek!  Yes, it is true:  research shows that 
failure, framed in the correct context, will be beneficial for a child’s personality.  Over the years, I’ve seen 
parents want to change the circumstances of a child’s failure.  They want the test discounted, the coach 
chastised, the rules changed.  If you look collectively at the work of Angela Duckworth and Carol Dweck, you 
know that trying to change the context of the failure so it is not failure, dooms your child.  

I would go so far as to say this:  Hope that your children experience failures and disappointments while 
still living in your house.  That way, you can coach them through it.  You don’t want your child’s first significant 
failure or disappointment to happen after high school when you are not there.

In a recent article appearing in the August issue of Real Simple Magazine, author Ingela Ratledge put it 
this way:  

“In other words, while it’s natural to want to spare your child the taste of failure, letting him 
maintain a perfect record does his psyche more harm than good.  ‘If kids don’t learn to lose with 
dignity and tolerate the feelings it brings up, then later on in life they’re not going to be able to 
deal with setbacks,’ says Abrams.    That’s why the “everyone gets a trophy” policy popular in 
many communities isn’t doing kids any favors.  Says Savage, “getting losses under your belt – and 
realizing that you’re able to handle them – builds resilience and self-respect.”
* Mitch Abrams, Psy.D. is a sports psychologist and Elayne Savage, Ph. D., a family therapist.

When the leaves die back on the tomato plant, another interesting phenomena is at play.  You see 
some of the weeds that have been growing under the plant all summer while you were taking pride in the 
lush leaves which hid them.  Similarly, when parents pull back, a child’s weaknesses or foibles may be 
exposed.  Take heart!  This is great as it gives a parent the opportunity to address these issues which may 
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interfere with a child’s future independence and success.  But like the tomato plant, if the leaves don’t 
withdraw, a parent will never see these issues so that the child can be made stronger.

Parenting is one of the most difficult jobs there are.  Today’s world is complicated and scary.  It 
creates new challenges never before faced by parents.  That line between independence and protection is 
a tough one to understand, but take heart!  The tomato shows the way.


