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Introduction

 

Life in the Balance

 

T his book seeks to answer the question, “Are there better ways to raise our boys?” Our intended audience is the parents of boys. The book is written from our personal experience as mothers of boys and as pro-fessionals in the fields of gender, education, and adolescent issues. We are, professionally, an educator and gender equity specialist and a clin-ical social worker who, together, have more than 30 years of experi-ence working on parenting and gender issues. As mothers of two daughters and two sons, each of us discovered that raising our teenage sons was turning out to be a very different experience from raising their older sisters. We began to have conversations about our shared experi-ences. We realized through these discussions that the range of emo-tional expression for boys was limited and discovered that parents are more effective when they understand the importance of broadening their son’s options and experiences. This challenge became especially clear to us as both of our sons progressed through their teenage years.

 

—— xiii ——
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Throughout the book, we have woven together our own experi-

ences, as well as those of other parents, boys, girls, and professionals in the field in order to provide practical strategies for successfully par-enting teenage boys. In addition, we have included a thorough review of current research and information, including statistical evidence; recent studies from the social and scientific disciplines of psychology and biology; information from popular culture; and individual case studies. We provide this research because we believe that it is impor-tant to help parents understand the intellectual foundation of the many misconceptions about boys that are prevalent in our society.

Our goal is to present parents with a survival guide, including strategies to increase the emotional dimensions and opportunities for connection with our boys. We know that specific chapters of the book will be of more interest to you than others, but we encourage you to read the book in its entirety, because there are important lessons to be learned in every chapter. Throughout the book we attempt to look at boys from a cross-cultural perspective, acknowledging that the exist-ing literature and research tend to have a white middle-class bias. Our focus groups included representatives from Latino, African American, Asian, and European American communities. From these groups, we confirmed our understanding that many of the issues that adolescent boys face are similar across diverse races and socioeconomic classes. For this reason, we have not identified quotes from boys according to race or ethnicity, except in Chapter 6, where we focus exclusively on a discussion of males of color. However, some issues are unique to one group or are emphasized by the conditions of an individual cultural or racial group. We observed that in some instances diverse groups of boys and parents do respond to issues differently as well. This reality is the reason for our separate discussion of males of color.

Throughout the writing of this book, we have been guided by our understanding of the desire of mothers and fathers to stay close to their sons during the demanding teenage years. After meeting with parents of African American, Asian, European American, and Latino boys, it

I n t r o d u c t i o n ——  xv

 

became clear that there are as many differences within each group of boys as there are among the groups. Among the sons, some are reserved, others are outgoing; some are good writers, athletes, scien-tists, computer whizzes, performers; some do well in school, others do not; some are leaders, others are followers. What these parents have in common is that they love their sons and want to know them better. Ultimately, it is our aim to provide parents from a wide variety of cul-tures with the confidence to find their own voice, trust their instincts, and maintain emotional connections with their sons.

We often speak directly to mothers of boys because they feel the pressure from society to relinquish their emotional connection with their sons for fear of their boys becoming soft and too dependent. Dads or other partners need to reinforce the importance of the relationship between mothers and sons at all stages of development to counter tra-ditional psychology and popular culture’s perspective, which is to main-tain distance in order to raise strong and independent boys.

We strongly believe that both mothers and fathers need to main-tain a healthy closeness with sons and daughters in order for them to become resilient adults. For these reasons, we have also written a book about teenage girls, Why Girls Talk—and What They’re Really Saying: A Parent’s Survival Guide to Connecting with Your Teen (McGraw-Hill, 2005). We have learned from working with both boys and girls that regardless of gender, a close relationship with parents built on trust and honest communication creates independent and emotionally healthy adults.




Mother to Son

Well, son, I’ll tell you:

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

It’s had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor—

Bare.

But all the time

I’se been a-climbin’ on,

And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes goin’ in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light.

So, boy, don’t you turn back.

Don’t you set down on the steps

’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.

Don’t you fall now—

For I’se still goin’ honey,

I’se still climbin’,

And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

 

— Langston Hughes
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1

 

Why Boys Don’t Talk— 

 

and Why It Matters

 

I t matters because when boys don’t talk, we assume that they don’t feel.

It matters because when boys don’t talk, we don’t get to fully know them; we end up validating only one part of them.

It matters because when boys don’t talk, it inhibits intimacy.

When we leave boys alone, we shortchange their emotional growth; as a result, part of boys remains hidden. Just as we were sen-sitized and motivated to change the landscape for girls, and just as we helped to expand the options available to girls, our personal experi-ences with our sons and their friends has helped us to understand that the next challenge is to focus on boys. Recently, an explosion of aca-demic research and popular literature has focused public attention on how we raise and educate boys in our society. Harvard researcher Carol Gilligan recognizes that, “Boys feel they have to separate from women, and they are not allowed to feel that separation as a real loss. . . . What we are finding out is how vulnerable boys are. How, under the surface,

 

—— 1 ——
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We have made so much progress in deconstructing obstacles for girls, and we are really at the earliest stage of deconstructing obstacles for boys.

—Focus Group Parent

 

behind the psychic shield, is a tender creature who’s hiding his human-ity” (Norman, 1997).

We believe that boys don’t talk because they think it’s safer not to talk. When we spoke with boys in the focus groups, it became clear to us that when boys reveal their vulnerability, they fear being perceived as weak. Expressing oneself is risky and exposes a boy to many reac-tions and interpretations. In fact, in our focus groups with boys, many of them explicitly stated that they do not go to their parents with prob-lems for fear of being misjudged and permanently labeled. Instead, boys protect themselves by frequently trying to solve their issues on their own.

Every parent and teacher has had experience with boys trying to solve problems on their own. This response is their attempt to create a face-saving silence, which takes the form of one-word answers and fools us into thinking that our boys are doing well and don’t need or welcome our intervention. When parents experience this behavior, it is difficult to know how to proceed. One father with whom we spoke remarked: “There is more communication with daughters so that I feel like even if I say something ‘wrong’ on Tuesday, we’ll be chattering enough during the week so that we can fix it. With boys, you basically have to do it in three sentences or less and, at the most, that will be twice a week. There is no recovery opportunity. Rather than talking, I find myself trying to figure out the right thing to say.” Parents of teenage boys know there is a lot of pressure to say the right three sen-tences. It is, therefore, not surprising that parents so often don’t know what to say. To improve our connection with our sons, we must first
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Living with a teenager is living with an intimate stranger, and parents are left to puzzle through when to step in and when to let go.

—LISA BELKIN, “Getting the Girl”

 

understand that when boys don’t talk, it is a way of protecting and pre-serving themselves. It should not be interpreted as disinterest or a lack of need for emotional involvement.

It has become increasingly apparent to those of us in education and mental health that the range of acceptable outlets for boys is much narrower than it is for girls. It’s interesting to hear the point of view of girls in our focus groups, because unlike boys, they feel that they have a wide range of activities and emotions to engage them. One girl even stated, “There is a wide range of what girls can do as opposed to guys, like singing and dancing. Girls can do any of that stuff without any-body judging.” Boys, on the other hand, talk about far fewer activities. In fact, the U.S. Department of Education reports that boys partici-pate almost exclusively in one category of extracurricular activity— team sports—at the expense of participation in any other type of school  club or affiliation (U.S. Department of Education, 2000; National Urban League, 1998).

As parents, our challenge is to reach boys in a way that is com-patible with their need to save face, while encouraging growth and cre-ating connections. We have to learn to “get” to boys in such a way that they will actually hear us. If the avenues available for full emotional expression for boys are very limited, how can we (loving parents and teachers) reach them? How can we facilitate our boys’ struggles to become men while expanding their narrow options for affiliation? Par-ents and teachers must walk a thin line between asking their boys to grow up and be independent men, and wanting them to value the per-sonal and familial relationships that are defined as connectedness. Ulti-4 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

mately, we want them to achieve this balance, not only as teenagers, but as emotionally connected men as well. Although it’s acceptable to prepare boys for the role of provider and the world of work, we haven’t focused on the importance of preparing boys to build and sustain rela-tionships, such as marriage and parenting. Creating and supporting this balance will only enhance a man’s ability to perform in the world of work and appreciate and sustain lasting relationships (Kimmel, 1999).

New research from Harvard Medical School and the Stone Cen-ter at Wellesley College points out that walking this thin line isn’t inherently necessary. In fact, the pressure that many mothers feel to push their sons away is not a natural phenomenon. It is created by cul-tural messages received by the mother and son that say men should be “strong, competitive, aggressive, and unfeeling” (Meltz, 1998). This research argues instead that mothers should encourage emotional close-ness with their sons. Not only is this something boys want, it’s some-thing they need. Fathers and other adult male mentors also need to stay close to their boys emotionally and support them in staying close to their mothers. We love our sons, but we still may fail to create strong connections or to build a structure of obligations and responsibilities, emotional or practical, for participation in family life. As one mother expressed, “There’s a connection between having the male child par-ticipate in the family and having responsibilities in the family. The male arrogance that I see is a result of not having responsibilities in the family.” The question becomes: How can we help teach our kids these

 

My son is not good at sports. He would be a very good actor, but he doesn’t want to go to any drama or acting classes. He refuses. He goes to sports camps, even though he doesn’t like it. I feel so sad for him. I made him try out for drama club because he has a great voice, and he was deliberately terrible.

—Focus Group Parent
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They can become men who express their emotions and treat their partners respectfully, who listen as well as act, and who love and nurture their children.

—MICHAEL KIMMEL, “What Are Little Boys Made Of?”

 

skills so that when (and if ) they become fathers, they can instruct their sons?

Why boys won’t talk is further rooted in the interplay of culture, biology, and psychology. Why does it matter? It matters because the disconnectedness of boys has led to a near epidemic of undiagnosed male depression, suicide, and—among both middle-income and lower-income boys—violence against each other and women. Psychologist William Pollack, a professor at the Harvard Medical School and direc-tor of the Center for Men at McLean Hospital near Boston, describes the following result of disconnection.

When boys repress feelings like love because of social pressure, “[t]hey’ve lost contact with the genuine nature of who they are and what they feel. Boys are in a silent crisis. The only time we notice is when they pull the trigger” (Pollack, 1998). Too frequently violence becomes one of the very few means boys feel they have to express emo-tions. We have seen evidence of this in the rapid escalation of shoot-ings in our schools and in our homes. When boys lack a full range of affiliations and emotional expressiveness, they often turn to competi-tive models defined by winning or losing. By allowing competition to be one of the few acceptable models for expression of emotion, par-ents and educators undercut boys’ ability to succeed in a variety of areas. In addition, boys begin to think of themselves as “winners or losers,” and those who are labeled as “losers” can become dangerous to themselves and others.

The effect of this model is that we have very few acceptable mark-ers of manhood. It becomes difficult for boys to know when they become so-called real men. This is demonstrated primarily by the 6 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

manner in which boys compartmentalize their emotional lives. They value toughness and a macho facade; emotional connections are viewed as unsafe and threatening. Because of the constraints of socially accept-able forms of emotional expression, it takes a lot of time and effort to see behind their male bravado. This bravado frequently hides emotions and gives the false impression that everything is just fine, making it difficult to pinpoint male problems. In contrast, we are generally more aware of the problems of girls because they often display their emo-tions on the surface and come to us with their troubles.

Our society teaches us that men and boys are less in need of friends, social bonds, and connections. Consequently, boys learn to hide their desire for these things. This situation leaves parents without the means to stay close to their sons. As a result, parents tend to be

 

S U R V E Y   O F   T H E   H E A L T H   O F   A D O L E S C E N T   B O Y S

 

One in eight male high school students has been physically or sexually abused. Rates of abuse varied by mothers’ education and by the boys’ race and ethnicity. Those from families in which the mother had less than a high school education were more than twice as likely to report abuse than those from homes in which the mother was a high school graduate. Asian Ameri-can and Hispanic boys reported higher rates of abuse than did whites and African Americans. Boys who reported being abused also displayed symp-toms of poor mental health at a higher rate than did boys who were not abused. In addition, the survey found that one in five adolescent boys did not receive physical health care when needed. At least one in four black, Hispanic, and Asian American boys reported not having a regular health care source, compared with 17 percent of white boys.

 

The Commonwealth Fund, “The Health of Boys”
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What these recent school shootings reveal is not a crisis in youth culture but a crisis in masculinity. The shootings—all by white adolescent males—are telling us something about how we are doing as a society, much like the canaries in coal mines, whose deaths were a warning to the miners that the caves were unsafe.

—JACKSON KATZ and SUT JHALLY, “The National Conversation in the Wake

of Littleton Is Missing the Mark”

 

harsher with boys than with girls to keep them in line. To avoid these restraints, boys find ways to hide their feelings. Too often a boy’s sense of identity, to a greater extent than a girl’s, is based on separation from his parents and on denying his feelings. This often leads to a form of alienation.

Psychologist Susan Wechsler worries about “how easy it is for some boys to disconnect themselves from others. It seems more than simple independence and has a more negative feel to it. . . .” Another psychologist, Donna Shoom-Kirsch, believes that “this alienation per-mits disrespect and the blaming of others. It also fuels apathy and lack of empathy, and may contribute to the increase of violence in schools.”

If we raise our boys to have a lack of empathy, it makes sense that they won’t be averse to inflicting violence on others. As therapists tell us, one of the most important things that we as parents can do is to increase our child’s capacity for empathy, and to help the child under-stand what it’s like to be in the position of another person whom the child or others are abusing (Pollack, 1998). For example, those boys who have experienced racism and can talk about it are also better able to understand sexism as oppression of another group. All boys have some personal experience that can help them to empathize with others.

While one assumes that white boys, in particular, grow up to obtain superior opportunities and power, studies show that a large per-8 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

If we understand the sadness in boys, we’ll deal with that sadness and not have to wait to have to cope with their aggression.

—JAMES GARBARINO, Lost Boys: Why Our Sons Turn Violent 

and How We Can Save Them

 

centage of boys, in general, comprise the lowest sector of school per-formance. So, while it is acknowledged that boys comprise the high end of test scores, it’s not as widely known that they also dominate the low end (Bushweller, 1994). Boys’ discipline problems, which certainly affect achievement, may be caused, in part, by their disconnectedness in school. While the origin of that disconnectedness may be related to both gender and race, acting out in school is the kind of behavior that leads to academic failure. It also hinders the process of achieving matu-rity and social integration.

Instead of promoting connection, our society dictates that sepa-ration is the primary focus of boys’ psychological development (Siegler, 1997). Independence is almost enshrined in American culture. From a psychological perspective, our historical model has been “Boys will be boys.” Parents have followed the tradition of pushing boys to separate from them so they will become “healthy” male adults. Many parents believe that remaining connected to family inhibits the development of the so-called autonomy needed to be masculine. According to Dr. William Pollack (1998), “We prematurely separate boys from their mothers and nurturing in general in a way we don’t do to girls. And we call that normal male development, and my argument is that not only isn’t it normal, but it’s traumatic, and that trauma has major consequences.”

Our need to enshrine independence has been at war with the basic human need for love, support, and emotional encouragement. In fact, “Boys do not long for fathers who will usher them through the gaunt-let of psychological disconnection. They long for fathers who have
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I want to mention that one of the most salient things that I noticed about boys and men was the degree to which there was a preoccupation with weak ver-sus strong. It’s not too difficult to see how quickly that evolves into a predis-position to prove one’s strength by means of violence, particularly if a child doesn’t have nonviolent means available to show that he is strong.

—JAMES GILLIGAN, Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic

 

themselves survived intact. Boys do not ache for their fathers’ mas-culinity. They ache for their fathers’ hearts” (Real, 1997).

In an encouraging new development, many respected profession-als have turned their attention to the psychological development of boys and have reframed the adolescent task of separating in a way that is more consistent with our instincts about the value of connectedness. This new psychological model holds that parental love is not the enemy of healthy male development. Parental love is not the all-powerful rela-tionship that needs to be severed so that the adolescent boy can grow into an independent adult. In other words, male maturity is not shamed or emasculated by having a parent or parents who want to remain competent and close.

We often find that theories of biology are at odds with psycho-logical and cultural models of adolescent male development. Many sci-entists and academic researchers argue that, biologically, boys are “hard wired” and hormonally equipped to behave aggressively (Gurian, 1996). If this is true, and if it has been necessary for the survival of the species, why is there so little documented evidence of violence and aggression among Amish men and boys (Garbarino, 1999)? Given the statistical reality, however, that boys’ safety is in peril, is it possible to change our boys’ behavior by the way we raise them?

We agree with Carol Gilligan when she states that research on boys is an extension of the work that we have been doing with girls (Norman, 1997). The issues associated with providing our children 10 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

If we raise our boys to have a lack of empathy, it makes sense that this results in violence.

—WILLIAM POLLACK, Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths 

of Boyhood

 

with more models for emotional expression are not a matter of boys versus girls. Children of both genders must be able to reach their full potential with a complete range of emotional expressiveness. The new research shows that we need to place value on attachment as the pri-mary task of human growth, for both boys and girls, because without community and closeness we fail to thrive as individuals and as mem-bers of society, regardless of our gender, race, or social class.

With some boys acting out in the classroom, and many men oper-ating in an emotional vacuum, parents and educators wonder: Is there an appropriate, integrative emotional model for boys? We think there is, and we hope that this book provides you with a model you can use.

In the chapters that follow, we use case studies taken from our focus groups and conversations with teenage boys and girls (ages 14–16), mothers, fathers, coaches, counselors, teachers, and psycholo-gists to outline issues, provide strategies for parents, and identify resources for increasing the ways in which boys can connect and still become men. We provide you with tools to support the growth of emotional intelligence in boys, and explain why the interplay of those values in our culture that forgive, if not encourage, antisocial behav-ior and disconnectedness among boys fail them and society as a whole.

Why does it matter? It matters because statistics prove that many of our boys are at risk, and society suffers as a result. We have seen recently what can happen when boys are disconnected from their fam-ilies, schools, and peer groups. The following description by two psy-chologists, Patricia Marks Greenfield and Jaana Juvonen, explains some
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Boys do not ache for their fathers’ masculinity. They ache for their fathers’ hearts.

—TERRENCE REAL, I Don’t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy

of Male Depression

 

of the elements in society that teach violence and may have acted as catalysts in the Columbine High School killings and other tragedies. They maintain that any apprentice needs four factors to learn his or her trade: role models, tools, social validation, and opportunities to practice.

 

1. Violent media (including the news) constantly show heroes

engaged in war and killing.

2. Guns and assault weapons are widely available for sale.

3. Internet sites that illustrate bomb-making provide validation

and legitimization from a broader community of online Internet

users.

4. Opportunities to practice are available in violent video games.

 

None of these individual factors caused the overwhelming tragedy that occurred at Columbine. But given the motivation developed by years of peer victimization, and the absence of parental oversight, the culture provided all the elements of an effective apprenticeship in the practice of war (Greenfield and Juvonen, 1999). As President Clinton remarked in response to the school killings in Littleton, Colorado, Americans must “do more to recognize the early warning signals” of how boys exhibit a capacity for violence (Kenworthy, 1999).
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2

 

A New Vision:

 

Individuation and

 

Connection

 

Do We Push Our Sons Away?

 

T he cultural messages and cues that we parents have accepted as valid have their roots in traditional psychology. The traditional model of healthy adolescent development usually focuses on the task of separa-tion and individuation, which is the process by which a person becomes a distinct individual. Accepted theory states that adolescents need to separate from both their parents’ loving arms and their power (Gurian, 1996; Siegler, 1997; Erikson, 1963). In fact, in Identity, Youth, and Crisis, Erik Erikson (1994) theorized that masculine identity is con-firmed through separation, individuation, and autonomy. In The Won-der of Boys, Michael Gurian (1996) recommends that mothers give the following message to their sons: “Every day you need me less and less. And that’s okay.” It is commonly believed that even though separation
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James is a night owl. He’s a 16-year-old who goes to bed on school nights very late. While most of the evening he’s involved with private activities like home-work, using the computer, and telephoning, many nights at around 11:30 he becomes more animated and often bursts into our bedroom to alert us to Jerry Springer’s outrageous talk show guest. To one program, his father’s ini-tial reaction was, “James, it’s really late, and I prefer to watch the news and read before bedtime, especially when I have no interest in sensationalist tele-vision.” However, my instinct was to respond differently to James’s energy and desire to connect. While reiterating my distaste for the subject matter, I let him change the channel and discuss what he found so interesting. I under-stood that he was seeking our opinion and connecting to us by sharing his outrage. After the first time, my husband and I used this time as a way to dis-cuss our values, even though the reason for or timing of the communication wasn’t our choice. We met our son where he was, and didn’t pass judgment on his interests. Instead, we reinforced his desire to come to us.

—Focus Group Mother

 

is a painful and lonely transition, it’s in the teenager’s best interest. Indeed, Gurian (1996) blames mothers for giving the message, “I need you, don’t go,” which, he argues, creates an “adolescent entanglement” that makes it difficult for a boy to feel himself as real, whole, and capa-ble of true commitment to mates.

This persistent and ubiquitous focus on separation has become the battle cry of traditional adolescent psychological theory. Accord-ing to Ava Siegler’s book, The Essential Guide to the New Adolescence: How to Raise an Emotionally Healthy Teenager, separation is a primary focus in a child’s life from the time of his or her birth. From our focus groups, we found that mothers of boys often act from a frame of ref-erence based on these traditional psychological theories and cultural experiences, and give their sons much more space than they give their
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daughters, almost tiptoeing around them. One mother reported, “My son likes to talk when he has a good day; when he is willing to talk, not when I want to talk.” Another mother lamented the fact that, “If he [her son] is in a bad mood, I stand back. Why should I feel like that?” A teacher told a story of working with boys in her photography class: “When the lights go out, they start to talk.” It seems common-place that our boys determine when they will talk and when they won’t.

At the same time, these mothers find that their sons still need par-enting, and, in fact, they worry about their sons confronting danger-ous situations outside of the home. One mother recognized that: “They [boys] see themselves as mature and responsible, but I see them as a target. But because my son is a boy and has a tough demeanor, I let him have more freedom than [I do] my daughter.” These mothers echo our beliefs that they do not always have the necessary tools to parent their sons in ways that seem to work. Read our parenting style cate-gories in the section starting on the next page to see what type of par-ent you are so that you can begin to discover what tools you have to respond to your son’s range of emotions.

Your personal style of parenting greatly affects how you raise your son. Keep in mind that your parenting style is affected by your inher-ent emotional tendencies, all of the messages you are bombarded with from society, and your own childhood experiences.

