
Inquiry #1: How has your environment shaped you? 
 
 
 

Playing the Game 
 

The grass on the walk up to the pool house is damp and it's just early enough in 

the morning that you can get away with wearing a sweatshirt in July. For the past two 

summers I have been a lifeguard at the town pool and was chosen as one of the guards 

to teach swim lessons to the kids who go to the town camp. Each day before lessons 

we all sit around the guard table under the overhang and watch through the chain link 

fence as the campers make their way through the damp grass up the hill to lessons.  

On those mornings, when we don't just stare down at our phones, we talk about 

our plans that the end of the summer will inevitably bring -  like it always does. This is 

when we begin unknowingly playing a game I call “how to out-normal each other.”  We 

sit around and try to duck any unsavory parts of life and instead, with casualness and 

the pretense of spontaneity, carefully answer questions about what we will major in and 

the perfect respectable careers we will have. We roll out the red carpet for a future filled 

with white picket fences and a suitable job. People say they are one-hundred percent 

sure of what they want, but when they come back next summer having switched their 

major (again) it is evident that all is not what it seems. And yet we still play the game. 

In the moment it feels important that we do this - that we answer all the questions 

correctly and fly just under the radar.  We are scared to step out of line for fear of being 

noticed, really in any way, but particularly to be noticed as different. To me this feels like 

a straight jacket. I feel incredibly confined as I shift while answering questions and 



quietly shrink to take up less space on the wooden bench at the end of the guard table. 

But like it always does, the questioning moves on to the next person and I wonder if 

they too feel a sense of confinement. How many details are they leaving out in order to 

out-normal me? How many details will the next person leave out to out-normal them? Is 

anyone else aware of this game that we play? And if we are all aware, then why do we 

play it in the first place? 

I initially noticed this game the summer before my older sister, Jane, went to 

college. As I was cleaning up the kick boards and pool floats after swim lessons, one of 

the older guards named Alonna pulled Jane aside. Alonna pulled her over to the 

overhang and the beaten up guard table that lifeguards for years must have also sat 

around and inevitably played the game of how to out-normal each other. But Alonna’s 

conversation was different. I quietly eavesdropped on their conversation (like any good 

younger sister would do). 

Alonna said, “I just want you to know that when you go to college, after the first 

semester everyone’s going to be posting and talking about how they found their best 

friends for life, they've never been happier and they've got it all figured out.” Bluntly she 

then said, “Just know they're all lying. The truth is they're just as scared and confused 

as you are too.” 

This conversation always stuck with me, even if it was a conversation I wasn't 

really a part of. But it proved to me what I already knew was true: the attempt for 

sameness is not honest, natural or productive. I hate it when we play the game of trying 

to out-normal each other because I know it's not real. The truth is that everyone sitting 



around that table is confused, scared and doesn't know what's coming next or what they 

even want next. When we try to out-normal each other what we are really doing is 

erasing our differences. Though we might do this to try to protect ourselves, sameness 

is never beneficial.  

In the environment we see the same thing. Ecosystems are filled with incredible 

amounts of diversity of life. Each plant and animal in the ecosystem plays its part and 

each player is infinitely connected to the environment around it no matter how 

seemingly different it may appear.  

 This variety of life is both natural and productive. We see that when we put 

pressure on the planet, through things like exploiting the environment, the sameness 

that often results leads to the loss of biodiversity and, in turn, a less successful 

ecosystem. This also greatly disrupts the balance of life in the environment. The 

environment actually reaches stability by combining all the different parts of its 

ecosystems.  

For example, when an invasive species enters a new environment it quickly 

spreads. With nothing to stop the spread, the new species secures its reign. It takes 

over the previously diverse and vibrant ecosystem and turns it into a haven of 

sameness. The native plants and animals can not compete and slowly dissolve into the 

newly homogenous landscape. The different pieces that used to all fit together no 

longer have a place in their own environment's puzzle. The food chain becomes 

disrupted and the balance shifts. Suddenly the interconnected web of the ecosystem 

begins to fail, which only further leads to a loss of biodiversity.  



This also creates a more fragile and one-dimensional ecosystem. If an 

ecosystem is predominantly one thing, it makes it more susceptible to things like 

disease. Places that have lost biodiversity due to invasive species can easily be 

decimated by disease and have nothing else to fall back on. This loss of biodiversity 

could greatly change our picture of nature. Losing biodiversity in our environment could 

make looking up from our desks and out the window like looking out and seeing a 

painting made with only one color.  

In both the natural environment and the social environment, diversity is the key to 

life. The quest for sameness will never yield the desired result but still, as we sit around 

that table in the morning, the pressure to play along and conform feels real. We try to 

fight the current of how we actually feel in order to prove that we have it all under control 

- even though ultimately we don't. If we could acknowledge how we all actually 

sometimes feel small, scared and confused we would be able to talk about the truer 

parts of our experiences and we could all benefit. 