With many experts warning mothers to let our sons separate, is it any wonder that we, as parents, feel pressured to push our boys away? In contrast, girls are expected to bond, despite research that demon-strates at birth that male babies are actually more expressive than female babies, and mothers tend to respond to their infant sons’ neg-ative states (e.g., crying) less (Pollack, 1998). Feeling the need to sep-arate from our sons begins almost at birth. One mother remembered how the day after her son was born she felt scared because he might be drafted one day. She recalled feeling the need to pull away from her baby even then to make him strong and to protect him. Through many conversations with mothers, we found that the warnings from mental 16 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

P A R E N T I N G   S T Y L E S : A   S E L F - A S S E S S M E N T

 

PARENTING ST YLES

Developmental psychologists have been interested in how parents influence the development of children’s competence since at least the 1920s. This sec-tion defines “parenting style,” explores four types, and discusses the conse-quences of the different styles for children.

Understanding the balance between how demanding and responsive you

are to your child is helpful for determining whether you are indulgent, author-itarian, authoritative, or an uninvolved parent. All parents fall on a continuum and overlap categories. These parenting styles suggest a tendency only.

Read the following and identify your own parenting style.

 

PARENTING ST YLE DEFINED

Parenting is a complex activity that includes many specific behaviors that work individually and together to influence child outcomes. Although spe-cific parenting behaviors, such as punishments or reading aloud, may influ-ence child development, looking at any specific behavior in isolation may be misleading. Many writers have noted that specific parenting practices are less important in predicting child well-being than is the broad pattern of parent-ing. Parenting style is meant to describe normal variations in parenting. Although parents may differ in how they try to control or socialize their chil-dren and the extent to which they do so, it is assumed that the primary role of all parents is to socialize, teach, and guide their children.

Assessing how demanding and how responsive you are is helpful to

understanding your parenting style. Responsiveness is expressed as parental warmth and how attuned and supportive you are to your child’s wants and needs. Demandingness refers to the amount of supervision, demands, and

continued
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discipline you use to guide your child’s behavior, especially when he or she disobeys.

 

FOUR PARENTING ST YLES

Categorizing parents according to whether they are high or low on parental demandingness and responsiveness creates these parenting styles:

 

✱ Indulgent

✱ Authoritarian

✱ Authoritative

✱ Uninvolved

 

Each of these parenting styles reflects different naturally occurring patterns of parental values, practices, and behaviors and a distinct balance of respon-siveness and demandingness.

 

1. Indulgent parents (also referred to as “permissive”or “nondirective”) “are

more responsive than they are demanding. They are nontraditional and lenient, do not require mature behavior, allow considerable self-regulation, and avoid confrontation” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62).

2. Authoritarian parents are highly demanding and directive, but not

responsive. “They are obedience- and status-oriented, and expect their orders to be obeyed without explanation”(Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). These parents pro-vide well-ordered and structured environments with clearly stated rules. 

3. Authoritative parents are both demanding and responsive. “They moni-

tor and impart clear standards for their children’s conduct. They are assertive, but not intrusive and restrictive. Their disciplinary methods are supportive, rather than punitive. They want their children to be assertive as well as socially

 

continued
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responsible, and self-regulated as well as cooperative” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62).

4. Uninvolved parents are low in both responsiveness and demandingness.

In extreme cases, this parenting style might encompass both rejecting-neglecting and neglectful parents, although most parents of this type fall within the normal range. 

 

Because parenting style is a typology, rather than a linear combination of

responsiveness and demandingness, each parenting style is more than and different from the sum of its parts.

 

CONSEQUENCES FOR CHILDREN

Parenting style has been found to predict child well-being in the domains of social competence, academic performance, psychosocial development, and problem behavior. Research based on parent interviews, child reports, and parent observations consistently finds:

 

✱ Children and adolescents whose parents are authoritative rate

themselves more competent than those whose parents are

nonauthoritative.

✱ Children and adolescents whose parents are uninvolved perform most

poorly in all domains.

✱ Children and adolescents from authoritarian families (high in

demandingness, but low in responsiveness) tend to perform

moderately well in school and be uninvolved in problem behavior, but

they have poorer social skills, lower self-esteem, and higher levels of

depression.

✱ Children and adolescents from indulgent homes (high in

responsiveness, low in demandingness) are more likely to be involved

continued
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in problem behavior and perform less well in school, but they 

have higher self-esteem, better social skills, and lower levels of

depression.

 

In reviewing the literature on parenting style, one is struck by the consis-

tency with which authoritative upbringing is associated with both compe-tence and lower levels of problem behavior in both boys and girls at all developmental stages. The benefits of authoritative parenting and the detri-mental effects of uninvolved parenting are evident as early as the preschool years and continue throughout adolescence and into early adulthood.

Although specific differences can be found in the competence evidenced

by each group, the largest differences are found between children whose par-ents are unengaged and their peers with more involved parents. Differences between children from authoritative homes and their peers are equally con-sistent, but somewhat smaller. Just as authoritative parents appear to be able to balance their conformity demands with their respect for their children’s individuality, so children from authoritative homes appear to be able to bal-ance the claims of external conformity and achievement demands with their need for individuation and autonomy.

 

CONCLUSION

Parenting style provides a good indicator of parenting functioning that pre-dicts child well-being across a wide spectrum of environments and across diverse communities of children. Both parental responsiveness and parental demandingness are important components of good parenting. Authoritative parenting, which balances clear, high parental demands with emotional responsiveness and recognition of child autonomy, is one of the most con-sistent family predictors of competence from early childhood through adolescence.

continued
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health professionals about the need for separation have become so ingrained in our popular culture that they make it appear to be dan-gerous for mothers even to express warmth to their sons, especially toward their adolescent sons. Some mothers can express love and warmth, but on a day-to-day basis may keep a hands-off approach so that, unlike their daughters, their sons are not expected to be emo-tionally responsible to the family. The common experience here is that mothers have enormous pressure on them to muffle their natural reac-tions to male children.

In focus groups and interviews, mothers confirmed this repeat-edly. Mothers told us that they experience a unique self-consciousness with their sons that drives them to edit themselves for fear of “saying the wrong thing.” Rather than risk rebuke from their sons, mothers find themselves looking for information about their sons from others. As one mother stated when she was surprised to find out that her son
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had had a girlfriend for four months, “Information has to come in from the back door, and it takes a lot of energy to find the door.”

Another mother recounted an experience that confirmed for her that she knows much less about her teenage son than she knew about her daughter at the same age. The mother explained that as home-coming weekend at her son’s high school approached, she realized that she had no idea whether her son was going to attend the dance, whether he had a date, and, if he did, with whom. The night of the dance, this mother learned that, in fact, her son was going to the dance, with a date, and was also going to a dinner party that had been orga-nized by several girls and their mothers. This mother reflected on the fact that, had it been her daughter’s homecoming, she, as the mother, would have been highly involved with plans for the date and the din-ner party. In another example of parents feeling left out of their sons’ lives, a mother reported that, as a last resort, she and her ex-husband have attempted to solve these types of problems with their son by hold-ing weekly family meetings “to pull information” from him.

Fathers we spoke with also experienced this failure to “know.” One father said, “I’m more careful about what I say. If he doesn’t like what I’m saying, he shuts down the conversation.” For example, his son may walk into a room, and when his dad tries to ask a question as benign as “How was your day?” or “Did you call your coach?” his son will lift his hand in a gesture that says, “Enough, I’m outta here.” Another father concurred: “I understand her [his daughter] better than [I do] him. With my son, I wind up filling in a lot of blanks.”

 

The path to becoming a better parent—like most every road to personal growth and mastery—begins with self-examination.

—JOHN GOTTMAN and JEAN DECLAIRE, The Heart of Parenting: 

Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child
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Each adolescent boy, and particularly an older teen, feels he is expected to make his way in the world, almost without his parents’ guidance. Many parents we spoke with, regardless of race, class, or eth-nicity, talked about how they abdicate parenting their boys during ado-lescence. For example, parents reported that very few of them required their sons to inform them of their whereabouts on weekend evenings. In contrast, all of the parents of daughters required them to call if their plans changed during the course of an evening.

We believe that these differential expectations reflect the belief that if a boy doesn’t separate from his mother, he will never achieve the independence necessary to discover his own psychological bound-aries (Gurian, 1998). We believe that this model is too rigid and poten-tially dangerous. This socially supported separation is not always experienced as growth, but rather is an adaptation to a terrible loss (Betcher, 1995). This need for separation exerts tremendous power over the way we treat our sons to the exclusion of other factors.

The rationale behind this limiting, traditional model is that the separation will force the male teenager to rebuild his personality struc-ture with minimal input from others, particularly adults. By develop-ing a sense of himself independent from adults, a boy feels more competent. According to this model, parents’ input is often thought to be emasculating, and to successfully complete his adolescent devel-opment, the boy needs to sever or loosen ties with his parents. It is not surprising that during this period, adolescent males often look to their peer group for support and guidance instead of their family.

 

Adolescents do not need separation from their parents, they need change in their relationship with their parents. . . . They need to preserve a deep under-lying sense of connection with their parents.

—JEAN BAKER MILLER and IRENE STIVER, Healing Connection: How Women

Form Relationships in Therapy and in Life
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On a brighter note, however, many respected, thoughtful profes-sionals are finally turning their attention to this phase of boys’ devel-opment, and have reframed the task so that “Adolescents do not need separation from their parents, they need change in their relationship with their parents. . . . They need to preserve a deep underlying sense of connection with their parents” (Miller and Stiver, 1997). This new framework seems more realistic and compatible with our roles as moth-ers, fathers, and educators.

We have found that the way adolescent boys connect with others may be different from the way girls connect. Connection for an ado-lescent boy may not be based on a deep, emotional exchange with another. In fact, connection with an adolescent boy may be difficult to even recognize at first because of its subtlety and possible contra-diction of what we acknowledge as connection. In our focus groups, we learned that connection between a mother and son can take the form of a brief moment of agreement about an issue, an incident that reaffirms trust, or even an extended period of comfortable silence.

One mother told us the story of offering her son advice about a potential girlfriend. Her son was being pursued by a girl who had many boyfriends. The mother cautioned her son about the importance of making sure that he was not just another conquest. Weeks later, her son announced that he agreed with her advice, signaling to her that he had actively listened to her and valued her advice. Her son made this confession despite the fact that he had not even acknowledged the conversation.

Another mother related a simple verbal exchange with her son about how to handle his having missed a meeting scheduled with a teacher. Again, at the time her son did not respond to her advice. How-ever, later, on the way to soccer practice, he told her that he knew she was always looking out for his best interests. Still another mother talked to us about taking an eight-hour car ride with her son in complete silence. She recognized that there was no need to force conversation. She recalled her own childhood and how comforting it had been to spend hours sitting next to her own father in total silence while they 24 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

were fishing. She had followed her instincts, which told her that for her family, silence was okay.

In addition, another mother responded to this story stating that she had never understood what attracted boys and men to fishing until she looked at her son at camp as he was fishing with other boys on the edge of the lake. She realized that the silence of fishing was a bonding experience and a moment for connection. Perhaps our very concept of what it means to be connected is based on a female model that needs to be adjusted to meet males’ different needs.




3

 

New Challenges for

 

Building Connections

 

What Can We Do to Foster Closeness?

 

W e have found that much of contemporary psychological theory and many therapeutic approaches are based on the fear of chil-dren becoming dependent and enmeshed. Becoming a man is under-stood as becoming autonomous, self-sufficient, independent, and, of course, separate. This may be achieved at the expense of learning how to stay connected with others, be intimate, have family responsibili-ties, and create a community. We support the biological and psycho-logical hard data that demonstrate the benefits of what has been called a “sponsored independence,” abandoning the artificial choice currently offered to our boys of distancing themselves from their parents or feel-ing too involved with them (Adams, 1998). We believe “real freedom comes from choosing interdependence rather than the false choice between co-dependence and independence . . . the capacity for love and intimacy—an open heart—is so important to having a joyful life as well as to survival” (Ornish, 1997).
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As parents, we need to understand that adolescent boys still need adult guidance and support. It is this guidance that makes a boy feel that he is working with a “safety net,” while he begins to experiment with his own independence. We need to have confidence in our own ability to provide that safety net, regardless of our marital status, socioeconomic background, or ethnicity. It is important that our boys understand that they are not alone; we are there to guide them toward independence.

Too many parents allow their sons to move into the world with-out really letting their sons know that they will function as their sons’ safety net. Part of this process of connecting is to teach boys that there is no shame in needing or using this net. Just as a child learns to walk one step at a time, a boy should learn to become a man, building con-nections and independence as he grows. The notion of separation as the main goal of a successful adolescence completely dismisses the psy-chological theories of attachment and the research that shows that con-nection  is  a more valuable goal (Bowlby, 1980). Boys traditionally become men in our society by learning to fear entanglement and emas-culation. Thus, boys may satisfy their need for connectedness in pos-itive and negative ways, such as by joining a sports team or a gang.

While we are pushing boys away, connection does remain signif-icant to them. Within our focus groups, and in our own personal expe-riences, we have listened to boys talk about their need to connect with others. An overriding theme for these boys is the importance of loy-alty among their peers. In this context, many boys speak of peer friend-ships, with girls and boys, as one of the most important aspects of their lives. Loyalty among friends is more important than participating in sports together, enjoying the same music, or “hanging out” together. One boy said, “A true friend is someone who, when the drama comes, doesn’t run.” We’re all aware that teenagers spend a majority of their time with their peers in school, in after-school and weekend activities, and, for what seems an eternity, on the telephone. Through these activ-ities, adolescent boys are constantly developing, maintaining, and
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Underneath it all there is a desperate need to connect.

—ANNETTE BENING, discussing her film American Beauty

 

learning about connections with others. This potentially positive side of peer relations is rarely talked about or acknowledged by adults. However, the acts of violence that we are witnessing in our schools show the dark side of failed peer relationships and the absence of a society that sanctions an adult safety net for boys (Murray, 1999).

The relationships that boys develop take on different forms. We found in our focus groups that boys may connect with some of their friends in a way that is different from how girls connect with their friends. All of the boys in our groups talked about the importance of friendships among boys, and they spoke a good deal about “joking around” together. However, the boys seem to have a set of implicit rules about this joking. They talked about setting clear subject matter and interpersonal boundaries, such as issues around family. For exam-ple, some words are okay to use among close friends, whereas in other contexts they might precipitate a fight. It appears that for boys, joking is a way of expressing intimacy among male friends.

Boys express intimacy in other ways as well. We have found that boys tend to form relationships with other boys based on their partic-ipation in similar activities that may or may not require substantive verbal communication. Some of the boys acknowledged having close male friends with whom they talked about “things.” While writing this book, one of our sons asked, “What do you think we talk about? You think that all we talk about is sports and girls. We talk 5 percent about school, 10 percent about sports, 40 percent about girls, and the other 45 percent about life.” One mother told us how her son and his friends rallied around a friend whose father had died suddenly. All of the boys supported each other and dropped everything else they were doing to 28 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

As the New York Yankees celebrated their 1999 World Series championship victory with the customary bear hugs, high fives, and champagne, millions of Americans also saw most of these young men, all of whom embody our ulti-mate masculine ideal, shed real tears while they hugged each other and com-forted teammates who had experienced loss and tragedy throughout the season. Beyond the typical team camaraderie, these men felt extremely con-nected in ways that were more about their collective humanity than about wins and losses. Watching the players connect to each other demonstrated the capacity of men and boys to comfort each other. After the stunning vic-tory, the Yankees manager, Joe Torre, said, “I’ll tell you, during my tough time this spring, I showed up at hospitals for different scans and different stuff, and George Steinbrenner was there all the time. So we have this closeness right now. I enjoy it. He does. And to make it even better, we’ve been suc-cessful doing it.”

—ERIK BRADY, “Cancer Gave Torre New Outlook on the Game”

 

be there for this boy. It was obvious that the boys genuinely connected emotionally around this issue. These particular boys “took care of each other” by calling each other, keeping friends informed, and encourag-ing other friends to reach out to the boy when a friend was less inclined to do that.

Nearly all of the boys interviewed stated that they also had at least one close female friend with whom they talked. The boys went so far as to tell us that if they were on the phone after 10 p.m., it was surely with a girl.

At the same time, boys expressed a great deal of loyalty to their families, citing insults to family members as one of the most disre-spectful comments they could receive. All of the boys who were rela-tively successful in school mentioned at least one adult whom they trusted and with whom they had a good relationship, whether it was an older sibling, family friend, grandparent, teacher, aunt or uncle, or
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parent. The more boys were disengaged from school the less likely they were to be attached to their family or some significant adult. We found in our conversations with boys that while autonomy is extremely important for them, they don’t want it at the expense of losing close-ness with others. Many mothers talked about the closeness their sons had with extended family members. One mother said, “Even when my son refuses to go out to dinner with us, he never misses a chance to spend time with his cousins.” Those who didn’t have that closeness were more likely to replace it with the contemporary “family” of an organized gang or other antisocial relationships.

Even Albert Einstein provides insight into the ways in which sep-arateness can lead to alienation and violence when he talked about “falling into the delusion of separateness.” Dr. Dean Ornish (1997) reports that in response to a letter written by a rabbi who was griev-ing over the death of his daughter, Einstein wrote that “separation is an optical illusion of consciousness, and that if we see things only in that framework, we become locked in a prison and lose the capacity to be intimate, compassionate, to know ourselves in the larger sense.” The real challenge is to give boys opportunities to be independent and autonomous, without being disconnected. One mother recounted a related incident about her teenage son. When her son’s religious school was taking a trip to New York City, the children were heavily sched-uled for most of the day. However, her son had extended family in New York, and one cousin had just given birth to a baby. He expressed a strong interest in seeing the baby, which reminded his parents how important it was for him to be connected to his family. His parents supported their son’s feelings and made arrangements for him to see the baby.

The role of the family as the primary form of connection is well described in the popular book Tuesdays with Morrie. When facing his death, Morrie Schwartz tells his former student, Mitch Albom, the most important lesson that he has learned in his life: “Invest in the human family. Invest in people. Build a little community of those you love and who love you. In the beginning of life, when we are infants, 30 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

we need others to survive, right? And at the end of life, when you get like me, you need others to survive, right? But here’s the secret; in between, we need others as well” (Albom, 1997).

Parents often don’t recognize the significance of boys connecting and supporting each other. One mother in our focus group shared her recognition of how boys connect during sad and challenging times. She described seeing her son greet his closest friend by tapping him on

 

F A M I L Y   M E S S A G E S

 

We all carry family messages with us that help to form our values. When you were growing up, what messages or information did you receive from your mother and other adult women about the importance of the following:

 

Success in school

Appearance

Using drugs or alcohol

Having sex

Marriage

Career

Children

 

When you were growing up, what messages or information did you

receive from your father and other adult men about the importance of the following:

 

Success in school

Appearance

Using drugs or alcohol

Having sex

Marriage

continued
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continued

Career

Children

 

What messages will you or do you tell your children about the importance

of the following:

 

Success in school

Appearance

Using drugs or alcohol

Having sex

Marriage

Career

Children

 

The answers to these questions help to provide insight, not only into what

you say, but how you communicate messages to your sons. This insight is nec-essary to strengthen connections between parents and sons.

 

the back as he was getting into the car to attend a funeral of a friend’s father. They didn’t speak—they didn’t have to—because the commu-nication and support was obvious without words. Soon after the sud-den death of a close peer in a car accident, two teenage boys asked one of their mothers to drive them to their late friend’s home. They wanted to tell the parents how much they would miss their friend (Britt, 1998). These are the kinds of cues that we need to watch for and nourish in our sons.

In response to this incident, we can’t help asking the following questions: What are the feelings of our boys who live in neighborhoods where death of their peers is an everyday occurrence? What are we doing to help these boys channel their fears and sorrows in directions that are not violent? As parents, we need to provide our sons with the 32 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

skills they need to connect with their feelings and channel their anger into productive alternatives. With these skills, boys will feel less fear-ful of and more competent in connecting.

Much of contemporary parenting inadvertently inhibits and stunts the emotional growth of boys. For the last 30 years, we’ve expanded the opportunities for girls; the time has come to refocus our attention on the emotional needs of boys. Meeting this challenge will enhance the emotional well-being of all our children. The boys we interviewed feel pressure “to be stronger.” Many admit that “there is a lot of stress being a boy,” and they grow into men sorting out life’s chal-lenges without knowing how to ask for help. The following rap lyrics express one boy’s frustrations and his desire to find tranquility.

 

“I’ve Got to Sort . . .”

I’ve got to sort

to find a way to be

inbounds when I play on the

court, but I got no traction

so I’m tripping, tripping, not living

positive, so I am asking

but I feel that I’m taunted

in some kind of noose that became

haunted, by ghosts and evils and

America’s Most Wanted,

I don’t know where to

look or to find the answer,

this thing is evil, starts small

and if not found early is like

cancer, it spreads and beheads

even the MC breakdancer

 

—Teddy Sczudlo
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These lyrics are an example of the introspection and sensitivity boys can feel, although they don’t always display such emotions on the surface or in ways that parents easily understand. Since boys’ emotions tend to remain hidden, we must be ready to look at all outlets of expression to discover what our boys are feeling.

Again, as Morrie Schwartz recognized, “The fact is, there is no foundation, no secure ground, upon which people may stand today if it isn’t the family. It’s become quite clear to me as I’ve been sick. If you don’t have the support and love and caring and concern that you get from a family, you don’t have much at all. Love is so supremely impor-tant. As our great poet Auden said, ‘Love each other or perish’ ” (Albom, 1997). 

From another perspective, founder and president of the Children’s Defense Fund, Marian Wright Edelman, writes (1996), “I urge every parent and adult to conduct a personal audit to determine whether we are contributing to the crisis our children face or to the solutions they urgently need. Our children don’t need or expect us to be perfect. They do need and expect us to be honest, to admit and correct our mistakes, and to share our struggles about the meanings and responsibilities of faith, parenthood, citizenship and life.” Parents should not apologize for teaching their teenage sons about the importance of ethics and commitment to family. We should feel confident because we are mak-ing the family a priority.
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The Veil of Masculinity

 

What Is the Impact of “Boys Will Be Boys”?

 

T he crisis among American boys is different, but no less serious, from that of their sisters. Our experience shows us, and research supports the theory, that we treat our sons differently from our daughters. The majority of the boys with whom we spoke agreed that they are treated differently by their parents and other adults because they are boys. For example, we give our boys more freedom than we give our girls. One girl remarked, “If you are a girl, your parents will be much more pro-tective of you. My parents have a lot of trouble with my growing up and being more independent.” A Newsweek story, “Guns and Dolls,” quoted  psychology professor Carol Z. Malatesta, who found that mothers displayed a wider range of emotional responses to girls than to boys (Shapiro, 1998). Other researchers found that mothers talk about emotions in different ways with their daughters than they do with their sons (Fivush, 1989; Levant, 1995). They talk more about feel-ings, like crying, with their daughters, and they talk more about neg-ative emotions, like anger, with their sons.
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In the same Newsweek article, Judith Smetana, associate professor of pediatrics at the University of Rochester, found that parents were more likely to deal differently with similar misbehaviors, depending on the child’s gender. Boys were punished more frequently and girls received an explanation for why the particular conduct was inappro-priate. Some boys also said that their parents seemed more suspicious of their conduct, often assuming they were misbehaving without try-

 

D I F F E R E N T I A L   T R E A T M E N T   O N   T H E   B A S I S   O F   G E N D E R

 

Take a few minutes to answer these questions:

 

1. Do you treat your children of different sexes differently from one

another? If so, how?

2. Do you have a stronger relationship with one child than another? If so,

why?

 

Now ask your children their opinions:

 

1. Are you treated differently from your brother or sister? If so, how? 2. Do you have a stronger relationship with one parent than the other? If

so, why?

3. Is there anyone you wish to be like in your family? 4. What do your parents expect for your future? Do they expect the same

things for your brother or sister?

 

After completing this quiz and hearing your children’s opinions, take

some time to think about the similarities and differences in your responses and the impact of sex roles on family life.
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ing to learn the full story. One mother confirmed this perception: “When I see my son in trouble, to me it would be trouble that he caused.” At home and in school, boys experience this differential treat-ment based on their gender.

Boys in our focus groups reported how they were treated differ-ently from their sisters. As one boy observed, “When they [sisters] give them that sweet face, they can get what they’re asking for.” According to these boys, their parents, “Let her [the sister] do what she wants,”

“They always tell me no, and they tell her yeah,” and “They give her what she wants when she asks for it.” Although it’s hard to admit, we parents expect our sons to solve problems for themselves, but readily jump in to protect our daughters by trying to solve their problems for them.

One area in which we treat our sons and daughters differently con-cerns physical affection. Many parents remember the moment when their little boy began to stiffen when hugged or kissed in public. In a focus group, one mother recalled this turning point with her son; when he turned 12, he said to her, “I just can’t hug you now. I know I will again one day.” As early as age five, boys begin announcing to parents that kisses are no longer acceptable. One mother tells us about saying good-bye to her son. When she carpools her nine-year-old son and his friends to school, he waits for his friends to walk away from the car and then comes around to the driver’s side to kiss his mother good-bye. Hugging and kissing is a normal part of greeting and expressing love and friendship between men and between parents and children in other cultures. The restraints boys feel about showing these types of affec-tion in American culture cannot be blamed on biology.

In addition to trying to cope with a double standard for their con-duct, boys are bombarded with conflicting messages about men and masculinity. On the one hand, society tells boys that men are cool, confident, and always in control. On the other hand, boys and men are told to be sensitive and not hide their feelings. At the same time,
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they are also expected to hide any “feminine” emotions for fear of being labeled a “wuss.” This fear is evident in the ways boys talk about homosexuality. These conflicting messages about desirable conduct cause great confusion for boys.

In one of our focus groups, boys from all ethnicities agreed that they don’t speak to other boys on the telephone late at night because of the level of intimacy implied in a late-night conversation. In another group, some boys said that they cannot accept homosexuals. Others said that although they can accept homosexuality as a valid sexual ori-entation, they prefer not to spend much time with overtly “feminine” boys for fear of such boys “coming on” to them. Some girls in our focus groups confirmed this self-consciousness. One girl told us that when boys participate in traditionally feminine activities, such as dance and drama, they risk being labeled gay. The pressure not to disclose sexual preference makes many gay and bisexual teens more likely to attempt suicide and take risks, sexual and otherwise, that endanger their health (“The Sexuality Debate,” 1999).

Another target of attack is a boy’s competence. Boys’ fear of fail-ure and discomfort with intimacy also comes from needing to avoid being labeled a “wuss,” “pansy,” “fag,” “loser,” “dork,” or “mama’s boy,” and from needing others to affirm his competence. According to the American Association of University Women (AAUW) report Hostile Hallways, 85 percent of the boys surveyed agreed that being called any name that is related to being gay is the worst possible insult. This

 

Michael Thompson (Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys) says, “Boys enforce a view of masculinity on each other. If you show anything too tender, femi-nine, compassionate, empathetic, you’re a wuss, you’re gay. At some point early on, boys begin to measure everything they do on one level: strong or weak.”

—JOAN RYAN, “Boys to Men”
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In today’s schools, students think there is nothing more demeaning than to be called gay; antigay harassment is not just directed at gays and lesbians, it’s the most common form of harassment.

—REBECCA JONES, “I Don’t Feel Safe Here Anymore: Your Legal Duty to

Protect Gay Kids from Harassment”

 

is confirmed by later surveys of thousands of adolescent boys on issues related to sexual harassment; they too reported their fear of the stigma of being called gay (American Association of University Women Edu-cational Foundation, 2001).

To hide any appearance of having “soft” emotions, boys create a shield, like armor, to protect themselves. This shield takes the form of maintaining a veil of apparent competence, which makes it difficult for boys to communicate freely about fears or feelings or even to ask for help. For instance, working with our focus groups, we found that boys chose their words extremely carefully. They also looked for indi-rect cues from the group about when and how to respond to questions.

When asked to talk about themselves, boys frequently did two things. First, they defined themselves, not by stating what they were, but rather how they were different from others (usually girls) in the group. For example, “Boys aren’t . . .” rather than “Boys are. . . .” Sec-ond, boys often referred to themselves in either the second person, you, or the plural first person, we. Rarely did boys use the singular first per-son, I. These patterns of speech may suggest a reluctance on the part of boys to talk in a personal, intimate way.

Boys will connect when they are not threatened, however. While boys often employ language shields, the girls with whom we spoke told us that boys can overcome them. The girls told us that in their one-on-one friendships with boys, they are able to communicate openly. One girl reported, “I have a really, really good guy friend. I tell him maybe more than I tell my girlfriends. And he shares everything with 40 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

me, even emotions. I also find that I can do anything in front of him, and I feel comfortable around him.”

Even though boys may find occasional safe outlets for their emo-tions and behaviors, their shield is the primary image they show to the outside world. This is usually expressed with the ever-present: “No problem,” “Don’t sweat it,” “Don’t worry about it,” “I can handle it”— all expressions of manufactured self-confidence and bravado. We have provided a checklist on the next page to help you assess your teenage son for potential problems.

If you are at all concerned, check out your observations with

another adult and/or a mental health professional. Don’t dismiss what you see. We need to call attention to the dangers inherent in “shrug-ging off ” inappropriate behavior.

The “boys will be boys” response may result in excessively aggres-sive behavior, such as sexual harassment and bullying. The generally accepted notion of this “natural boyish” behavior has long allowed sex-ual harassment and bullying to be dismissed as an unfortunate, yet unavoidable part of experiencing adolescence when, in reality, these are serious offenses that affect students’ self-esteem and readiness to learn. As a result, many students feel victimized, degraded, fearful, uncomfortable, and rejected. The statistics on sexual harassment and bullying in school speak to the scope of the problem:

 

✱ Eighty-one percent of students surveyed in 8th through 11th

grades experienced some form of sexual harassment (American Asso-ciation of University Women Educational Foundation, 2001).

✱ Seventy-six percent of boys report being targets of harassment in

school. In particular, the rates for African American boys are higher than for whites or Latinos. This harassment most commonly takes the form of sexual comments, jokes, gestures, or looks, with sexual touch-ing and grabbing being the second most common type of harassment. Boys are most frequently harassed in enclosed areas such as locker
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S H O U L D   Y O U   W O R R Y   A B O U T   Y O U R   S O N ?

 

Does your teenager exhibit:        Regularly    Occasionally   Never

Social disconnection                    [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Withdrawal                            [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Masked emotions                    [ ]           [ ]         [ ]

Silence                                  [ ]             [ ]          [ ]

Rage                              [ ]          [ ]         [ ]

Trouble with friends                      [ ]             [ ]          [ ]

Hypervigilence                         [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Cruelty toward children/animals         [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Excessive interest in violent media        [ ]             [ ]           [ ]

Unusual interest in weapons             [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Fascination with violent Internet sites     [ ]             [ ]           [ ]

Interest in bombs/explosives             [ ]            [ ]          [ ]

Excessive time spent playing              [ ]             [ ]           [ ] violent video games

 

rooms and restrooms, by both girls and boys, and in general are less likely than girls to report such incidents (American Association of Uni-versity Women Educational Foundation, 2001).

✱ Four out of five Seattle students who had experienced antigay

harassment said they were actually heterosexual. Those children were
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three times as likely as their nonharassed heterosexual peers to have missed at least one day of school in the previous month because of fear for their safety (Jones, 1999).

✱ Boys report a slightly higher rate of experience as perpetrators of

harassment: two-thirds of all boys and more than half of the girls sur-veyed admitted that they have sexually harassed someone in school (American Association of University Women Educational Foundation, 2001).

 

Teachers, coaches, and school administrators often do little to stop sexual harassment and bullying, frequently acting as disinterested bystanders while students are harassed and bullied in their presence. When school staff members do step in, they tend to do so privately, on a case-by-case basis. They do not follow up by using these incidents to change or initiate new school policy, raise awareness, or institute preventive training on the issue (Phillips, 1998). However, one study discovered that those schools with strong sexual harassment policies took action against an alleged harasser 84 percent of the time (N. D. Smith, 1998).

Furthermore, when sexual harassment policies do exist, the griev-ance procedures that are in place, along with the training of staff and students, are frequently implemented ineffectively. The existing train-ing appears to place all of the responsibility on the girls, teaching them

 

Black and Hispanic boys can experience particular problems in adolescence, researchers say, because when they act peer-pleasingly tough, adults see them as dangerous and threatening, but if they act soft, they are likelier to be victimized.

—WILLIAM POLLACK, Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths 

of Boyhood
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to say “no,” rather than training both boys and girls to behave respect-fully toward one another (Phillips, 1998).

In the face of these statistics, parents may want some insight into why this behavior is an acceptable part of “Boys will be boys.” They may want to ask themselves: Are boys cut loose from parental influ-ence too early? Cate Dooley, co-director of the Mother-Son Project at Wellesley College in Wellesley, Massachusetts, states: “Any parent can testify that boys are subject to a much earlier, more abrupt campaign to extinguish the compassion, empathy, and expression of feeling that young boys display as openly as girls” (Coontz, 1997). So, by believing the myth that all adolescent boys must exhibit some form of aggres-sive behavior as an essential part of their development, parents may be neglecting the difficult task of understanding how these issues apply to their individual sons, and what their role should be in addressing these issues.

The seductiveness of this abdication can be understood more fully when considered in light of the shield that boys wear, and the battles parents must engage in with their sons when trying to get close to them. One mother told us, “It seems that boys feel if they are too close, or give too much information, they are giving up power.” The boys in our focus groups confirmed this observation when some revealed that they were fully aware of their efforts to keep their par-ents at a distance, in part by offering a minimal amount of informa-tion about their lives. A father clearly conceded his abdication: “If I give him freedom, independence, and privacy, we have more of a chance of having a relationship.”

What does it cost boys to give up traditional expectations about their masculinity? If the boys in your life don’t fit the “ideal male” image, descriptions of these behaviors question their masculinity. For example, the list of derogatory words for a boy who acts feminine is much longer than the list of negative words for a girl who acts mascu-line. The consequence is that boys may feel embarrassed for showing any soft or emotional attributes or behaviors, including intimacy.
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To think about your perspective on traditional expectations for boys, complete the following exercise. Jot down some of the adjectives you use to describe the ideal man and woman. Refer to the following attributes, or come up with others that describe your personal views: affectionate, willing to take risks, aggressive, acts as a leader, cheerful, forceful, competitive, sympathetic, loyal, loves children, self-reliant, domineering, ambitious, childlike, athletic, understanding, yielding, willing to take a stand, strong personality, tender, soft-spoken, shy, self-sufficient, gentle, sensitive to the needs of others, does not use harsh language, assertive, eager to soothe hurt feelings, able to analyze a sit-uation, independent, individualistic, makes decisions easily, good with machines, defends own beliefs, compassionate, very concerned with appearance.

 

Y O U R   I D E A L   M A N   A N D   W O M A N

 

Ideal Man                         Ideal Woman

 

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________

_______________________________ _______________________________
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One often hears in our society, “If his father had been a different sort of man, then his problems would have been quite different.” But it would be even truer to comment also: “If he had been born into a society with a different form of fatherhood. . . .”

—MARGARET MEAD, Male and Female: The Classic Study of the Sexes

 

After composing your lists, consider your opinions regarding gen-der. Do you have two very different lists, with certain qualities you label masculine and others feminine? Or are the lists similar and made up of qualities you feel are important regardless of gender? Are there any qualities that you consider positive if exhibited by one gender but find negative when exhibited in the opposite gender (e.g., some peo-ple want to see aggression in males but dislike an aggressive female)? Do you feel your opinions are similar to those of society in general? By examining your opinions and recognizing typical gender stereo-types, you’ll be able to better understand the choices presented to boys.

The necessary process of proving one’s masculinity can become a socially mandated burden. Boys are expected to restrict their displays of affection by maintaining their shield of competence. We expect boys to be tough, independent, and autonomous (Real, 1997). Society

 

The consequences of repressed feelings? Emotionally empty relationships. Ulcers. Risky behavior. Whereas girls might turn to starvation or self-mutilation as emotional outlets, boys might drive too fast, drink too much, take drugs, commit vandalism, skip school, and sleep around. The girls’ behavior is seen as self-destructive and a plea for help, the boys’ behavior is often dismissed as simply “bad.”

—JOAN RYAN, “Boys to Men”
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teaches us that boys and men are less in need of friends, close bonds, connections, and intimacy. For boys, success in adulthood has little to do with relationships. They place less value on being successful hus-bands or fathers. This expectation is reserved for girls and women, and becomes their lifelong responsibility.

One story we heard bears repeating. Several of the boys in one of our focus groups experienced firsthand Morrie Schwartz’s teachings, as described in Tuesdays with Morrie, when a friend’s father died quite unexpectedly. The boys responded by calling their friend continuously and offering support. One of the boys reported that he was surprised that so many school friends were unsure about calling the grieving friend. The friends closest to the boy whose father had died found themselves assuring the others that it was more important to reach out and call him than to worry about appearing foolish. From this expe-rience, some of the boys learned about the importance of community during times of sorrow. The boys’ hesitancy to act on their feelings is not surprising, since society tends to frown on public display of affec-tion and empathy by males. It is important to note here that the par-ents of these boys who reached out to their friend encouraged this display of empathy and caring.

Living in a culture that doesn’t support boys’ emotional expres-sion puts pressure on them not to talk. As a result, one father told us, “I feel like I’m Sherlock Holmes trying to find information [about my

 

Boys in our focus groups reported that teachers “tend to be more easy on girls.” For example, Sam experienced this reaction to handing in homework late: “Like with homework, like if you didn’t do your homework and you ask to turn it in the next day, they might say no to you and yes to a girl. I’ve seen that happen.”
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When we ask the master teacher, the veteran who is helping the student teacher, about the boys in his class, he pulls no punches: “They’re sloppy, noisy, immature. I don’t know the reason, but, compared to boys, the girls are a pleasure to teach. Actually, these boys are not bad. When I was teaching in Baltimore, we were warned about being hit or shot. Here the boys are diffi-cult but not dangerous. We just try to keep them calm and working.”

 

son].” Another father lamented, “I feel I can’t get to his core, we can’t deal with big issues.” Boys begin to feel that to be masculine, they have to deal with everything themselves. A girl in one of our focus groups said it best: “Telling your parents things helps them to see that you’re growing up. Boys shut parents out to tell them that they’re grow-ing up.”

This tendency of boys to shut down verbally is also present in school. Girls notice that, in school, “We can tell people what we think about things. Boys are not as sure of themselves to say something.” Another girl remarked, “My English teacher is always yelling at guys. I talk just as much, if not more, but my teacher expects that I always have something thoughtful to say.” Although research does show that boys are called on to answer questions more than girls, several boys reported that they also are expected to act out and not be “as mature as girls” (American Association of University Women, 1998; Sadker and Sadker, 1994).

As parents and educators, we know that subscribing to a narrow definition of “boys will be boys” puts limits on the development of our sons and can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. As one veteran teacher said, “What you expect, you get!” After being in the classroom for 30 years, he acknowledges that when he looks at his biases, he realizes he assumes that girls are more conscientious in class, more mature, and more seri-
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ous about their studies than boys. These kinds of rigid assumptions are detrimental to our sons. We have a responsibility to look beyond the stereotypes associated with gender in the most subtle and obvious areas, including our families, schools, and culture; in the language we use; and in our expectations of how we define a “normal” boy and a “normal” girl. The conditions we discuss in the next chapter offer some examples of the impact of “boys will be boys.”




5

 

What Statistics Tell Us

 

What Is It Really Like to Be a Boy Today?

 

C onditions for boys growing up today are not as favorable as many believe. A myth about boys would have us believe that boys “have it easy,” and success comes effortlessly to them. Moreover, they are independent, confident, and need little help. In fact, this myth has per-petuated the rigid models for raising and connecting with boys, described earlier, and has had a profound impact on boys.

Parents and teachers have applied these myths with devastating consequences. The image of the male as strong is confused with the image of the male as aggressive and violent. Virility has been replaced with promiscuity. Adventurousness has evolved into recklessness. Intel-ligence often is confused with bravado and arrogance. In the follow-ing pages, we use research-based evidence to debunk the myth that boys have it easy. We discuss differences between boys and girls as well as differences among boys.
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Eighth-grade boys are 50 percent more likely than girls to be held back a grade. Boys are more likely to drop out of high school than girls. Boys are three times more likely to be victims of violence. Adolescent boys commit most of the adolescent crimes. What is happening to our boys?

—MONTGOMERY COUNTY YOUTH WORKERS TRAINING COMMITTEE,

“Young and Male: How to Nurture Adolescent Boys into Loving and Responsible Men”

 

Education

 

While this myth would have us believe that boys naturally excel in school, the facts show that many boys experience clear signs of edu-cational failure. Boys, particularly boys of color, drop out of school at much higher rates than girls. More boys are identified for special edu-cation programs than girls. Boys are more likely to fail a course or repeat a grade level. Boys are more likely to experience discipline prob-lems in school. And boys score much lower than girls on reading and writing skills tests. For 350 years, men outnumbered women on col-lege campuses. Now, in every state, in every income bracket, in every racial and ethnic group, women on average earn 57 percent of all bach-elor degrees and 58 percent of all master’s degrees in the United States alone. In the United States, there are 133 girls getting bachelor degrees for every 100 boys—a number that is projected to grow to 142 women

 

On back-to-school night, one high school teacher said in response to a par-ent who worried that her daughter was quiet in class, “Don’t worry, the boys make all the noise and the girls get As.”
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per 100 men by 2010. If this trend continues, demographers say, there will be 156 women per 100 men earning degrees by 2020 (American Council on Education, 2003).

For educators, these findings raise a fundamental question about our attitudes toward boys’ academic performance: Is their poor per-formance a question of maturity that “boys will be boys” and then they’ll catch up later? Or do boys genuinely underperform, so that we should rethink how they are raised and educated?

 

Academic Environment

Considering the role schools play in the lives of boys, it’s impor-tant to examine what impact they are having on boys today. In addi-tion to providing knowledge and skills, the school environment and curriculum significantly influence boys’ socialization, from ages 5 to 18. During these years, boys spend the majority of their time in school, taking part in academic courses and extracurricular activities, such as school athletics.

Schools begin causing boys stress in the early years of elementary school. The school environment is not structured for boys’ energy or motor skill development. Boys and girls develop at different rates phys-ically and intellectually. Boys are thrown into the school environment, where they may not perform well initially. Girls, by comparison, read faster and pay attention better. Boys are physically more restless and impulsive. When boys enter school at the age of five or six, their motor skills—such as the ability to hold a pencil—are usually less developed than those of girls (Kantrowitz and Kalb, 1998).

Reading is a critical factor in boys’ difficulties in school. Adoles-cent boys are, on average, 18 months behind their female peers in read-ing and writing (Henderson, 1999). According to the National Center for Education Statistics website (www.nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/ d98/d98t389.asp), girls dominate in national reading scores and math
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scores. Within many families, this may be because reading is perceived as a female activity, even though it’s fundamental to academic progress for all students. Rough and tumble activities are seen as the preserve of boys. As one elementary teacher observed, “Girls have a realistic expectation of what school is like and are more likely than boys to be ready to sit still and listen.” Young boys tend to be more active than girls, and in the school environment this is considered bad behavior. The result is that young boys begin to experience frustration with their academic abilities and self-esteem very early on (Kantrowitz and Kalb, 1998). These issues are more complex when diverse cultures are intro-duced into the equation. African American and Latino boys raised in expressive cultures may have the most difficulty with the more tradi-tionally passive and quiet European American models common in most U.S. schools (Murray, 1999).

Choices become increasingly limited for boys as they progress through school. By the time children enter middle school, gender stereotyping is predominant. We asked boys in our focus groups, “Do you think people treat you differently in school because you are a boy?” The majority responded with a resounding yes! Teachers and admin-istrators come to expect certain behaviors from boys, such as aggres-siveness and social immaturity. Teachers may actually expect disruptive and antisocial behavior from boys of color. They respond to their beliefs about and fears of such behavior by restricting boys to tradi-tional male values of competition and hierarchy (Pollack, 1998; Thompson, 1988; Smith, 1994).

In fact, Dr. Samuel Shem and Dr. Janet Surrey (1998) argue that, while elementary school staffs often praise students for “working well with others and helping others work,” this characteristic is rarely rec-ognized or rewarded in middle and high schools. According to psy-chologist Michael Thompson (1999), “We sometimes don’t make accommodations for the boys’ developmental levels, so we humiliate them and get them mad, or interpret their activity as willful aggres-sion, and so begins the fulfillment of a prophecy where we try to pun-
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ish and control boys more harshly than girls, and they come to resent and dislike it, and dislike authority, and react back against it.”

Among students, it is accepted that boys tend to receive harsher punishment than girls for similar infractions. For example, in one of our focus groups, Julie, a teenage girl, explained that she comes to one particular class consistently late, but is simply given a verbal reminder to be on time. In contrast, she has noticed that when boys are late to the same class, they are removed from the classroom. Allison, another teenage girl, told of a similar experience. Allison noticed at her school that girls often get away with walking freely down the hall when it’s obvious they don’t have a hall pass. Again, in contrast, she has seen boys stopped and questioned, even when they were openly displaying their hall passes. Students also reported that Latino and African Amer-ican males were the most likely to be severely reprimanded or harassed by teachers.

Still another story illustrates this point. One of our peer groups was made up of a group of teenage boys from the same large urban high school. They told us that some of the boys’ bathrooms in their school were locked, ostensibly to prevent loitering. In contrast, all of the girls’ bathrooms were open all of the time. The boys blamed their treatment on stereotypes about their behavior, citing a recent disci-pline problem in one open girls’ bathroom. Such “inflexible codes” in schools guide boys into strictly defined roles (Sadker and Sadker, 1994).

 

Scenes like this one are played out daily in schools across America: Two sen-iors, Kyle and Michelle, arrive at their high school English class 15 minutes late. The teacher stares at them as they enter the room. “Kyle, do you need a special invitation? Is it too much to ask that you get here on time? Never mind. Sit down and see me after class. [Pause; voice softens.] And, Michelle, I’m dis-appointed in you.”
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Even courses of study and extracurricular activities in a school can reinforce the “inflexible code” that we impose upon boys. For instance, students are exposed to few examples of nontraditional male role mod-els in the classroom and in the curriculum they study. Most history curriculum is filled with the achievements of a few famous white men who have succeeded through “typical” male behaviors (National Coali-tion for Women and Girls in Education, 2002; Smith, 1994; Thomp-son, 1988). This lack of exposure to a wider variety of male role models can have the effect of limiting boys’ choices, career options, and plans for the future. For boys of color, this problem is magnified by the fact that most textbooks contain very few examples of African American, Latino, or Asian men (or women) who have successfully contributed to our community and/or national history.

In a review of the most widely used high school health education textbooks, we found that sex role stereotypes are prevalent. Females are still pictured in discussions and illustrations related to nutrition, child care, psychological aspects of love and caring, and personal care related to physical appearance. Male models are virtually never pic-tured as caregivers, and appear only in discussions of competition, vio-lence, stress, and mental disorders. As a result of these kinds of stereotypes, it is not surprising that boys tend to feel less emotionally connected to their families and schools than girls (McManis, 2003).

When individuals are pictured in their jobs, women are shown as nurses, mothers, and only one woman appears as a physician, while men are shown as welders, athletes, doctors, farmers, police officers, broadcasters, and architects (Shaffer and Shevitz, 1999). These texts

 

One star athlete recalled his pre-star and post-star treatment by his teachers. After several football victories, he said, “I’m now getting the attention from my teachers that I wanted.”
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fail our children by continuing to portray groups in stereotypical or narrowly defined ways, virtually ignoring the wide range of individual interests and abilities within any such group. In addition, believing in these stereotypes virtually prevents boys from considering the benefits of seeking careers that either require or allow them to express their feelings.

The “inflexible code” also steers most boys into a narrow range of after-school activities. More than three times as many boys spend their extracurricular time involved in team sports than in any other type of school activity (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Our focus groups with boys and girls confirmed this statistic. When asked what clubs or activities they participate in, the boys overwhelmingly listed various team sports. Only very few of the boys listed other clubs, such as ethnic-affiliation clubs. When asked why they didn’t participate in a greater variety of activities, the boys seemed to believe that sports were a societal priority they were expected to do. One boy talked about how his teachers rewarded his participation on a varsity sports team: “Some teachers are more lenient with male athletes; they let them get away with more.” Several mothers of boys in one of our focus groups said that boys will only participate in an activity outside of this “inflex-ible code” under unusual circumstances, such as in a nontraditional, smaller school environment.

On the other hand, girls are one and a half times more likely than boys to participate in nonathletic school activities, including student government; academic honor society; yearbook/newspaper; school ser-vice clubs; school hobby clubs; and Future Teachers of America, Future Homemakers of America, and Future Farmers of America (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Again, our conversations with girls confirm this. In our focus groups, girls cited a wide range of activities in  which they participate, including, but not dominated by, team sports. Unlike boys, girls don’t feel constrained by social expectations when selecting activities. They believe they have unlimited options to explore. One girl explained that she consciously chooses to participate 56 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

in activities to establish her individuality among her friends. Another girl reminded us that “There is a bunch of different groups of girls, and they are accepted. But with the guys, there is one cool group, ath-letic.” Cool may also be defined as being completely uninvolved in or aloof from school. One assistant principal told us how the tenth-grade girls hold all of the leadership positions and take part in a variety of school activities, while the boys who are considered “cool” occupy their time by throwing each other into lockers and tossing pinballs down the hallways.

 

Academic Achievement

Many parents and educators assume that boys outperform girls in school, an assumption due, in part, to the focus of public attention in recent years on how our schools have failed girls. While schools his-torically have not provided equity and fairness in girls’ education, this issue may have obscured another one—that schools have been failing boys as well (Riordan, 1999). Although many Asian and European American boys may achieve at higher rates than girls in such academic areas as mathematics and science and on standardized tests, this is usu-ally the case for only a small minority. While “there is an attention-grabbing handful of star performers, many boys muddle along in the mediocre middle, getting by as average students, and the bottom of the class actually contains a majority of boys rather than girls” (Pol-lack, 1998). In a recent statewide test in Maryland, girls outperformed boys in every area, with boys of color performing worst of all (Mary-land State Department of Education, 2001). The majority of boys strive and achieve academically at average and below average rates, as shown by the following statistics:

 

✱ There is a new gender gap, with many boys falling to the

bottom of the heap. For reading comprehension, perceptual

speed, and word association memory, boys outnumbered girls at

the bottom of the scale by a margin of two to one, and fewer
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boys than girls scored in the top 10 percent of the groups (U.S.

Department of Education, 1999a).

✱ Boys earn lower grades and participate in fewer advanced

placement classes than girls (McManis, 2003).

✱ Boys in grades four through eight are twice as likely as girls to

be held back a grade, and the rate is even higher for boys of

color (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).

✱ Boys constitute 71 percent of school suspensions (Pollack, 1998).

✱ Although the dropout rates are relatively similar for boys and

girls, it is significant that Latino and African American students

are at greater risk of dropping out than are white students, with

Latino students dropping out at a rate more than twice that for

white students (U.S. Department of Education, 2003a).

✱ For African American males, the link typically found between

self-esteem and academics may be weakening, in a phenomenon

popularly referred to as “dumbing down.” A recent study found

that, as school achievement decreases, the self-esteem of African

American males remains unchanged (Osborne, 1997). This

implies that, as students move through school, they become

increasingly alienated from academics in order to maintain their

self-worth. Our schools and culture discourage African

American males from academic or intellectual self-expression.

 

Learning Disabilities and Special Education

A recent Boston Globe national analysis found that special educa-tion is largely a boys’ club, with 1.9 million girls and 3.8 million boys nationwide classified as special education students (Smith, 2002). It is alarming that male students are three times as likely as females to be identified as having a learning disability and placed in these special edu-cation programs (Riordan, 1999). Again, the disparities are even greater for boys of color. Low-income Latino and African American male stu-dents continue to be placed into low-ability or special education classes at a disproportionate rate—in spite of the extensive research indicat-58 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

ing that such tracking is not academically sound. A large percentage of our schools serving low-income students and students of color have ineffective educational programs that result in low student performance (The  National Coalition of Educational Equity Advocates, 1994; Oakes, 1997; Stone and Roderick, 1995). One reason may be gender and racial stereotyping. The fact that boys are often labeled as “hyper-active,” “aggressive,” or “in need of special control” may explain why so many of them are placed in special education programs even though they may not necessarily have a learning disability (Bushweller, 1994; Riordan, 1999).

It is impossible to draw any hard conclusions about the cause or effect of the learning disability issue on the development of a boy’s ability to express his emotions and connect. Although educators have known for a long time that a disproportionate number of males are in special education, few have questioned why, and little research has been conducted in this area. One explanation for the lack of investigation into this problem may be society’s view that males are not a minority group and, therefore, don’t need intervention. Until we explore and question the biases against boys in our educational system, the special education disparity, for African American and Latino boys in particu-lar, is likely to continue.

 

Alcohol/Drug Use and Violence

 

The common belief is that aggressive and destructive behavior is just “boys being boys,” that dismissal of a schoolyard fight is accept-able because, with time, boys will outgrow this phase. However, there appears to be a strong relationship between bullying other students and experiencing later legal and criminal problems as an adult. In one study, 60 percent of those described as bullies in grades six through nine had at least one criminal conviction by age 24 (U.S. Department of Edu-cation, 2001). Youthful acts of violence and alcohol or drug abuse are seen as incidents that happen to others, and aren’t our responsibility.

W h a t   S t a t i s t i c s   Te l l   U s   ——   59

 

After the decade of simplistic solutions, such as “Just Say No!,” we entered a period of denial. Now we face the national nightmare of wit-nessing our children murder each other. The hard truth is that, in recent years, alcohol and drug use and violent crime have escalated for boys and girls, especially among communities of color. In fact, as dem-onstrated by the following statistics, the violence and drug use in this country increasingly involves young men and boys acting with or against other young men and boys (Pollack, 1998).

 

✱ Boys are more likely than girls to report that some of their

friends consider it important to engage in delinquent behavior

(U.S. Department of Education, 2003c).

✱ In a Josephson Institute of Ethics survey of more than 15,000

teenagers, 60 percent of high school boys and 31 percent of

middle school boys said they could get drugs if they wanted

them (www.josephsoninstitute.org/Survey2000/violence2000

-pressrelease.htm. April 2, 2001).

✱ Boys are responsible for 9 out of 10 alcohol and drug violations

at school (McManis, 2003).

✱ High school boys are much more likely to be involved with

crime and violence on school property than are girls. Three

times as many boys as girls carry weapons to school. Twice as

many have been threatened or injured with weapons at school.

And twice as many have been in physical fights at school (U.S.

Department of Health and Human Services, 2002).

✱ In general, African American and Latino boys are more likely

than other boys to be involved with crime and violence on

school property (U.S. Department of Health and Human

Services, 2002).

✱ The death rate for injury by firearms is six times higher for

males than for females. Among men, the death rate for injury by

firearms is more than twice as high for African American males

than for white males (Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention, 1997).
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✱ Between 1973 and 2001, the rate of violent victimization of

young African American males aged 12 to 24 increased about 25

percent. In 2001, the violent victimization rate for African

American males aged 16 to 19 was almost double the rate for

white males and three times that for white females in the same

age range. African American males aged 12 to 24 were almost 14

times as likely to be homicide victims as members of the general

population (U.S. Department of Justice, 2002b).

✱ Within the nation’s 75 largest counties in 2001, 92 percent of

juveniles who appeared before the criminal courts were male.

Two-thirds of the juveniles who appeared in adult criminal

court were African Americans. African American males

comprised the majority of juveniles charged with drug offenses

(75 percent) and public-order charges (67 percent). White males

comprised the majority of juveniles charged with burglary (82

percent) (U.S. Department of Justice, 2002b).

✱ An African American boy born in 1991 stands a 29 percent

chance of being imprisoned at some point in his life, compared

with a 16 percent chance for a Latino boy and a 4 percent chance

for a white boy (Justice Policy Institute, 2002).

✱ Young African American men are more likely to be in jail—or

otherwise in the court system—than go to college (Clayton,

2001).

✱ In 1995, 122 juveniles were adjudicated as delinquent in the

federal courts, 47 percent for either violence-related or drug-

related offenses. Because the federal government has jurisdiction

over certain offenses committed on lands where Native

Americans live, 61 percent of juvenile delinquents confined by

the Federal Bureau of Prisons were Native Americans (U.S.

Department of Justice, 1997).

✱ There are eight and a half times more males than females in

local jails. Over half of these inmates are African American

(U.S. Department of Justice, 2002a).
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V I O L E N C E   I S   A   G E N D E R   I S S U E

 

Committed by Males       Committed by Females

100

 

80

 

60

 

40

 

20

 

Percent 0

Murder    Physical   Domestic    Dating      Child      Rape

Assault    Violence    Violence     Sexual

Abuse

 

Adapted from J. Katz, Tough Guise: Violence, Media, and the Crisis in Masculinity.

 

This startling statistical evidence suggests an “epidemic” of vio-lent and destructive behavior among many boys. As we have seen, “Violence is an inspiration to the unstable” (Prothrow-Stith and Weissmann, 1991). Risky youthful behaviors, such as drinking, illegal drugs, and early outbursts of violence, if unaddressed, often produce men who treat women as objects and, in some situations, who become perpetrators of domestic violence against women (Prothrow-Stith and Weissmann, 1991).

Some social scientists argue that this behavior is the result of “nat-ural aggression” that is coming out in socially unacceptable ways. How-62 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

One mother reported that the father of one of Justin’s very good friends died suddenly and unexpectedly. After trying to call him by telephone, he was finally able to reach him. Justin was comforted when his grieving friend assured him, “He wasn’t going to let it depress him.”

 

ever, other researchers reject this view, concluding that the recent out-break of teen violence and crime is a new phenomenon (Kantrowitz and Kalb, 1998). Whether this behavior is the result of historical or contemporary causes, we must identify early warning signs, search for explanations, work with schools to respond more quickly to these dan-ger signals, and develop strategies for addressing the causes and com-bating them. Adolescence is a vital time in a child’s life. As a parent you must act on your instincts when you see behavior that may become combustible.

 

Psychological Danger Signals

 

The veil of masculinity would have us believe that because ado-lescent and teenage boys don’t show it, they don’t suffer from depres-sion, that they never feel sad, lonely, or disconnected from others. We know this to be untrue from our focus groups. A majority of the boys with whom we spoke explained that they contend with problems by disconnecting from others and retreating into themselves. One mother explained, “When my son is in real distress he shuts himself away. It’s almost like he’s protecting me.” When asked about coping with sad-ness, many boys spoke of a need to be alone, isolating themselves from others, and “moving on.” Almost universally boys expressed sadness
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by getting angry. One mother reports, “My son lets a lot of things build up so when they build up sufficiently, his anger explodes.” Another father describes his son’s reaction to learning of his grandfather’s immi-nent death. “Josh almost never articulated his feelings about Barbara’s dad’s illness. But when we told him his grandfather was getting worse, he attacked us for saying it was true.”

In our focus groups, boys explained that their method of coping with emotional problems existed within the boundaries of preserving their independence. They worry that if they share a problem or emo-tions with a parent or other adult, they will be bombarded with ques-tions and advice. Boys fear they will be forever defined by the problem, so their instinct is not to open up. One father, recalling his own ado-lescence, stated, “My own parents used to wonder what I did in my room. They still talk about it. I was always nice to them but I would not tell them a damn thing about my life. I never communicated deep feelings to them for eight years.” Another father, speaking of his son, commented, “He shuts down about school. Sometimes any question

 

It was hard for a lot of these old men to ask for help or to accept it when it was offered. They had been so strong so long, and all of a sudden they couldn’t hardly get to the grocery store. It scared them first and then it made them angry, a typical black male pattern, if you think about it. Brothers tend to be more familiar with anger than any of their other emotions, so if you leave them to their own devices, that’s usually where they’ll go. It can start out as fear, or confusion, or sorrow, or hurt feelings, but nine times out of ten, it’s going to come out on the other end mad. Sometimes you can talk them out of it if you catch it on the front end, but the process requires lightning reflexes, infinite patience, and nerves of steel.

—PEARL CLEAGE, What Looks Like Crazy on an Ordinary Day
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People who are frailer, less stable, are more subject to the dark images they see. Teenagers, who are, by nature, in greater thrall to sweeps of emotion and sadness are most vulnerable.

—PEGGY NOONAN, “The Culture of Death”

 

is too many questions.” A mother commented, “I don’t know what makes my son sad. I can tell when he is angry or happy. I can’t tell when he is sad.” This emotional isolation makes it difficult for adults to become aware of boys’ suffering or accurately distinguish between depression and a desire for privacy.

It is important for parents to recognize and respect the ways boys cope with problems. The techniques employed successfully with our daughters may not work with our sons. For example, girls tend to expe-rience their emotions more directly and openly. One mother reported to us how fortunate she was to have her son in a coed carpool. She said she found out things about her son and his friends while driving the carpool because the girls talked openly about almost everything. Par-ents cannot necessarily expect such openness from their sons. As one teacher described it, “Girls are taught early on to talk through their problems, while boys are still taught to be tough.”

We must learn to pick up the unique cues our sons give us about their feelings of sadness and react appropriately to the situation. One strategy that seems to work for the parents with whom we spoke is to model appropriate empathetic behavior by discussing their feelings with their sons. One mother told us, “I let him know when he has hurt my feelings, and if he knows that I’m justified, then he feels terrible, but I try to get him to communicate this emotional response to me. Sometimes I only know intuitively that he feels bad. He won’t talk to me, he won’t deal with his sadness or hurt feelings until he can be unemotional about it, and say, ‘I’m really sorry’; but he has to go past
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A depressed, insecure child is one thing, and quite common. But that same boy with a gun can be a lethal threat. In all of the recent shootings, acquiring guns was easier than buying beer or even gas.

—TIMOTHY EGAN, “From Adolescent Angst to Shooting Up Schools”

 

that point of hurt.” Boys have to be taught about emotions and the importance of communicating their feelings.

The statistics on suicide provide us with confirming evidence of the extent to which boys suffer undiagnosed depression. Suicide is far more common among boys than girls. Boy teens are almost five times more likely than girls to die by suicide, even though girls are more likely to attempt suicide. While white males account for the majority of youth suicide deaths (60 percent), the suicide rate among Native American boys is exceedingly high in comparison with the overall rate for males ages 10–19 (16.0 per 100,000 versus 7.8 per 100,000). Although still relatively low (5.7 per 100,000 in 2000), the suicide rate for African American males ages 10–19 has doubled during the last 20 years (National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center, 2004).

Furthermore, although females are twice as likely to try suicide than males, the completion rate is higher for males in all groups, rang-ing from two to six times that attempted by females. Some theorize that this is due to the method of choice. Firearms are used in 60 percent of male suicide cases, while pills are employed most frequently by females (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). Again, we are confronted with the effects of unaddressed alienation and resulting violence. Male suicide attempts are more aggressive, and thus more likely to be final. Females rely on less aggressive methods, so they can frequently be saved. It’s as though females use suicide as the classic “cry for help,” while males use it as a perceived last resort, when they feel there is no hope and no way out.
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S T A R T L I N G   S T A T E M E N T S

 

We hope you now know what it is really like to be an adolescent boy today. To check your understanding, we’ve compiled a list of “startling statements.” See how many of them you can estimate correctly.

1. Teenage boys do an average of _____ hours of homework at home each week, while their teenage sisters do an average of _____ hours of work. 

2. Boys are more likely to be diagnosed as learning disabled, ADHD, and autistic than girls. T / F

3. In 2001, among those aged 16–24, _____ percent of Hispanics, _____ percent of non-Hispanic blacks, and _____ percent of non-Hispanic whites had dropped out of school.

4. Because of the widespread attitude that Asians are academically successful, many schools don’t monitor or even record the dropout rates among Asian Pacific students. T / F

5. Boys constitute _____ percent of school suspensions.

6. Although at most ages girls are just as likely as boys to engage in binge drinking, adolescent boys show a significantly higher rate of drug and alcohol abuse than girls. T / F

7. By 2020, it is projected that more than one in _____ children in the United States will be of Hispanic origin.

8. In 2003, _____ percent of non-Hispanic white children lived with two parents, compared with _____ percent of black children and _____ percent of Hispanic children.

9. Most children in poverty are white non-Hispanics. However, the proportion of black or Hispanic children in poverty is much higher than the proportion for white non-Hispanic children. T / F

continued
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continued

 

10. Boys have consistently higher reading scores than girls at all ages. T / F

11. On average, the homicide rate for teenage black males is _____ times higher than the rate for white non-Hispanic males.

12. Firearms were the most frequent weapon used in suicides and homicides among adolescent males. T / F

13. Men live, on average, almost _____ years less than women.

14. While watching music videos, children see an average of one act of violence per minute. T / F

 

Answers

1. 3, 10                                8. 75%, 39%, 65% 2. True                             9. True 3. 27%, 11%, 7%                 10. False 4. True                            11. 15 5. 71%                        12. True 6. True                            13. 10 7. five                                14. True
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Focus on Adolescent

 

Males of Color

 

What Cultural Factors Affect the Development of

African American, Asian, and Latino Teenage Boys

to Form and Sustain Connections with Parents,

Schools, and Friends?

 

Overview

 

To understand boys more fully, we need to explore what roles race and culture play in their daily lives. This is an important exploration for all parents because we have multiple identities and need to under-stand their value. African American, Asian, and Latino male adoles-cents have much in common with their European American male counterparts in their attitudes concerning relationships with family, school, and peers. While information about Native American boys is
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included in the research findings, they were not present in our focus groups, and they are absent from much of the current literature. Some similarities of all the boys we interviewed include:

 

✱ Value of family relationships

✱ Importance of peer group support

✱ Attachments to symbols of teenage boys (e.g., clothes, music,

specific interests)

✱ Judgments of other teens on the basis of these symbols

✱ Importance of having girls as friends and confidants

✱ Use of anger as a response to sadness and loneliness

✱ Reliance on short conversations

✱ Need for privacy

✱ Discomfort with probing questions

✱ Definition of masculinity as a reaction to femininity

 

While there are similarities among all male adolescents, we know that differences in race/ethnicity, culture, and socioeconomic status do play  a significant role in shaping how they relate to peers, family, school, and the development of identity. To detail the complex inter-play of each diverse culture on the formation of connections to each of these important aspects of boys’ lives is far beyond the scope of this book. At the same time, however, we would be remiss in not discussing

 

In a recent study, whites and African Americans were asked, “How often does race come into your mind as something that is going to affect what happens to you today?” Among whites, 2 percent said, “often,” and among African Americans it was at least 65 percent who said,”virtually every day.” So the added element of dealing with racism always has to be factored into the equation.

—JAMES GILLIGAN, Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic
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Remaining anchored in a positive sense of one’s cultural identity in the face of racism is an antidote to alienation and despair.

—BEVERLY DANIEL TATUM, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together 

in the Cafeteria?

 

some of the factors linked to issues of race/ethnicity, culture, and socioeconomic status that influence an adolescent boy’s social, emo-tional, and academic development.

In this chapter, we discuss how mainstream culture as well as the home and community cultures of ethnically and racially diverse ado-lescents help to shape their identities and their relationships with peers, school, parents, and the larger society. Our goal is to illustrate some of the challenges and conflicts boys encounter in developing their iden-tity and relationships, and to discuss some of the strategies and sup-port systems within each culture that they use to navigate mainstream culture. It is clear that, for the boys in our focus groups, the strength and resiliency gained from the traditions of their ethnic and cultural heritage help to mitigate many of the problems they face.

 

Developing Identity

 

Although mainstream culture tends to homogenize teenagers, all individuals have multifaceted identities that shape who we ultimately become. In the mix of these identities is racial group identity, which for adolescents from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds is an extremely important part of the development of their sense of self. As such, adolescents from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds are more likely than white adolescents to actively engage in exploring their racial/ethnic and cultural identity (Tatum, 1997). African American teenagers, in particular, often see themselves in relation to their 72 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

race/ethnicity or cultural identity because, in part, that’s how a large part of their world views them. A similar process is found among Latino, Native American, and Asian adolescent boys (Tatum, 1997).

The identity development of all children, boys and girls, white and from diverse racial/ethnic and cultural backgrounds, depends on many factors and is influenced by individuals, families, communities, culture, institutions, history, and racial dynamics. Parents and educa-tors need to value and understand the special conditions that create the variety of experiences that shape our children’s identities.

 

Oppositional Identity, Academic Achievement,

and Peer Pressure

Adolescent males from diverse ethnic and cultural groups are often forced to choose between their racial/ethnic and cultural group identity and attainment of “success,” especially when success is defined by academic achievement and peer group membership. In response to this dilemma, many adolescents take on the false mantle of an oppo-sitional identity. Oppositional identity occurs when a child does the opposite of what is expected of him. As Comer and Poussaint (1992) describe it, “Stop running!” causes more running and “Hurry up!” brings a slowdown. The oppositional identity can become a problem and it can seriously affect academic achievement and relationships between parents and children and children and their peers. It can also affect children’s interactions with the larger society, including the media and the juvenile and criminal justice systems. Culturally dissonant pres-sures, expectations, and conflicts among home, community, school, and mainstream culture may promote misinformed, unhealthy, and unfair choices for adolescents from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds.

Even though making and maintaining friends from one’s own racial/ethnic group is an important and healthy part of adolescent devel-opment, the process of choosing between friends and academic achieve-
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ment can and often does become oppositional. In part because of inad-equate access to positive role models—especially in the classroom—and exposure to the rich history of African American intellectualism, many African American children believe that to preserve and promote the value of their own identity, they must reject academic achievement (Tatum, 1997). African Americans’ devaluing of education and academic achievement appears to be entirely a postdesegregation phenomenon (Tatum, 1997). Prior to school desegregation, achievement was consid-ered to be a common experience in all-black schools.

While not all youth of African descent feel this way about achiev-ing in school, this response is not totally unexpected, given the many African American children who are tracked into lower-level academic programs and, as a result, have difficulty achieving success in school. In the experience of many African American children, the culture of American schools has identified achievers as being white (Oakes, et al., 1997; Ford, 1996; National Research Council, 1997; U.S. Department of Education, 1994).

Many ethnically and culturally diverse teenage boys feel pressured to choose between involvement in their own culture and cultural groups and the expectations of mainstream culture. For example, in one of our focus groups, an African American teenager told us that to feel good about achieving in high school, he doesn’t hang out with other African American kids because they view achieving in school as “acting white.”

Another African American adolescent told us that as he got older and continued to hang out with his white friends from childhood, he was often ignored by his African American peers. As he became more involved in school activities that were dominated by white students, he struggled with integrating his two groups of friends. He felt that his African American friends viewed his identification with white stu-dents as a rejection of them and his African American identity.

Grappling with a similar issue, a Latino mother in one of our focus groups shared: “Spanish kids have a stigma. It is often assumed that Latino kids are underachievers. I have struggled with my son in 74 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

The anger and resentment that adolescents feel in response to their growing awareness of the systematic exclusion of black people from full participation in U.S. society leads to the development of an oppositional social identity. This oppositional stance protects one’s identity from the psychological assault of racism and keeps that dominant group at a distance.

—BEVERLY DANIEL TATUM, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together 

in the Cafeteria?

 

dealing with this stereotype about low academic achievement. He tries to ignore it, and I tell him it’s okay to be different. It’s okay to be Latino. It’s okay to be an A student—not only okay, but I expect him to be an A student.” Her son does not want to be associated with being Latino because Latino students are often defined as being academically inferior. His mother struggles to support both his academic achieve-ment and his comfort with his Latino heritage.

Success in our society is often defined by acceptance of white norms and expectations. At the same time, males of color are often blocked from achieving “success” according to these standards by insti-tutional racism and prejudice. However, not all adolescents from cul-turally and linguistically diverse backgrounds seem to follow the same pattern. In their work in underachievement of students from diverse ethnic and cultural groups, Signithia Fordham, professor of gender and women’s studies, and professor of anthropology John Ogbu (1986) make the distinction between voluntary  and involuntary cultures. They hypothesize that the assimilation process is considerably less painful for groups that have chosen to come to the United States. Many of these immigrants are escaping war, oppression, and/or poverty in their homelands, but arrive in this country with a strong sense of ethnic identity and culture intact.

African American adolescents often fall into the involuntary group, particularly those whose heritage descends in part from slaves
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who were brought to this country under the harshest of conditions. Native American students also fall into this group, because they have to grow up with a heritage that includes dispossession and culture clash. Having been severed from their cultures and languages during cen-turies of slavery and oppression, African Americans and Native Amer-icans as a whole are engaged in a continual process of preserving, recapturing, rediscovering, and redefining their identities and culture.

In addition to inheriting a legacy of multigenerational disenfran-chisement and discrimination, adolescence naturally awakens an aware-ness of the presence of institutional racism. Therefore, it shouldn’t be surprising that African American and Native American adolescents are more likely to have negative feelings about mainstream culture (Tatum, 1997). Furthermore, under some circumstances, boys from low-income families embrace both their heritage and the negative academic defi-nitions of themselves. In response, they may turn to gangs for support against prejudice and their perception of the outside world as “cultur-ally alien, threatening, and impenetrable” (Belitz and Valdez, 1995; Jackson, 1998).

 

Coming of Age

 

One way some Latino and African American adolescents demon-strate “toughness,” often associated with “being a man,” is to adopt a supermasculine identity. In some communities, toughness can be an important survival skill. For Latinos, this concept is known as machismo, which also has its roots in Latin American culture (Casas, et al., 1995). One Latino mother said, “They [her sons] want to show off to their friends how tough they can be, they don’t want to accept that they are adolescent boys.” However, toughness and machismo are often in conflict with the norms of accepted school behavior.

Various ethnic and cultural groups around the world often con-duct “rites of passage” that affirm the value of young people in the society and introduce them to the responsibilities and obligations of 76 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

adulthood. In the past, culturally based rituals and traditions have pro-vided young people with a connection to their culture. Caring adults and a like community of peers have helped them in their search for purpose and meaning, and in their educational and career success. Attempting to capture the promise of their adolescent youth, many ethnically diverse communities and organizations are establishing pro-grams for adolescent males that focus on social, academic, and eco-nomic development.

These programs include “rite of passage” ceremonies that affirm the journey toward manhood in positive and healthy ways. In addi-tion, extended families provide models of cultural traditions that serve to create a safe haven and expose males of color to positive role mod-els. These relationships create intimate connections as boys move through adolescence. In Latino communities, young adults work with adolescents and act as “culture brokers,” teaching them to be bicul-tural, and “passing on their understanding of community traditions, while helping them to succeed in schools, colleges, and communities at large” (Cooper, Denner, and Lopez, 1999).

 

Fathers and Sons

 

Children are raised in different kinds of families—too many without fathers, others with traditional fathers, and still others with fathers who are taking on more active roles in the family. Children live in homes with biological fathers, stepfathers, adoptive fathers, part-time fathers, or no fathers. But what’s clear is that fathers play impor-tant emotional and intellectual roles in the development of both male and female children. Fathers also make important contributions to how and what boys learn about becoming men.

In 1998, however, more than 51 percent of African American and 27 percent of Latino American children under the age of 18 lived in mother-only households as compared with 18 percent of white chil-dren (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1999).
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What I see is a tremendous readiness in men to actually speak about their experience, have some empathy for what happened to them as boys, and resolve to do better for boys.

—MICHAEL THOMPSON, “Boys to Men: Questions of Violence”

 

Given the importance of a father’s presence and involvement to all chil-dren, it is logical to conclude that the absence of fathers in African American and Latino communities—for a variety of reasons—has had a wide-ranging and profound effect on the social and emotional devel-opment of many adolescent males in these communities.

Just as fathers who are absent from children’s lives can create chal-lenges for those children in growing up, changes in the roles of fathers who choose to participate more actively in family life can also benefit and add challenges to the father-son relationships. Some fathers who haven’t experienced much emotional communication with their own fathers are anxious to learn how to communicate better with their sons. One mother expressed this sentiment when she asked, “How can we help teach our kids communication skills so that when they are fathers, they can communicate with their boys?”

 

Ethnically and Culturally Diverse Adolescents

and Society

One African American mother told us that her son tries to include his best friend—who is African American—in his mostly white peer group, but this friend refuses to join them, so her son only sees this friend alone. Racial stereotyping fosters tensions not only within groups of ethnically and culturally diverse males, but among different groups of ethnically and culturally diverse males as well. One mother explains, “There are multiple dimensions to discrimination, it doesn’t 78 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

have to be black versus white. It can also be black versus Latino, black versus black, Latino versus Asian.”

For example, the “model minority” stereotype of Asians in the United States has served to pit them against other people of color who are also affected by racism. Asians, to some extent, are perceived as “white” due to their perceived privileged status in society. However, a close look at the statistics indicates that many Asian groups are not as privileged as is believed, and they are also victimized by racism.

One Asian mother explains that her son talks about how embar-rassed he feels because he isn’t good in math or science. She says, “My son tells me that his teachers expect him to perform at a higher level than he feels he can, and this makes him feel bad.” Because of this misperception, Asian adolescents are often the targets of stereotyping by adults and racially based taunting and harassment by other students (Tatum, 1997).

We can’t underestimate the difficulties that young males from diverse ethnic and cultural groups have in trying to achieve the “right” balance in their relationships with parents, peers, schooling, and other important aspects of their communities. Parents confirm over and over that while they do value education, the challenges of raising their sons in an often misunderstanding and judgmental world comes into con-flict with being successful in school. One mother said, “My son needs to be tough, but tough doesn’t make it in school.”

It isn’t just “tough boys” who are at risk. Another mother shares: “I always worry about my son being in the wrong place at the wrong

 

Black and Hispanic boys can experience particular problems in adolescence, researchers say, because when they act peer-pleasingly tough, adults see them as dangerous and threatening, but if they act soft, they are likelier to be victimized.

—CAREY GOLDBERG, “After Girls Get the Attention, Focus Shifts to Boys’

Woes”
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According to Harvard University’s Civil Rights Project: “Many minority stu-dents—most significantly African-American boys—are overrepresented in segregated special education classrooms, especially those designed for stu-dents labeled as ‘mildly mentally retarded.’ This persistent pattern has lasted for well over 20 years.”

—ROSA A. SMITH, “Black Boys: The Litmus Test for ‘No Child Left Behind’ ”

 

time. He’s a good boy, but other people don’t see that. They see that he’s black.” This perception was confirmed by many African Ameri-can teenagers in the focus groups.

For example, one of the boys reported, “Because I am big, 6 feet, 200 pounds, and very dark-skinned, people find me threatening and walk away from me. In the mall, the guys who work there always look at me and my friends with suspicion, as if we’re there to make trou-ble.” The environment for boys changes during adolescence, and peo-ple who previously found them to be unthreatening now begin to move out of their way. For many boys, the cycle of racism becomes apparent. Parents reported over and over again a fear of their sons being targets of racism. One African American mother reported, “I teach my son survival skills as a protection against racism.” This fear presents parents with the overwhelming responsibility of trying to prepare their sons to be independent, while, at the same time, wanting desperately to protect them from possible harassment or harm.

 

Institutional Racism in Schools

 

Our children spend many of their formative years in the public education system, often facing institutional racial bias in their indi-vidual schools and the system at large. The evidence of this racial bias is multidimensional and is present in almost all schools with an ethni-80 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

cally and culturally diverse student body. Racial bias is particularly easy to see in integrated public schools. Walk into any such high school and check the participation of kids in extracurricular activities where the students choose their own groups. Parents in the focus groups expressed concern about the amount of self-segregation they see their children doing, even though they attend integrated schools. Although this self-segregation is a normal and natural progression in children’s development of their own racial identity, it can also be symptomatic of institutional racial bias within the school setting (Tatum, 1997). How can we know if segregation is the result of the choice to affirm positive racial identity or the result of institutional racism that can lead to negative identities, oppositional attitudes, and/or gang affiliation?

Racial bias is regularly institutionalized in class assignments and within the school culture, both of which promote this self-segregation. As a result, ethnically and culturally diverse boys tend to underachieve, are disproportionately represented in special education classes, have low participation in nonathletic extracurricular activities, and are underrepresented in advanced classes (National Urban League, 1998). One teenage boy in our focus groups said, “Even though my school has many students of color, I am often the only black in honors classes. I find that strange.”

Another African American adolescent told this story: “Because I’m tall, the first question adults ask me is if I am on the varsity bas-ketball team. They’re trying to make conversation with me. I’m tired of answering that question.” With narrow choices and racial stereo-typing, it’s no wonder that many boys of color don’t do well in tradi-tional public schools.

As a result of institutionalized racial bias, adolescents from eth-nically and culturally diverse groups fare poorly in school, compared with their white peers. They typically score lower on both the verbal and mathematics portions of the SAT; attain proficiency in reading, math, and science at significantly lower levels; and consistently score lower on the national test of writing abilities, regardless of grade level (College Entrance Examination Board, 2002; Donahue et al., 1999;
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U.S. Department of Education, 1999b). Males from diverse ethnic and cultural groups also have higher school dropout rates than white males (U.S. Department of Education, 2003a).

When viewed as a large, homogeneous group, Asians seem to per-form well in school. However, this is decidedly untrue for certain Asian

 

2 0 0 3   P R O F I L E   O F   M A L E   C O L L E G E - B O U N D   S E N I O R S

A G G R E G A T E D   B Y   R A C E

 

Mean Scores

 

SAT Takers Who Described 

Themselves as:                      Verbal     Math      Total 

African American or Black               430        436         866

American Indian or Alaskan Native      485        501         986

Asian, Asian American, or 

Pacific Islander                            511         592         1103

Hispanic or Latino Background: 

Mexican or Mexican American          457        478         935

Puerto Rican                           464        472         936

Latin American, South American, 

Central American, or Other Hispanic 

or Latino                                466        486         952

White                              533       552       1085

 

College Entrance Examination Board. “(2003) College-Bound Seniors: A Profile of SAT Program Test Takers,” Table 4-1, p. 6.
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ethnic groups, most notably Southeast Asians, which include Viet-namese, Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmongs. For these ethnic groups, the “model minority” stereotype has a negative effect because admin-istrators and teachers tend to ignore their very real schooling needs and requirements, with serious consequences. Dropout rates among these Asian ethnic groups highlight our failure to address their learning needs adequately. Dropout rates for schools with large concentrations of Southeast Asians are approximately 50 percent. In 1992, the dropout rate for Filipinos was 46 percent. For Samoans, it was 60 percent. Sim-ilar to their African American and Latino peers, high numbers of Southeast Asians (35 percent) and Japanese (30 percent) also fail to do well in reading, with scores in the bottom quartile on standardized reading tests (Kim, 1997).

Problems with academic achievement often lead to difficulties in relationships between parents and their children and children and their peers (Casas, et al., 1995; Comer and Poussaint, 1992). Conflicts that come about as a result of children not doing well in school may lead them to become estranged from their parents and society and can plant the seeds of unhealthy social and emotional behavior.

Not surprisingly, students of higher socioeconomic status (as defined by such factors as: parents with greater incomes and higher lev-els of education, more books and computers in the home, and so on) achieve at greater levels than students from less advantaged back-grounds—regardless of race and ethnicity. However, numerous stud-ies and statistics show that the achievement gap between white students versus black students and Latino students does not narrow at the upper end of the socioeconomic scale. In fact, it increases.

For instance, a 2002 study by Harvard researcher Ronald Fergu-son found that the mean grade point average (GPA) of black students at the lowest socioeconomic level defined in his study was 2.38, com-pared with a figure of 2.52 for white students at the same socioeco-
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College Entrance Examination Board. “(2002) National Report on College-Bound Seniors,” www.nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d02/tables/dt135.asp.

 

nomic level—a relatively small difference of .14. However, the GPA of black students at the highest socioeconomic level was 3.18, compared with 3.68 for white students—which measures as a substantive differ-ence of .5 or one-half a grade point. Latino students at the lowest socio-economic level actually had an average GPA .09 points higher than the average for white students of the same socioeconomic status. However,
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at the top end of the socioeconomic scale, white students had a mean GPA that was .34 points higher than that of Latino students (Fergu-son, 2002).

Evidence of the potential of racial bias as a factor in academic achievement can be seen in some of the startling data about under-achievement of middle-class African American males. Moreover, SAT scores for 1995 showed that black students whose parents had at least one graduate degree averaged 191 points lower than white students whose parents had the same amount of education. This gap is even larger than the one between black and white students whose parents had no high school diploma—137 points on average (Belluck, 1999). This disparity in achievement between black and white students with similar parental income and education levels can be seen in achieve-ment statistics from Shaker Heights High School, an academically acclaimed school just outside Cleveland, Ohio. Although most black and white families in Shaker Heights are solidly middle class, African American students, who make up half the student population, consti-tuted only 9 percent of those who graduated in the top fifth of their class, but 83 percent of those in the bottom fifth (Belluck, 1999).

There are many hypotheses to explain this middle-class gap. They include lower teacher expectations, peer pressure against “acting white,” the newness of middle-class status among black families, and a lack of parental involvement with parents who assume that once they send their child to a “good” school, the school will take care of the child. Increasingly, the hypotheses also include institutional racial bias.

Whatever the cause of widespread poor academic performance among ethnically and culturally diverse students, “The bottom line is that if African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans are to reach overall educational parity with whites or Asians, including among top students, ways must be found to improve academic outcomes for all of their social class segments” (The College Board, 1999). It’s clear that males of color, whatever their socioeconomic status, experience
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L O O K I N G   B A C K

 

Use a blank piece of paper or a journal and the following statements to help you remember what your teenage years were like. This exercise can help pro-vide you with insight and build empathy for your son. Remembering the past helps you to better understand what it’s like being in a teenager’s shoes.

 

✱ Describe an event or circumstance that left a deep impression on you. ✱ Consider the role your race/ethnicity, culture, social class, and gender

played in this event.

✱ Think about how the event might have been altered if you were of a

different race/ethnicity, culture, social class, or gender than you were.

 

significant additional stresses as they move through adolescence into manhood. However, ethnically and culturally diverse individuals also have the resources of their rich heritage and family relationships to help mentor and support them along the way.

 

Culture Clash: Children, Families, School,

Communities, and the Media

The mainstream culture exemplified in schools and in the media often differs from the home and community cultures of males from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds. This disparity may cause these adolescent boys to feel alienated from both cultures. One Latino youth discussed this issue in relation to speaking Spanish. He acknowl-edged that mainstream culture did not value speaking a different lan-guage and, to fit in, he “began to speak Spanish less and less at home.”
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He said that since both of his parents spoke only Spanish, “gradually me and my parents stopped speaking to each other.” As boys become more immersed in an English-only culture, they gradually stop speak-ing to their parents (Tatum, 1997). It’s difficult to stay connected with one’s parents if you don’t speak the same language.

While some of the children avoid speaking their native language, many parents hoped that their children would appreciate the “mag-nificence of their language and the advantages of being bilingual.” In fact, some of the boys we spoke with are struggling to reclaim their language. Given the important connection between language and the development of identity, families and schools must encourage and sup-port children in their efforts to become bilingual and bicultural.

This scenario is further complicated when the parents do not speak English and the child functions as an interpreter for the family. In this case, the child is aware that he plays a vital role, but may not feel that his role is sufficiently valued or respected when he is not offered any influence on the actual decision-making within his family.

In many cases, values and principles that are affirmed in main-stream society and the classroom are at odds with those practiced in the home. For instance, East Asian cultures embody a strong sense of filial piety—children not only must obey their parents but also must not challenge their judgment or authority. In East Asian societies, this strong sense of filial piety is integrated into the teachings and practices of the schools, so there is no structural conflict between the school and home environments. However, in American schools, children are gen-erally taught to believe that inquiry and debate are good practices, and that right versus wrong is determined by reason.

Another example of these differences in values is demonstrated by the concept of privacy in Latino culture. One Latino mother explained that in her culture, “Privacy is almost nonexistent. All the parents knew what you were going to do. All your friends knew every
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single detail. And you weren’t allowed to keep secrets. I was shocked when I saw the sense of independence and privacy that teenagers have in this country. The teenagers expect and demand independence and privacy from their parents. This is my place, this is my room, this is my program on television, this is my time with my friends. In our country, it was ‘ours’ and ‘us,’ the concept of mine is very different.”

Thus, teenagers may disagree with their parents and want to chal-lenge them, but are considered disrespectful when they do so. This may make the child feel alienated and reduce communication between the child and parent. On the other hand, if children can learn to feel comfortable in both cultures, this integration may increase communi-cation between parents and children and among their peers.

How the news media and entertainment industry affect the think-ing and beliefs of adolescent boys is not easily quantifiable, but their influ-ence in society is so pervasive that many parents believe, as one African American mother said, “Sex and violence are so present in our son’s every-day life that they are really distorting the way he is growing up.”

In addition, the news media and entertainment industry perpet-uate negative stereotypes and false beliefs about ethnically and cultur-ally diverse males, and continue to underportray certain racial/ethnic groups as positive role models. Media watch groups such as Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR), the Center for Media and Public

 

Across race and gender, the majority of children believe that the boys and men they see on television are different from themselves, boys that they know, their fathers, and other adult male relatives.

—CHILDREN NOW, “Boys to Men: Entertainment Media—Messages About

Masculinity”
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Affairs (CMPA), the NewsWatch Project, Media Watch, and the Media Action Network for Asian Americans (MANAA) have pointed out many examples of this discrimination.

For example, the physical size of male action film stars, the physique of male action figures, and the images of rock and rap per-formers establish the “real man” as a “rugged individualist, which means you don’t complain, you don’t admit weakness, you don’t ever let others see the anxious man behind the curtain.” The concept of the “cool pose,” which allows young males to “strike a pose of cool, bad-ness, or violence,” appeals to boys living in the suburbs and in the cities (Majors and Billson, 1992; Katz and Jhally, 1999).

The proportion of African American and Latino characters in television and film is still far below their numbers in the real world. When they are present, they tend to be isolated characters or are highly stereotyped. Few television series portray African American, Latino, Native American, or Asian characters as powerful, prosperous, well-educated, and authoritative (Lichter, et al., 1994).

The media also claim that Asian people in the United States are “foreign” and not “American.” This assumption is made, even though many second-, third-, and fourth-generation Asian immigrants are highly assimilated into mainstream culture and speak English with no trace of a foreign accent. This bias is reflected in and propagated by media and entertainment industries that show a disproportionate num-ber of Asian characters speaking with foreign accents and broken English. In many cases, Asian American personalities are portrayed by comedians and actors as speaking with accents, even though their actual speech patterns and accents are distinctively “American” (Media Action Network for Asian Americans, 1999).

We can easily infer how media biases, like the ones described above, may damage the cognitive and emotional development of boys from ethnically and culturally diverse groups. This damage occurs because the media paint a picture of the world in which people of color
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are not equal participants, and where they are seen as less worthy and valuable to society than are whites. Cultural theorist Raymond Williams goes even further, arguing that the images found on televi-sion, on billboards, in video games, and in film “produces us. We don’t simply make our way through the thousands of images we see daily and pick and choose what we like and don’t like. These images have a profound impact on our tastes, attitudes, and the kinds of choices we make” (Katz and Jhally, 1999).

Sports play a significant role in breaking down some of these stereotypes, because they seem to be the great equalizer among white boys and boys from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds. It’s clear from the focus groups that boys engage in cross-cultural friendships in and outside of school through team sports. We should take advan-tage of this opportunity to foster cross-cultural dialogues. We must also provide nonathletic opportunities for males from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds to excel and to hold leadership positions. Schools must take a more proactive role in correcting the belief that to achieve academically or to participate in other school-related extracurricular activities is to “act white.”

When boys are not validated, they disconnect and turn to some-one who understands them. If there’s no caring and involved adult in their lives, these boys turn to their peers and inappropriate adult role models. The peer group defines for them what is appropriately “black,”

“Asian,” “Latino,” or “Native American.” Unfortunately, for many eth-nically and culturally diverse males, this means that “to behave in the manner defined as falling within a white cultural frame of reference is to ‘act white’ and is negatively sanctioned” (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986). Along with their peer group, the media define for these boys what it means to be a culturally and ethnically diverse male in this society. The way the media, both print and nonprint, portray ethnically and cul-turally diverse males only exacerbates their alienation and further con-fuses their understanding of how they fit into society.
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In times of rapid cultural change . . . strong ties with family elders sustain access to wisdom and cultural traditions.

—CATHERINE COOPER, JILL DENNER, and EDWARD LOPEZ, 

“Cultural Brokers: Helping Latino Children on Pathways Toward Success”

 

It is not surprising that, with these outside negative influences, parents are asking, “How can I help my child?” “How can I struggle with these issues in addition to helping my child grow up?” The par-ents with whom we spoke were philosophical in their search for answers. One African American mother reminded us all: “There are lessons to learn and lessons to teach.” An important lesson to teach is that everyone involved in the growth, development, and learning of teenagers must support their efforts to become emissaries and role models, so that they are defined by more than their separateness. If children are exposed at an early age to images of successful individu-als from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds, then they don’t have to define success in school as being “for whites only.”

While we value diversity in friendships, we must acknowledge that the process of developing and affirming one’s ethnic and cultural identity is essential to a positive sense of self. A model of adolescent development, as defined by Dr. Jean Phinney, can be applied to all peo-ple of diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds who share similar pat-terns of racial, ethnic, or cultural oppression (Tatum, 1997). The three stages are: (1) unexamined ethnic identity, when race or ethnicity is not particularly important (pre-teen boys); (2) ethnic identity search, when members are actively involved in understanding what it means to be part of a group (teenage boys fall into this stage); and (3) achieved ethnic identity, when an ethnic or cultural identity is internalized (Tatum, 1997).
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Dr. Beverly Tatum uses this model to explain that, when we see racial groups separate themselves in the cafeteria, it’s not always the result of the perceived racism of the school. It can be a confirmation of ethnic identity. We need to understand that this is an important part of adolescent development, while at the same time, we create opportunities for adolescent males to choose among a wider range of options.

Ethnic identity is a complex issue, and we don’t pretend to know or discuss all of its complexities. However, it’s important to acknowl-edge this factor as another piece of the puzzle in understanding the challenges faced by males from diverse ethnic and cultural back-grounds in this society and their impact on making connections.
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A Work in Progress

 

How Do We Create More than Just 

a “Few Good Men”?

 

I n The Courage to Raise Good Men, Olga Silverstein, a clinical social worker, and author Beth Rashbaum (1994) observe that in the cur-rent culture, each sex is asked to “halve itself.” In other words, each gender is expected to express only specific emotions. These expecta-tions are influenced not only by gender, but by culture and socioeco-nomic class as well. For example, some girls are expected to inhibit assertiveness while some boys are expected to inhibit their capacity for intimacy. African American girls are socialized to be strong, inde-pendent, and assertive, as well as nurturing and valuing family (Hall, 1999). African American boys might express their masculinity by dis-carding what is traditionally valued by a Eurocentric society and may “reject the importance of conventional norms like getting a good edu-cation and focusing on . . . a ‘cool pose’ as alternative sources of esteem” (Majors and Billson, 1992; Fordham and Ogbu, 1986). But what many
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We have to build a culture that doesn’t reward that separation from the per-son who raised them.

—MICHAEL NORMAN, “From Carol Gilligan’s Chair”

 

of these boys have in common is a culture that supports the cutting off of emotions  in  men at an early age (Silverstein and Rashbaum, 1994). Consider this adage: “A daughter is a daughter for life, a boy is a son until he takes a wife.” Think about what this adage communi-cates. It normalizes the expected abrupt break of the emotional bond between a boy and his family, and it communicates to parents that they need to prepare their son for his leaving.

One mother, with a 16-year-old son and a son who is a college freshman, told the story of her older son asking both parents to come to school to help him move from his dorm to his first apartment. She was surprised by his request because he’s so organized and indepen-dent. She even asked whether he only wanted his dad, because he’s so good with tools. Her son had to repeat, “No, I just want you to be there.” The mother said she finally got it; he didn’t want to move into his apartment alone. She reflected on how differently she would have responded if this were a college-age daughter. The fathers in the focus group seemed to support this observation. As one father described, “I like it when my son has strong views and is independent. I would rather see him appear in control than to worry that he doesn’t feel in con-trol.” Moderation doesn’t seem to be an option for boys in our culture.

Mothers often are made to feel uncomfortable when they get too close to their sons, and boys can feel their mothers pulling away. One mother reported that when her older son was having problems and see-ing a therapist, “One of the first things the therapist said to me was that I have to step back.” There is a fear that if a son is close to his mother, he won’t become a “real man.” Because we live in a society
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In a culture of ornament, manhood is defined by appearance, by youth and attractiveness, by money and aggression, by posture and swagger and “props,” by the curled lip and flexed biceps, by the glamour of the cover boy and by the market-bartered “individuality”that sets one astronaut or athlete or gangster above another.

—SUSAN FALUDI, “The Betrayal of the American Man”

 

that warns mothers about being too close to their sons, it’s difficult to ignore these messages. On the one hand, we ask boys in the new mil-lenium to be caring and sensitive and then, at the same time, saddle them with society’s rigid cultural norms and stereotypes about masculinity.

These norms dictate that boys must learn to be stoic, tough, com-petitive, goal-oriented, driven, and invincible. One mother articulated her confusion about this issue through her feelings concerning her son. She explained that she is both pleased and concerned that her son has an easygoing temperament. When she thought about her reaction to his behavior, this mother admitted she has a double standard. She wor-ried that her one-year-old son won’t be tough enough to protect him-self in the world. However, she understood that if her child was a girl, she would value, indeed prefer, the baby’s easygoing behavior and tem-perament. Because he’s a boy, however, she worried that he would need to be aggressive and tough. Such expectations are present throughout society. It wasn’t so long ago that, “It looked like American politician Edmund Muskie had a lock on the Democratic nomination for the 1972 presidential race, until he started to cry in responding to news-paper reports attacking his wife. Then it was bye-bye Muskie” (Barnard, 1998).

Most caring mothers help their sons to be responsive to these cul-tural norms. They want to protect their sons from being perceived as 96 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

According to Joseph Pleck, a principal investigator in the National Survey of Adolescent Males, “The more traditional the attitude about masculinity in adolescent males, the higher their risk for risky sexual behavior, substance use, educational problems, and problems with the law.”

—STEPHEN HALL, “The Bully in the Mirror”

 

weak. They don’t want their sons to be victims of epithets that refer to closeness and femininity, such as “mama’s boy” and “sissy” (Real, 1997). The fathers in our focus group also hold their sons at arm’s length and eliminate any “demonstrations of physical affection,” and they encour-age their sons to be autonomous and to “make independent decisions.” They fear the societal consequences of raising dependent sons, and sev-eral fathers affirmed a story told in one of the focus groups. This father said that he was warned by his neighbor not to be so physically affec-tionate with his young son because the child could grow up to be weak.

Many mothers want to help their children avoid foreseeable mis-takes. But fathers discussed how they want their sons to make their own mistakes and take the consequences. Mothers want to stop their children from being hurt. Mothers tend to express this need to pro-tect by interceding on their child’s behalf. One mother commented, “I don’t buy the concept that you have to fail to succeed. I think you have to make mistakes, important mistakes, and learn from those mistakes. I think all you learn from failure is failure.” We see the differences in the above statement between a mistake and a failure. A mistake is a misjudgment. A failure is the inability to meet our expectation, thus “falling short.” Failures are internalized and often affect self-esteem. Boys perceive the decision by their fathers not to interfere as with-drawal and lack of interest. The mothers told us that they understand what their husbands are doing, but they can also see the need to clar-ify this reaction for their sons. Mothers often find themselves explain-ing their husbands to their sons.
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To be an outcast boy is to be a “nonboy,” to be feminine, to be weak.

—ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC, “The Outsiders”

 

The mothers with whom we spoke agreed that they would prefer to be proactive rather than reactive to situations. One of the mothers shared advice she had given to both her daughter and her son to min-imize the number of unbearable consequences they would face. She constantly reinforced listening to their inner voice, adding, “When-ever they were in a situation where a decision had to be made, if their anchor seemed off-kilter, they needed to pay attention to that feeling.” She always reinforced the idea, without having to know the particu-lars, that “their inner voice was telling them what was right or wrong.” However, without an emotional vocabulary many boys can’t find this anchor. When they’re not in touch with their emotions, boys often do things for reasons that they’re not aware of.

This phenomenon is expressed throughout our culture, and influ-ences the socially acceptable behaviors available for boys. For example, while the idea of being a tomboy is now an outmoded concept for girls, the boundaries for boys remain rigid (Sadker and Sadker, 1994). Boys work hard to purge themselves of any hint of softness or femininity. One mother tells how her sister made her promise not to give her son ballet lessons. When she told this story to her adolescent son, he said, “Thank God.” When we asked boys in a focus group about name-call-ing, the majority agreed the worst name to be called during a verbal argument was “bitch.”

It’s no wonder then that males grow up more attuned to and com-fortable with combat. Boys learn that the fastest way to resolve con-flict may be a kick or a punch (Sadker and Sadker, 1994). When girls feel rejected or are made fun of, they tend to feel ashamed and inter-nalize this feeling. Boys externalize this same feeling into anger. The boys in our focus groups agreed that “fighting somebody” was an 98 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

To the majority of gang members, the gang functions as an extension of— even a substitute for—the family.

—LONNIE JACKSON, Gangbusters: Strategies for Prevention and Intervention

 

acceptable way to resolve an argument. This perception even applies to the president of the United States. Colgate Professor Caroline Keat-ing, a psychologist who specializes in studies of “leadership and decep-tion,” has found that, “When it comes to dominance among primates, the appearance of strength, the illusion of strength means more to us than anything else, maybe even more than the appearance of honesty. We can’t admit to having a leader who’s ‘weak’ ” (Clines, 1998). Vio-lence becomes a way of showing strength and dominance, while empa-thy and caring are seen as weaknesses and are discarded.

Gangs have become alternative families for some children by pro-viding them with a sense of connection and identity. Gangs are one of the results of poverty, discrimination, and urban deterioration. The primary age of gang members is 14 to 20, with the average age around 18. Loyalty to a gang creates a sense of pride for members and a sense of being somebody. One gang member reported, “Yep. You know, like that old sayin’, misery loves company? They was my homeboys ’cause we all thought the same and did the same thing.” Boys who feel dis-enfranchised may be attracted to a gang. Another gang member said that being a member of a gang “made me feel, ya know, powerful.” Being part of a gang allows an adolescent to achieve a level of status not possible outside the gang culture (Jackson, 1998).

While gang participation has not increased over the last decade, the individual risk factors, such as status and identity needs, poverty, unemployment, ethnic segregation, and inadequate educational oppor-tunities still exist (Hixon, 1999). Gangs are not limited to inner city communities; they are present in up to 800 urban areas across the
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United States and represent a segment of the population, largely male, that is searching for a sense of belonging and self-esteem in the tran-sition to adulthood (Hixon, 1999). Gangs have a powerful impact on teenagers that jeopardizes the safety of all community members.

 

C O U L D   A   G A N G   A T T R A C T   Y O U R   S O N ?

 

Gang Checklist

Does your son evidence a sense of alienation and powerlessness?

Does he seek support outside traditional institutions?

Does your son search for love, structure, and discipline?

Does your son suffer from a lack of self-worth and status?

Does he seek a place of acceptance?

Does your son need physical safety and protection?

 

If you answer yes to a majority of these questions, you need to actively com-municate with your son and monitor his behavior. This is another situation where it may be important to seek help from other adults in your son’s life or at school, or a mental health professional.

 

While studying the roots of violence, we realized that emotional lan-guage and its expression are absent from many boys’ lives. When emo-tional expression is absent, hostility and impulsive behavior appear.
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Somewhere Between

 

Superhero and Geek

 

How Do We Make It Okay for Boys to 

Break Out of the Box?

 

T he American culture of masculinity is dominated by media images of violence that romanticize macho behavior. Our sons are relent-lessly bombarded with these cultural messages. In the Wall Street Jour-nal, writer and commentator Peggy Noonan (1999) calls the constant barrage of violent images a “culture of death.” Noonan describes this culture of death as an ocean through which our children must swim. She writes, “Waves of sound and light, of thought and fact, come invis-ible through that water, like radar; they go through him again and again, from this direction and that. The sound from the television is a wave, and the sound from the radio; the headlines on the newsstand, on the magazines, on the ad on the bus as it whizzes by—all are waves.”
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It’s difficult enough for a boy with a mature understanding of who he is to filter out these cultural messages. Imagine how the typical boy struggling to find his identity is affected by this assault. These persist-ent messages propel boys to play a role defined by popular culture that often masks their fear and confusion. The result is that boys start to avoid opportunities to connect in a manner that helps them to address these feelings.

In our society, it is assumed that girls become women automati-cally, but boys are born amorphous and need to attain manhood. The process of attaining manhood is rigidly defined, and the acceptable avenues for boys are limited. In studying masculinity, Michael Mess-ner, a sociologist, concluded, “The boyhood development of mascu-line identity and status is truly problematic in a society that offers no official rite of passage into adulthood” (Messner, 1990). Rites of pas-sage and rituals could provide boys with a greater sense of self-worth, connections to a spiritual life, greater knowledge of their own culture and history, and the encouragement to cultivate a sense of community (Tukufu, 1997).

The permissible avenues available for attaining masculinity are mostly contests that determine winners and losers. Few positive appli-cations of this form of development exist for teenage boys other than sports. Common negative demonstrations of these contests are best exemplified by street violence and domestic violence. Such behaviors have a profound effect on how boys affiliate and form friendships. It’s not surprising that in high schools across the country, athletes attain the highest status. In the Littleton, Colorado, tragedy, the young killers targeted athletes because they felt put down by those boys’ exalted position.

Even though men may be just as emotional and relational as women, they have been taught to exchange these qualities for athletic accomplishments and other achievements. For example, author Michael Gurian (1998) states, “By the time I had become a young man,




S o m e w h e r e   B e t w e e n   S u p e r h e r o   a n d   G e e k   ——   103

 

I did not know what being brave, truthful, and good looked like. Nor did most young people. War—the great initiator of young men—had become a place not of bravery but of shame.” These are certainly the words of someone who has never seen battle. Images from movies such as Saving Private Ryan and The Thin Red Line, as well as the oral his-tories of the men who fought in World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War don’t create nostalgia. In fact, they evoke just the opposite. After listening to the voices of the men and women who returned from war, we created a new psychiatric category, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which validates the enormous dis-tress that people experience when they witness horror or threat, or feel intense fear. Our goal is to guide parents and educators as they assist boys to define bravery, truth, and good in a manner that doesn’t put them in danger.

The attraction to combativeness is demonstrated early in a boy’s life. One focus group mother remembered the moment she decided it was okay to buy toy swords and other assorted weapons for her toddler son. She was driving with her son strapped in his car seat in the back seat. She handed him a peanut butter sandwich to eat during the drive. He took two or three bites and then stopped eating. “Pow, pow!” he yelled as he held the bread in his little fist and pointed it at the back of her head. She always cut the sandwich on the diagonal. With just a few bites, he had fashioned himself an ingenious toy gun. The mothers in the focus groups all agreed that they didn’t need to take these experi-ences away from young boys, but that they should teach responsibility and consequences of violence and aggressive behavior. These mothers were motivated to help their sons distinguish between fantasy, play, and reality. However, our culture and the media make this difficult.

A review of how “appropriate” maleness is presented in the media today demonstrates that little has changed in the last 25 years, except for the added pressure on boys to conform to a new image of mascu-line beauty. This pressure appears in mainstream advertising, where
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the image of the male ideal has become that of a muscular body with “six packs.” One father, who is a long-distance runner and was prepar-ing for a marathon, recalled walking into a natural food store for some carbohydrate powder. All he could find was protein, protein, and more protein. He observed that everything is currently aimed at building muscles.

A mother in one of our groups joked that her childhood image of masculinity did not include muscles. In fact, her only exposure to mus-cles was in advertisements of a muscular boy/man at the beach kick-ing sand in the face of a skinny boy. This image was usually in the back of magazines, with Charles Atlas selling some form of bodybuild-ing aid.

Now, not only girls, but boys as well, must conform to a standard of beauty that exaggerates their maleness, using drugs, dietary addi-tives, and extreme forms of exercise to attain this aesthetic ideal. We find ourselves asking, what happens to boys who can’t attain this stan-dard of masculine beauty? They, like girls, exhibit signs of image dis-turbances such as bulimia or “bigorexia” (compulsive bodybuilding) and steroid use (Bordo, 1999). A high school nurse for 25 years noticed a change in those students who came into her office to use the scale. She said, “At first, it was nearly all girls who wanted to weigh less. Then about 10 years ago, it quickly became mostly boys who wanted to bulk up. The pressure on girls to be slim was strong but subtle. The pres-sure on the boys, though, was overt: supervised, encouraged, and, at times, required by their athletic coaches, as the other boys cheered on greater exhibitions of strength” (O’Connor, 1999). In reality, the pres-sure to become muscular begins even earlier, as evidenced by the extreme bulking up of male action figures. These popular toys, includ-ing G.I. Joe and Star Wars characters, have increased in muscle size every decade since the 1960s; such subtleties can begin to exert size pressure on boys at a young age (Katz, 1999).
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G E N D E R   A N D   R A C E   B I A S  

I N   T H E   M E D I A

 

Use the following exercise to increase your awareness of media biases. This type of exercise serves as a wonderful way to start a discussion with your son about his opinions of the media and how media images affect him. If you have difficulty making your lists from memory, start watching for examples dur-ing your everyday experiences with the media, including radio, TV, movies, magazines, and music. The goals are to realize how media creates stereotypes and to offer opportunities for dialogue between you and your son.

1. List three TV shows or movies that portray what you consider to be positive role models.

Of Men               Of Women            Of People of Color

 

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

2. List three TV shows or movies that portray what you consider to be negative role models.

Of Men               Of Women            Of People of Color

 

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________ _____________________

 

continued
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continued

3. Name one TV program, movie, video game, and song in which characters are portrayed in a stereotypical manner.

TV Program      Movie           Video Game      Song

 

_______________ _______________ _______________ _______________

4. List three magazines targeted for a particular audience. As you look through magazines, pay particular attention to the types of advertisements included to see what messages are being sent.

Male            Female          Male/Female     People of Color

 

_______________ _______________ _______________ _______________

_______________ _______________ _______________ _______________

_______________ _______________ _______________ _______________

 

The shield of false bravado and toughness promoted in the media may lead to isolation and distance, as we have seen in the ways boys cope with sadness and problems (Pollack, 1998). The most popular male character types on television, in film, and in sports are still those with great physical strength who exhibit aggression and unequaled bravery, including gangster rap stars, action movie heroes, wrestlers, and characters in video games. Violent behavior for men, including its rewards, is encoded into our consciousness through mainstream adver-tising that uses common themes such as “acting out exhibits bravery,”

“strength is power,” and “attitude is everything.” The message is that cool is defined by being tough and rebellious and these are seen as desirable male traits.
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The pressure on boys to become large begins at an early age, as evidenced by the extreme bulking up of male action figures. For example, G.I. Joe dolls have increased in size every decade, beginning with the 1960s. When adjusted for scale, G.I. Joe’s biceps grew from 12.2 inches in 1964 to 26.8 inches in 1998. As a reference, Mark McGwire, a large man with huge arms, has a bicep size of 20 inches, nearly 7 inches short of the new “ideal.”

—JACKSON KATZ, Tough Guise: Violence, Media, and the Crisis in Masculinity

 

Other popular themes in advertising depict uniformed soldiers and sports figures, complete with weapons and athletic gear, targeting young boys and adolescent males. The message here is that violence is cool and acceptable. What our kids are left with, even in the aftermath of disasters and violent massacres, “is a vicious cycle where even the examination of a disaster reinforces the violence-obsessed culture that may have helped trigger it. How can we remove the threads of violence from a society when those strands are so deeply woven into our char-acter? We’re left with a bromide: make sure that your kids don’t get in so deep that fantasies cross over to the horrible, heartbreaking reality” (Levy, 1999).

There are alternatives to these limiting stereotypical role models, such as the home-run slugging baseball heroes of the 1998 season, Mark McGwire of the St. Louis Cardinals and Sammy Sosa of the Chicago

 

Tormented by an unattainable ideal, boys are learning what girls have long known: it isn’t easy living in a “Baywatch” world.

—STEPHEN HALL, “The Bully in the Mirror”
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The issue is not just violence in the media but the construction of violent mas-culinity as a cultural norm. From rock and rap music and videos, Hollywood action films, professional and college sports, the culture produces a stream of images of violent, abusive men and promotes characteristics such as dom-inance, power, and control as means of establishing or maintaining manhood.

—JACKSON KATZ and SUT JHALLY , “The National Conversation in the Wake

of Littleton Is Missing the Mark”

 

Cubs. McGwire even went so far as to admit that “he could not have broken the long-ball record if he had not turned introspectively to therapists after a bad year at the plate” (Clines, 1998). McGwire also cried openly when he discussed his funding of a program for abused children. Sosa sent a message to his family after each home run.

Another potential source of positive media messages is through television sitcoms and dramas. Television shows often depict heroism and nonverbal warmth between characters, but very seldom do we see complicated inner feelings expressed between male friends as we do in episodes of the medical drama “ER.” When Doug Ross’s (played by George Clooney) father died, for example, Doug planned to travel alone to scatter his father’s ashes. While he made it very clear that he could do this alone, his friend, Mark Green (played by Anthony Edwards), insisted on accompanying him. As the episode unfolds, each

 

Like his dad before him, Mark McGwire long suffered in silence. Not until he allowed his emotion to show and his tears to flow did he become what he really wanted to be.

—RICK REILLY, “The Good Father”
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friend shares his experiences and feelings while validating how differ-ent, yet conflicted the other’s relationship was with his father. At the end of the segment, Doug is openly grateful that his friend accompa-nied him, and both characters have clearly benefited from and valued the experience of being together.

Teenage boys could benefit from seeing more stories about such shared experiences. Stories with other emotionally complex themes, human connections, and feelings are needed in television, movies, and other media. We are encouraged by new avenues for connection that are being forged on the Internet. For example, stay-at-home dads have several websites where they can chat and provide support for one another (Marin, 2000). However, we’re concerned about the boys who have McGwire’s depth of feeling, but who don’t conform to traditional masculine ideals. This boy is best depicted in the following poem:

 

I Knew This Kid

I knew this skinny little kid

Who never wanted to play tackle football at all

But thought he’d better if he wanted

his daddy to love him and to prove his courage

and things like that.

I remember him holding his breath

And closing his eyes

And throwing a block into a guy twice his size.

Proving he was brave enough to be loved, and crying softly

Because his tailbone hurt

And his shoes were so big they made him stumble.

 

I knew this skinny little kid

With sky-blue eyes and soft brown hair

Who liked cattails and pussy willows.
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Who liked chestnuts and pinecones and oily walnuts,

Lurking foxes and rabbits munching lilies,

Secret caves and moss around the roots of oaks,

Beavers and muskrats and gawking herons.

And I wonder what he would have been

If someone had loved him for

Just following the fawns and building waterfalls

And watching the white rats have babies.

I wonder what he would have been

If he hadn’t played tackle football at all.

 

—James Kavanaugh
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The Debate About 

 

Nature Versus Nurture

 

How Powerful Is Biology’s Impact on 

Behavior and Learning?

 

T he question of nature versus nurture has been much debated dur-ing the 20th and early 21st centuries. It is usually framed as a dialec-tic, pitting biology against culture and heredity against environment. In fact, the debate has again gone to extremes with Judith Rich Har-ris’s book The Nurture Assumption (1998), which theorizes that a child’s peer group has more influence on his or her development than the child’s family. We believe this debate has created a false and unpro-ductive conflict. There is little practical utility to choosing between nurture and nature. A more productive inquiry would be to under-stand how heredity and environment interact to impact developing human behavior. This interplay of biology and sociology exists in a conjoint relationship, “the one always already contains the other.” Even
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The belief that violence is manly is not carried on any chromosome, not sol-dered into the wiring of the right or left hemisphere, not juiced by testos-terone. (Half of all boys don’t fight, most don’t carry weapons, and almost all don’t kill: are they not boys?) Boys learn it. Violence, Dr. [James] Gilligan writes, “has far more to do with the cultural construction of manhood than it does with the hormonal substrates of biology.”

—MICHAEL KIMMEL, “What Are Little Boys Made Of?”

 

though biology affects culture, it can’t be isolated from culture to be studied as an independent variable (Segal, 1990).

Professor Lee Gutkind (1993) hypothesized, “Part of the brain is hard-wired in advance of birth and part of the brain, like clay, is mal-leable through experience.” The intertwined relationship of biology and environment can be understood by looking at our historical past. “During our fathers’, grandfathers’, and great-grandfathers’ genera-tions, men and their dependents were better off if they weren’t too emotionally inclined” (Levant, 1995). Men needed focus, almost tun-nel vision to withstand long hours of work to provide food and shel-ter for their families. Sensitivity and self-awareness would have compromised their ability to filter out stimuli and stay focused. Look-ing out for family was all-consuming for most men and required them to harden themselves against emotionality. However, just as we no longer need our appendix, an argument can be made that men cutting off their emotions no longer protects their family, or themselves, very well. Our environment and culture have changed in some ways but haven’t adapted in other ways.

Research shows that biological differences in the brain function of males and females do exist, and recently the scientific community has been more willing to admit this. Diane Halpern, a psychology pro-fessor at California State University in San Bernardino, reviewed recent
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Unlike much of the rest of the world, Americans do not prefer boys. Of the first microsort (a procedure that allows parents to choose a baby’s sex by sort-ing sperm) attempts, 83 were for girls.

—LISA BELKIN, “Getting the Girl”

 

research on the differences between male and female intelligence. She found that women perform better in tasks that test language abilities, fine motor skills, perceptual speed, the decoding of nonverbal com-munication, and speech articulation. On the other hand, men do bet-ter in visual working memory; tasks that require moving objects, aiming, fluid reasoning, knowledge of math, science, and geography; and general knowledge. In addition, she found that female brains are oriented to the left hemisphere, where language is processed, while male brains are stronger in the right hemisphere, the spatial and phys-ical center. Furthermore, research in brain study has shown that the two hemispheres are better connected in females (Rosenfeld, 1998).

Nevertheless, Michael Reichert, project director of “On Behalf of Boys” at The Haverford School for Boys in Haverford, Pennsylvania, believes that biological differences between boys and girls are exagger-ated and magnified by the prevailing culture. For example, Reichert states, “Schools have traditionally been complicit in making boys believe that what they feel inside is not as important as what they do. We turn them into totally instrumental beings, prepared for work and soldier-ing” (Sokolove, 1997). We argue that a better way of examining the impact of biological differences between the sexes is to do so holisti-cally. Using current brain science, combined with psychological devel-opmental theories, new knowledge is helping parents understand boys holistically, rather than focusing only on their aggressive characteristics. Thus, the varying ways that parents relate to their children produces different brains and, consequently, different behaviors (Begley, 1995). 114 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

Infant boys are cuddled, talked to, and breast-fed for significantly shorter periods of time than infant girls.

—MICHAEL GURIAN, A Fine Young Man

 

According to psychotherapist Terrence Real (1997), “Boys and men are fundamentally just as relational as girls and women.” It isn’t that men have fewer relational needs than women; they’ve been con-ditioned to filter those needs through the screen of achievement. We need to widen the scope of acceptable behavior for boys to give them other options besides aggressive, competitive, and emotionally con-stricted outlets. We believe the goal is not to take away from, but rather to extend, the options available to all boys and girls. In this way, par-ents can take into consideration the needs of individual boys and girls, instead of grouping them according to gender. As Susan Bailey, exec-utive director of the Wellesley Center for Women, concluded, “There is no one-size-fits-all solution for either girls or boys” (Hornblower, 1998).

There are many misconceptions about the biology of boyhood. Testosterone alone doesn’t determine the way boys are. “Boys do play differently than girls, but their style of play is not solely a function of testosterone and it certainly does not prove a proclivity for violence” (Pollack, 1998). Testosterone may explain the amount of energy a boy exhibits, but his behavior may be better explained by how he is loved. Indeed, Pollack states, it is the influence of mothering, fathering, and love on boyhood that is just as much a part of his development as nature. As parents, we can influence the pro-social expression of this energy. Our influence as parents is very profound. In fact, some of the newest research on the interplay of violence and biology in The Biol-ogy of Violence finds that “Behavior is the result of a dialogue between your brain and your experiences” (Niehoff, 1999).
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Testosterone may explain the amount of energy a boy exhibits, but his behav-ior may be better explained by how he is loved.

—WILLIAM POLLACK, Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from 

the Myths of Boyhood

 

Children’s brains are very pliable and are not exclusively pro-grammed at birth. Parents can actually affect the circuitry in their lit-tle boys’ brains. Each experience in a young child’s life leads to new neurological connections. Even if one believes that boys are born more aggressive than girls, aggression doesn’t have to be the defining char-acteristic of a boy. Nurturing affects a child’s neurological connections and creates opportunities for a boy to attain emotional intelligence. Boys will benefit from parental help and permission in developing their capacity for empathy and attachment. This can be accomplished if par-ents understand that it’s in a boy’s best interests to keep a close con-nection with his parents. As parents, we have to intentionally teach the language of empathy and nurturing skills while a son grows up. One parent explained how she connects with her son: “I understand his non-verbal expressions, and when I think he needs to express himself I pur-posefully engage him in general conversation, usually while cooking dinner. After a while, he feels comfortable enough to tell me what’s on his mind.” Her son doesn’t know her intentions, but what he feels is his mother’s ability to be with him. These interactions build and sus-tain human closeness and connections.

We want to emphasize that while there are differences between males and females, this knowledge shouldn’t foster more stereotypes about the aggressive and destructive aspects of male behavior. Actu-ally, the “knowledge of the evolution of brain differences teaches us that societies are capable of creating intimate and fruitful human rela-tionships that nurture both the best of the female and best of the male 116 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

Boys are perceived and nurtured differently than girls, even before they leave the womb. Though there is no measurable difference between boy and girl fetal-activity levels, mothers carrying boys “routinely describe the babies’ movements as vigorous, earthquake-like, very strong and girls’ as very gentle.”

—ROSS PARKE and ARMIN BROTT, Throwaway Dads

 

brains. Our mistake is not in letting ‘boys be boys’; it’s in letting boys be boys without the proper care, love, and discipline” (Gurian, 1998).

Although current research focuses on documenting the differ-ences between genders, we must remember that within each gender is diversity. These differences are especially evident in the ways children learn. Parents shouldn’t make assumptions and impose expectations about what boys can and cannot do based exclusively on their “nature.” One focus group parent talked about how difficult it was for her hus-band to accept the fact that their son was not a good athlete and to appreciate his interest in reading books and writing stories. Parents must give their child opportunities to strengthen less proficient areas and skills, while supporting their child’s learning preferences.

Think about the ways in which your son learns best, and review the following information about learning strategies. Most likely your son is a composite of all three learning strengths, but one of them prob-ably works best for him. However, one or more of these areas may be a real problem for him. Help him to identify and use his preferred style whenever he can.
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H O W   D O E S   Y O U R   S O N   L E A R N   B E S T ?

 

LEARNING STRENGTHS

✱ If he learns best when he listens, he may be an auditory learner. ✱ If he learns best when he looks at something, he may be a visual

learner.

✱ If he learns best by doing things, he may be a kinesthetic learner.

 

In addition to learning strengths, your son may prefer one type of learn-

ing over another. Review the following categories to further understand his learning preferences.

 

LEARNING T YPES

Field Independent

✱ Learning is abstract and analytical. ✱ Learning is not necessarily related to environment, experience, and

personality.

✱ Learning is individual-centered and teacher-centered.

Field Sensitive

✱ Learning is related to environment, experience, and personality. ✱ Personal and social impact are important, as are practical values. ✱ Attention needs to be paid to contextual field. ✱ One is sensitive to personal dynamics and criticism. ✱ Learning is cooperative and group-centered or peer-centered.

 

LEARNING ST YLES

1. Read the descriptions of the four types of learning styles below. 2. Circle the one style that seems to best fit your son. (All of the styles may

describe part of him, but pick the one that seems to be the most like

him.)
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continued

3. Check the one style that seems to least fit him. 4. Ask your son to do the same.

Sensing/Feeling Style

He likes or prefers to:

✱ Work with a friend or friends

✱ Share opinions with other students ✱ Think out loud with others

✱ Work in a relaxed environment

✱ Receive personal attention from the teacher ✱ Be shown what to do by another person ✱ Help other students learn

✱ Work as part of a team

Sensing/Thinking Style

He likes or prefers to:

✱ Put what he learns immediately into practice ✱ See results from his efforts right away ✱ Practice what he has learned

✱ Follow directions one step at a time ✱ Work in an organized environment ✱ Study about practical things

✱ Answer factual questions

✱ Do something rather than read about it ✱ Be active

✱ Have his work checked immediately ✱ Know exactly what is expected of him

Intuitive/Thinking Style

He likes or prefers to:

✱ Work independently and think for himself ✱ Plan and think through things before he begins to work

continued
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continued

✱ Study about ideas and how things are related ✱ Read about things he wants to know ✱ Plan a project on his own

✱ Argue or debate a point

✱ Answer questions that require him to analyze and think logically ✱ Solve problems by collecting and organizing data ✱ Organize and give structure to things and ideas ✱ Study theories and ideas

✱ Gather data and information from different sources

Intuitive/Feeling Style

He likes or prefers to:

✱ Be creative and use his imagination ✱ Look for new ways to express himself ✱ Use a variety of resources

✱ Not have too many routines to follow ✱ Dream and fantasize about possibilities ✱ Follow his own interests

✱ Work on several things at one time ✱ Work at his own pace

✱ Look for new and unusual solutions to problems ✱ Express himself artistically

 

Compare what your son has told you about his learning preferences and

how he works best with your own observations. Using this information only as a guide, try to encourage your son to lead with his strengths, while also trying to improve areas that he finds more challenging. You may want to share this information with your son’s teachers.
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Historical Perspective:

 

The Myth of the 

 

“Good Old Days”

 

Do We Want Things the Way They Were?

 

Overview

 

Every generation is told that their youth is more out of control and has more serious issues to deal with than past generations. Under-standing history and the interplay of culture and psychology can tell us much about the dilemmas boys and parents face today. This insight can help us to create successful parenting strategies.

In the past, teenage boys had more opportunities to demonstrate their manhood than they do now, such as through more rigidly defined gender roles. Today, many of the rules no longer apply. While teenag-ers mature physically at an earlier age than ever before, their opportu-nity to gain economic independence arrives later than in the past.
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What many young people have lost are clear paths for gaining experience doing responsible, socially necessary work, either in or out of the home, and for moving away from parental supervision without losing contact with adults.

—STEPHANIE COONTZ, The Way We Really Are: Coming to Terms with

America’s Changing Families

 

Teenagers now remain in high school until age 18, and may still be unable  to support themselves when they graduate (Coontz, 1997). While high schools were originally created for the most privileged, a high school diploma no longer ensures a stable job that can support a family. Even a partial college education doesn’t provide the same advantage that it used to. Therefore, “adolescence has become a social and economic holding period,” with parents doing the holding (Coontz, 1997).

The age at which our children can support themselves, let alone a family, has reached a new high in the last two decades. In fact, a report published by the American Youth Policy Forum (1998) demon-strates that the percentage of young adults living at home has increased in the last 25 years, and males, aged 20 to 29, are more likely than girls (42 percent versus 30 percent) to live in their parents’ or other relatives’ homes. Given this change in the economic reality, and the emergence of a different living pattern within families, we tend to yearn for the “good old days.” This takes baby boomer parents back to the 1950s.

 

The Myth of the “Good Old Days”

 

Why does popular culture idealize the 1950s? Perhaps because the perception is that many people, mostly the majority culture, felt more confident in the ’50s and had an overriding sense of optimism. An aver-
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The ’50s housewife could be said to have morphed into the ’90s man. The empty compensations of a “feminine mystique” are transforming into the empty compensations of a masculine mystique, with a gentleman’s cigar club no more satisfying than a ladies’ bake-off.

—SUSAN FALUDI, “The Betrayal of the American Man”

 

age 30-year-old white man could buy a medium-priced house with 15 to 18 percent of his salary (Coontz, 1997). People formed and main-tained families more predictably, and there was a coherent and strictly defined moral order. We sometimes remind teenagers of how much better things were in our idealized conception of the past. We roman-ticize our two-parent household with a stay-at-home mom and a father as the provider. This family configuration has provided the template for our sense of stability.

The model for the so-called ideal family was popularized and reinforced when mass media began to have a significant impact on soci-ety. The idea of the housewife began during the post–World War II period, when many women stayed at home and found their lives engulfed by domestic chores. These “ideal” women were depicted in dramas and sitcoms on television. The demographics of actual Amer-ican families in the 1950s were different from our perception of the ideal model. For example, many African American women had to work outside the home to provide for their families. Furthermore, even those who lived the supposed ideal were not necessarily happy with it. Author and feminist Betty Friedan and others exposed the high inci-dence of depression in the 1950s and 1960s, and they showed the dark side of the picket fence dream, even for many of the privileged whites who appeared to be living it (Friedan, 1997).

Currently, there is not just one type of family, but there never really was just one type of family. The white middle-class TV families portrayed on “Ozzie and Harriet,” “Father Knows Best,” “Leave It to 124 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

Beaver,” and “The Donna Reed Show” represent a myth that remains with us today. In fact, the real Harriet Nelson was a working actress who coproduced her own television show.

 

What We Can Learn from Single Parents

 

One of the new realities of contemporary life is the large number of children being raised by single parents. It’s common knowledge that raising a child alone can be difficult. However, let’s dispel some of the assumptions about whether a single parent can raise a son successfully. We don’t want to romanticize the challenges of raising children alone, but we do want to demonstrate that a child can flourish in a single-parent home. All parents can learn from the resilience of single par-ents who have successfully raised competent sons.

Single-parent families comprise a significant percentage of Amer-ican households. The U.S. Census Report estimates that in 2002 single-parent families accounted for 28 percent of the total number of families with children, a proportion that has been increasing rapidly over the last several years (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). A comparison of single-parent households by race/ethnicity indicates that this type of family is even more prevalent among communities of color. In 2002, 48 percent of African American families were headed by single moth-ers and 5 percent by single fathers; 25 percent of Latino families were headed by single mothers and 5 percent by single fathers; and 16 per-cent of white families were headed by single mothers and 4 percent by single fathers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Given the tremendous increase in the numbers of single-parent families, we need to address the specific needs of this family configuration.

Rather than lamenting the absence of a parent, we need to focus on what the child has and needs. One communicative and emotion-ally intelligent parent can be more than just adequate. An engaged par-ent can cultivate a positive and strong relationship that promotes

H i s t o r i c a l   P e r s p e c t i v e :   T h e   M y t h   o f t h e   “ G o o d   O l d   D a y s ”   ——   125

 

growth and helps a child realize his or her maximum potential. The single-parent experience provides growth opportunities for both the parent and the child. For example, boys in our focus groups from sin-gle-parent households reported feeling both connected to their moth-ers and competent because of the responsibility they, the boys, assume within their households. In addition, single parents in the focus groups reported that raising a child alone provided them with a feeling of com-petence they had not felt before.

A single parent raising a child of the opposite sex needs to expand his or her role. For example, the single mother raising a son needs to understand more fully the inner life of a boy because she might not be able to share some of these responsibilities with his father. These expe-

 

S I N G L E - P A R E N T   H O M E S

 

About 15.6 million American children live with a single parent who is work-ing, new Census Bureau data show. This includes 12.7 million living with working moms and 2.9 million living with working dads. In 2002, 19.8 million of the 72.3 million American children lived with only one parent, including 16.5 million who lived with their mother and 3.3 million who lived with their father. Of those, 3.7 million lived with a single mom and 372,000 with a sin-gle dad who was unemployed or not in the labor force. The highest propor-tion of single-parent households headed by divorced mothers (5.7 million) had an annual income of less than $15,000. By contrast, the highest percent-age of single, divorced fathers (963,000) earned between $30,000 and $49,999. This compares with a median income for two-parent households of $65,544.

 

U.S. Census Bureau, “Children’s Living Arrangements and Characteristics: March 2002”




126 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

riences can be enriching and can lead to personal growth for the par-ent. One of the advantages for boys raised in households with single mothers is that they may not be as fearful of relationships. These boys aren’t as closely bound to patriarchal stereotypes and are better pre-pared emotionally for satisfying relationships with men and women (Walters, 1998).

Other positive findings about boys raised with single mothers include:

 

✱ These boys have more permission to form their sense of self with

less reliance on stereotypes, such as, “Be tough,” “Stop hanging around with Mom,” or “Don’t be a sissy” (Engber and Klungness, 2000).

 

✱ Boys raised by single mothers tend to have better relationships

with women later in life (Engber and Klungness, 2000).

 

While it’s statistically true that the vast majority of these single-parent families are headed by women (16.5 million), the number of households headed by fathers has grown from 1.7 million to 3.3 mil-lion (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). This cultural shift heightens the necessity to prepare boys for the child-care roles more of them will undertake. Boys need skills that will enhance their parenting success. As one single father stated in the Washington Post when this phenom-enon was first recognized, “Many men feel uncomfortable talking about personal matters, including child-rearing problems, and thus suf-fer in silence. Fathers tend to be isolated and don’t know how to approach other fathers about parenting issues, whereas mothers are very good at that” (Cohn, 1998).

It is becoming clearer every day that more men are being held accountable for child care, in both two-parent and single-parent households. One indication of this comes from an observation by a nurse in the maternity ward of a Maryland hospital. She noted that the involvement of fathers in the delivery process had increased greatly
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during her 30-year career. We believe this involvement indicates greater interest by men in increasing their roles as fathers. This finding is evi-dence of the need for young men to build more parenting skills. Learn-ing to communicate and acquiring child care skills when boys are young will give them the tools they need and access to a community of other parents.

In general, whether headed by a single mother or a single father, single-parent families have strengths that aren’t usually discussed, such as a single line of authority that simplifies family decision-making (Walters, 1998). For example, very often parents disagree about rules for teenagers. In a single-parent family, the child knows that there is only one set of rules, with only one interpretation, and less opportu-nity for skilled negotiation. A midnight curfew, for example, is a mid-night curfew.

Single-parent families also call for one parent to combine both the managerial and nurturing functions (Walters, 1998). This is a ben-eficial model for a child, regardless of whether the single parent is a mother or father. Boys and girls benefit from seeing their mothers as household head and nurturer. Similarly, they benefit from nurturing from their father and from his role as family manager. In addition, single-parent families have less of a hierarchy regarding household tasks, which fosters greater sharing of family jobs (Walters, 1998). A single parent can’t do it all alone and will more commonly accept and encourage participation from the children. In a two-parent home, the child might not be expected to help or might be able to get away with not doing chores. This sharing of responsibility contributes to the child’s self-esteem.

Children benefit from the opportunity to make contributions to the family. They know that they have something to offer that the par-ent values, and, in return, they feel a sense of independence and accomplishment. Chores are confidence-builders and become the child’s first step toward self-reliance (Walters, 1998). The children in these families are more confident that they have something else to offer 128 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

their parent, besides staying out of trouble and getting good grades. There are also more opportunities for a child to nurture his or her par-ent. While there is a danger in treating the child like an adult, or as it is described in the mental health field, “parentified child,” many chil-

 

C H E C K L I S T : W H O ’ S   D O I N G   T H E   C H O R E S ?

 

Chore List                             Who            Day(s)

 

1. Taking out the garbage               ____________    ____________

2. Loading dishwasher                 ____________   ____________

3. Unloading dishwasher               ____________   ____________

4. Raking leaves                         ____________    ____________

5. Mowing lawn                      ____________   ____________

6. Vacuuming                        ____________   ____________

7. Dusting                              ____________    ____________

8. Mopping                          ____________   ____________

9. Doing laundry (loading or folding)    ____________    ____________

10. Helping to prepare for meals 

(e.g., setting table or cooking)            ____________    ____________

11. Tidying one’s own room             ____________   ____________

12. Washing the car                     ____________    ____________

13. Feeding/walking pets               ____________   ____________

14. Babysitting younger siblings         ____________    ____________
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dren benefit from the heightened sense of competence that comes from just knowing they can help (Walters, 1998).

You may want to use the list of chores to see who is doing what in your household. It is difficult to get children to do chores, but it may help you to remember that chores provide opportunities for fam-ily participation and for building children’s self-worth.

Parents and families can learn a lot from studying single-parent families. For example, just as we learned that we have to train our girls for outside work and housework, it’s also not enough to train boys only for work outside the home. Behavior and communication skills that are adequate in the world of work are inadequate in the world of fam-ilies. Our goal as parents should be to help our boys learn “outside the home skills” and “inside the home skills,” not only for themselves, but for their future relationships and their children. This goal requires us to encourage our boys to talk. They need to be taught the lessons of emotional intelligence and to articulate self-expression.

 

Today’s Challenges

 

Life may be more challenging today, not necessarily because of new family configurations, but because teenagers have such high expec-tations of what life should bring, little ability to delay gratification, more exposure to danger, and fewer avenues to substantive work (Pal-ladino, 1996). It’s probably true that in the past teenagers had less trou-ble making decisions, because they had fewer choices to make. Moreover, some of our population, such as middle-class white males, can’t expect the kind of privileges they could count on in the past, as Latino, African American, and Asian American males and females con-tinue to make progress toward taking their rightful places in society. Further, the computer age has made youth more suspicious of adults as guides on the path to maturity because those very adults seem more confused than their own children by the technological revolution.
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The world has changed so much around us that what our parents did is no longer enough. There have always been kids on the edge. Increasingly, there are forces conspiring to push them over.

—LISA BELKIN, “Parents Blaming Parents”

 

It is also true that adolescence, although historically defined by risky behavior, has become even more dangerous for children. The expected experimentation and risks have become life-threatening. Sex, since AIDS, is deadly to many. The proliferation of weapons in the hands of young people has escalated the street fight of the past into a deadly demonstration of firepower today. This new reality creates anx-ieties in adults that are different from those in the past. Parents fear, justifiably, that if a teenager makes a mistake, it could be fatal.

Many of these conflicts between adult fears and teenage behav-ior are triggered by the changes in our society’s economic and social arrangements. Currently, boys at the bottom of the pyramid use dif-ferent strategies to cope—turning inward or outward, sometimes in highly destructive ways. There has been a fivefold increase in the homi-cide and suicide rates of boys during the last 40 years, a rise some experts attribute to increasing male depression and anger as well as access to guns, among other factors (LeBlanc, 1999). While the boys in our focus groups don’t see themselves as being vulnerable, focus group parents express concern about their sons being targets of other boys’ anger and alienation. Parents are acutely aware that their sons are at greater risk. As one mother said, “Keeping my son safe is my top pri-ority. Until my son comes home at night, I can’t fall asleep.”

The mythical view of our past is very compelling. However, we need to keep a realistic perspective about the differences between the
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past and the present. For instance, regardless of the spin that parents and teachers put on the “good old days,” the past worked better for white men and boys than for women and people of color. Women had fewer options, people of color “knew their place,” and our culture offered one homogenized white image of female beauty and male priv-ilege. Indeed, the Civil Rights and the women’s movements began in response to the social and economic inequities of the times. With this in mind, we believe that both the “good old days” and these days have positive and negative qualities. We hope to learn lessons from the past, while focusing our energies toward alleviating the problems of today.

 

T H E   D O S   A N D   D O N ’ T S   O F   R A I S I N G   S O N S

 

✱ Do expect that most boys grow and mature at a slower rate than girls,

so be patient about your son’s development.

✱ Do teach your son values but let him express them in his own masculine

way, which may mean not showing his feelings about things the way

you do.

✱ Don’t worry that he won’t learn manly things without a man at home.

Half the population is male, and he is certain to pick up social skills from

other males he comes in contact with.

✱ Do believe in yourself and try to encourage self-esteem in your child as

well. Let your child know that you are confident as a parent.

✱ Don’t avoid talking about his father even if you didn’t know him well.

Give your son someone to think about with whom he can identify. Point

out positive traits your son may possess that remind you of his father.

✱ Do teach your son to show respect for both males and females and to

cultivate friendships with both.

continued
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continued

✱ Don’t ever make your son the “man of the house.” He can have

responsibilities and chores, but they shouldn’t be representative of

what is expected of grown men.

✱ Do help him seek healthy male role models. Point out the positive

qualities in men you see on a day-to-day basis, including the helpful

shoe salesman, the friendly pharmacist, or the talkative neighborhood

patrolman.

✱ Do limit the amount of violence your son witnesses. Let him know that

what is shown on television is not always the way healthy men should

behave.

 

Reprinted from Andrea Engber and Leah Klungness, Ph.D., The Complete Single Mother, Second Edition. Copyright © 2000 Andrea Engber and Leah Klungness. Pub-lished by Adams Media Corporation. Used by permission.
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Strategies for Parents: 

 

A Baker’s Dozen

 

Where Do We Go from Here?

 

A dolescent boys are forced to grow up experiencing a “relational par-adox,” or double bind. Boys experience emotional connections but, at the same time, are told to conceal their need for them. For this rea-son, we have to intentionally teach and model connection. Every fam-ily has operating principles and values that are unique to it and will affect what works and what doesn’t. Be confident in teaching those principles and values that are specific to your culture and heritage. Keep in mind that suggested strategies that work sometimes, may not work at other times, or for every family.

Parents won’t know what will work in advance. However, by try-ing, parents will become more knowledgeable, indeed more artful, about what works for their son. Even with those strategies that do work, flexibility, variety, and a sense of humor are critical to getting through these turbulent years. Anyone who says these years are easy
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Psychiatrist Dr. Stephen Bergman says, “All human beings have the same nature, which is to want to be in a good connection, and all you’re doing with boys is to come back to what they experience as little boys and give them what they yearn for.”

—CAREY GOLDBERG, “After Girls Get the Attention, Focus Shifts to Boys’

Woes”

 

has never lived or worked with a teenage boy. However, we believe that these years are also filled with wonder, tenderness, and opportunities for personal growth for parents. These experiences and moments are to be treasured for those who stay involved, who stay connected.

 

1. Teach the language of feelings; empathy has

to be taught and modeled in the home.

✱ Label a feeling from an early age and interpret experiences from

a feeling level to promote emotional intelligence. Teach the impact of behaviors and actions on others—for example, ask your son, “When you did that, how do you think I felt?”

✱ Teach your boy to handle toughness and tenderness. Work to har-

ness his energy in a way that includes his sweetness, vulnerability, loy-alty and commitment, protectiveness, honor, and integrity. These are also genuine characteristics of boys.

✱ Early on, mothers need to try to teach their sons empathy, and

they need to mentor them on relational skills. Initially, you do this by talking about your own feelings and theirs. Your personal stories will reach your child in a way that lecturing never can. No one listens to a sermon.
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✱ Teach by example. Try to resolve disputes calmly and reasonably

without yelling. Talk about the reality of your son’s life and your own personal experiences. Share with your son your own successes and failures.

✱ Share your feelings about the day, issues, and relationships. Dis-

cuss openly with your partner about his or her feelings so children know it’s okay to express feelings out loud.

 

2. Place a value on staying attached in the same

way as we do for our daughters.

✱ Sons also need to feel connected to family, even if they do so on

their own terms. The goal is to stay connected. Keep family time a part of his time.

✱ Encourage sons to express their feelings; don’t let them off the

hook anymore than you would a daughter. Apply the same standards of connectedness to a son as you would to a daughter. Tell your son how you, as parents, feel by using emotional language. Don’t count your son out when you would count your daughter in. Expect him to attend family functions, even if he protests, because it helps to build closeness and a sense of family.

 

I don’t allow them to disappear into their own rooms all the time, I don’t care how quiet or how separate they try to make themselves, you have to stay with them, you have to stay involved.

—Focus Group Mother
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If given a little more time, we could explore the significance of the word tam-ing, but I think of The Horse Whisperer as opposed to those who break horses. We tend to stand the boys up and say, what did you do? We ought to take them on our laps and cuddle them, and that is what is meant by taming, the horse whisperer, rather than the breaking model.

—JAMES GARBARINO, Lost Boys: Why Our Sons Turn Violent and How We Can

Save Them

 

✱ Give your son opportunities for time with his extended family

members and friends, understanding that sometimes it’s easier for him to stay connected with his own family through experiences with his extended family.

✱ Let your son know that even if he chooses to separate for a period

of time, he is always welcome to come back.

 

3. Trust your instincts about what you know is

good for your son.

✱ Don’t succumb to the pressures of society to push your son away.

He will not become a “wimp” if he is loved by and connected to his family and friends. In fact, his self-esteem is more likely to stay intact knowing that he is loved. Don’t give away your authority as parents to teachers, coaches, or other parents.

✱ Mothers must stay involved; they can’t love their sons too much.

Don’t worry about saying, “Drive carefully,” every time they take the car. You care, and they do want to hear it.
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✱ If you are a single parent, believe in yourself as a strong and con-

fident guide for your son. High self-esteem and a positive attitude can be contagious. Negative language, such as “broken home,” should be replaced with language that reflects the value of a single-parent home. Single-parent households offer advantages, as well as challenges, to children’s self-esteem.

✱ Teach your sons to trust their own instincts and listen to their

own internal voices. When their internal “anchor” feels out of sorts in response to certain situations or behavioral choices, teach them not to do whatever “it” is, until they can act in a manner that makes them feel good about themselves.

 

4. Avoid reinforcing negative stereotypes.

 

✱ Interrupt the cycle of racism by teaching your son to be a “Bias

Buster” (Derman-Sparks, 1989). Discuss with him all aspects of intol-erance. Teach him how to recognize it and how to interrupt it for him-self and for others. Dr. Beverly Daniel Tatum (1997) gives the following description of one method to eliminate intolerance. She suggests using the ABCs to teach:

A Affirming identity

B Building community

C Cultivating leadership

✱ If our sons are going to live successfully in a pluralistic society,

we must teach them how to interrupt the cycle of intolerance.

✱ Be mindful of your own biases to consciously increase your chil-

dren’s awareness of options. Give boys and girls experiences in and out-side the home. When assigning household tasks, give boys and girls a
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Boys are taught that the worst thing to be is a sissy or a coward or a mama’s boy. If we are ever going to raise a generation of males who grow into less violent men, then it seems to me we have to start challenging some of these stereotypes about masculinity.

—DR. JAMES GILLIGAN, Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic

 

variety of responsibilities. When planning after-school or summer experiences, base these decisions on the needs and passions of the indi-vidual child. Your children will need these experiences to become con-fident and emotionally responsive adults.

✱ Increase ways for boys to affiliate, beyond what’s encouraged by

popular culture (e.g., music and sports). Introduce them to the value of participation in nontraditional activities (e.g., science, chess, and the arts). Show boys regularly why you value these activities and how you benefit from them.

✱ Decide family activities based on interest, rather than gender.

Encourage boys to try new things. Give them positive independent experiences such as attending camps or religious retreats or visiting relatives.

✱ Support the importance of maintaining relationships with girls as

friends. Don’t tease or sexualize boy/girl friendships. The boys in our focus groups were very clear about how essential their friendships with girls were. Girls give back to them what we ask boys to give up.

 

5. Learn to find and use the teachable moment.

 

✱ It’s impossible, if not counterproductive, to “be on” boys all of the

time about these issues. Learn your son’s signals; boys give more sub-
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Raising boys to manhood means confronting racism, sexism, and homopho-bia—both in our communities and in ourselves.

—PAUL KIVEL, Boys Will Be Men: Raising Our Sons for Courage, Caring, 

and Community

 

tle cues than girls about when it is safe to approach them emotionally. This isn’t easy, so don’t be too hard on yourself if you miss the cues or approach your son in the wrong way. There will be other opportuni-ties. When a boys bursts into a room ready to share some observa-tions—whether it’s a sports fact or something outrageous on Jerry Springer—understand that this may be his way of connecting and communicating. Be open to dialogue, even at odd hours.

✱ React to what your son says without overwhelming him. Your son

may be sensitive when you make a “big deal” about his communicat-ing with you. Try not to make him feel too noticed or patronized. Remember that boys will do anything to avoid feeling shamed. Make sure that you don’t criticize or patronize him for showing such emo-tions as sadness and fear. Never use language that makes him feel ashamed. Be vigilant about dealing with shaming messages that author-ity figures give to your son; for example, teach him how to cope with coaches who criticize their players for playing “like girls.”

✱ Try to answer his questions as honestly as possible, no matter how

difficult or how uncomfortable they may make you feel. If he doesn’t get the answers from you, he will certainly get them elsewhere. While

 

Don’t be accusing, just start talking, ease into sort of a general conversation.
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What you see and what you read is indicative of what you do.

—Focus Group Father

 

he may still seek out and adopt his friends’ views on the same matter, at least he can think about what you have told him.

✱ Be involved with, or aware of, what your son is watching or lis-

tening to on the television, CD player, and computer. Discuss your feelings about violence in the media. Watch movies and television together and talk about what you observe or feel. Offer media alter-natives that depict boys and men as caring and connected. Discuss the impact of the music they listen to and provide them with an alternate framework. Your son probably won’t buy into your ideas at first; he may even appear to ignore you. Over time, however, he will likely inte-grate your views into his value system. But you’ll probably be the last to know it.

 

6. Give boys permission to feel bad.

 

✱ Look beneath their expressions of anger. Many times this emo-

tion masks their inability to know that they are feeling sad.

✱ Listen to your son’s questions, complaints, and comments about

peers, siblings, and adults, and make an effort to read between the lines to discover where the real problems, if any, may lie. Don’t be too quick to react. Conflict provides a real opportunity to learn how he sees the world and what his life issues are.

✱ Create an emotionally supportive atmosphere where it’s all right

to cry and it won’t shame him.
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✱ Learn the signs of depression and take them seriously (see Appen-

dix E, “How Vulnerable Is My Teen to Depression?”). Don’t be afraid to ask for help when tackling this problem.

 

7. Set limits, even if he fights you.

 

✱ Firm, consistent, but not rigid limits make children feel safe. Chil-

dren are supposed to challenge you, but you’re still supposed to guide them. Don’t abdicate your responsibility to watch over them and pro-tect them. Expect to know where your sons are and have them check in with you, just as you would with your daughter, or as adults do with one another.

✱ Set an age-appropriate curfew for your son and enforce it. Explain

to him that he will eventually enjoy all the freedoms of an adult, but full and total freedom is not appropriate for a teenager.

✱ Teach and expect responsible use of his car or the family car. Driv-

ing a car is a privilege, not a right, and provides an opportunity for your son to demonstrate responsible behavior. The decision to allow this privilege can be evaluated on the basis of how he maintains the car, checks in with you to let you know where he is, and follows his

 

Barney Brawer, a former school principal, suggests: “I might recommend to a mother that sometimes, if you help your son fix his bike, at the end of an hour and a half of fiddling with the darned thing to get the gears smooth, you’ll find yourself having the conversation with your son that earlier at dinner he was unwilling to have about his day or what courses he wanted to take.”

—CAREY GOLDBERG, “After Girls Get the Attention, Focus Shifts to Boys’

Woes”
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curfew. Driving a car is a powerful motivator for a teenager to do the right thing.

✱ Limit your son’s exposure to and experience with crime and vio-

lence. If guns or other weapons are kept in or around the house, they must be locked away and completely inaccessible to unsupervised chil-dren and adolescents.

 

8. Give them safe opportunities to earn your

trust.

✱ Create safe places for teenage boys to congregate, in or outside

the home. Accept their interests, and show that you’re curious about them. Boys are much more likely to talk while engaged in an activity. Praise them when it works. Positive experiences will build their self-esteem and self-reliance and help keep them connected.

✱ Find ways for your son to gain experience doing socially neces-

sary and responsible work.

✱ Honor his need for personal space. Often he may need the time

to digest disappointing or sad experiences. He likely will be ready to talk about it at a later, possibly unexpected time. For example, he may be ready to talk at 10 p.m. on the way home from a hockey game. He’ll be strapped in a seat belt, so you know he can’t get away!

✱ Ask your son his opinions about issues, ideas, family matters, cur-

rent events, and television programs. These conversations will demon-strate your respect for his ideas and give him the chance to think through and articulate his own thoughts. Validate him as a thinking person and show that you care about his opinions.
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9. Try small conversations instead of extended

discussions or lectures.

✱ Address issues in small bites. Boys respond better to fewer ques-

tions than more. They may give less information than you want, but that’s as much as they can give at one time.

✱ Try to ask specific, pointed questions about their day. For exam-

ple: “What did your coach work on in soccer practice? Did you dis-cuss freedom of speech in your American history class?” If you ask general questions, such as “How was school?” you’ll get evasive and uninformative answers, such as “Good.”

✱ Try to talk to them during or immediately after an activity. Boys

seem to be more comfortable communicating in spontaneous conver-sations related to the moment. They are less comfortable with agen-das. Stay connected through their interests. They build from these links as they get older.

✱ Nothing stops a conversation with an adolescent boy more quickly

than an interrogation. Subtle forms of communication are more likely to invoke a meaningful response.

✱ Try not to lecture. How you present information will determine

whether he allows himself to become engaged. Mothers need to speak and learn to understand a “boy’s language.” At the same time, moth-ers can subtly teach them the language of women. Mothers (and fathers) tend to give more information than boys want to hear. Remem-ber, most people—adults and teenagers—can only take in a limited amount of information at one time.
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10. Don’t be disappointed when you believe

you have an opportunity to talk, but your son is

not ready, and therefore acts as if he’s

uninterested.

✱ Don’t misinterpret “not ready” as a desire to be disconnected.

✱ Be available at other times, because you never know when that

teachable moment will occur. For example, older teenagers may want to talk when they get home on weekend nights. They’re more relaxed then, even though you might prefer to be sleeping. Driving also pro-vides a good opportunity to talk because you have a captive audience with few distractions. At the same time, try to understand their need for privacy. They’ll communicate more freely if they don’t feel you’re being intrusive. Also respect their need to be silent, and don’t be insulted or intimidated by it. Don’t press when you know they’ve had enough.

✱ Encourage communication by:

1. Approaching him in a safe, private place to minimize the

possibility of embarrassment

2. Sharing your own feelings to normalize what he is feeling 3. Using brief statements

4. Giving him space

5. Touching on the feelings and then backing off, knowing

you can come back to the subject later

 

11. Encourage involvement of fathers.

 

✱ Fathers should help ensure that their sons stay close to their

mothers.
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I said to my son, “Well, have you told your father yet that you scratched the car?” Damon said, “No, do you want to tell him, Mom, or do you want me to tell him?” I answered, “Why don’t you tell him?” Even though he still wanted me to be the mediator, I encouraged him to talk to his dad directly. I still do that with a lot of things rather than being the go-between.

—Focus Group Mother

 

✱ Fathers should develop interests with their sons that they can

enjoy together. Like mothers, fathers should learn to appreciate non-verbal communication and to express love by doing activities together. Playing catch is a powerful connection.

✱ Fathers need independent time with their sons. Often it’s easier

to connect as a twosome, and the time alone with your child can pro-vide a special opportunity for communication. For adolescent boys, this smaller grouping carries less risk of embarrassment for him.

✱ Even if boys feel more comfortable connecting emotionally with

their mothers, boys should be encouraged to communicate with their fathers as well. Mothers can play a pivotal role in encouraging this.

 

12. Stay involved with your son’s school from

preschool through high school.

✱ Get involved with school and community organizations and activ-

ities. Your involvement gives you an opportunity to see your son in a different setting, models what you value as important in the home, and, by getting to know teachers and coaches, helps to ensure that your child’s needs are met when you’re not present.
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✱ Talk to teachers about what you think your son needs to reinforce

his success.

✱ Promote inclusion of people of color in the curriculum, so that

all children can gain an understanding of and appreciation for the con-tributions of diverse cultures to society.

✱ Advocate for the ways in which your son learns best. He needs to

be exposed to a variety of learning strategies to express what he knows, such as paper-and-pencil activities, hands-on activities, artistic expres-sions, and oral presentations.

✱ Use surrogates, such as other adults with whom your son feels

comfortable, as a resource. For example, when one of the mothers in a focus group became ill, she initiated regular discussions with a coun-selor at school who checked in with her son to make sure he was cop-ing with his fears about her health. At home, he never expressed his emotions about his mother’s illness, but he was able to work through his feelings with a competent and caring adult at school.

 

13. Love them for who they are!

 

✱ Don’t let one day go by without telling your son how much you

love and appreciate him. Boys of all ages need physical affection and verbal expressions of love. Stay in touch. As they get older, it may

 

Dr. Barbara Staggers shares: “With all the kids I know who make it, there’s one thing in common: individual contact with an adult who cared and who kept hanging in there.”

—DOUGLAS FOSTER, “The Disease Is Adolescence”
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appear that they need their parents less often. However, appearances can be deceiving: they still need you!

✱ Try to see your son in action, whether it’s at a sports game, a

drama presentation, or a student art show. It’s important to show him how much you value and support his interests and activities.

✱ Use every opportunity, regardless of whether your son asks for it,

to validate his increasingly hidden need to connect.

✱ Finally, be alert and concerned, but maintain your sense of humor

and perspective. Try to go with the flow as much as possible. While parents are a critical influence on their children, you can neither take all the blame nor all the responsibility for what children think and do.
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The Power of Connection

 

How Can We Redefine Masculinity?

 

I n the context of respectfully fostering communication between the sexes, authors Samuel Shem and Janet Surrey (1998) state, “Our goal is not to make men more like women . . . but to help both genders use their differences to create good connections with each other.” Our hope is to communicate to you that boys have a “hidden yearning for relationship” (Pollack, 1998). However, most adolescent boys suffer from what Shem and Surrey call a “relational paradox” in which, for several years, their need for connection is in conflict with the cultural demand for them to become independent. When we look beyond this paradox, we find that boys have the capacity for empathy and benefit greatly from staying attached to their parents, close mentors, and pos-itive peer friendships.

Shem and Surrey’s research demonstrates that the attitudes of middle school students are a strong reflection of societal images. And despite the cultural pressure of gender roles and relationship stereo-types, boys are still in touch with a desire for connection. When
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10-year-old to 13-year-old girls were asked what strengths boys bring to relationships, they responded, “courage, muscle, strength, and laughter.” Boys’ responses to the same question about girls included “kindness, study buddies, and open about their feelings.” However, when the question was changed to “What do you most want the other group to understand about you?” the answers were very different. Girls replied, “We aren’t Barbie dolls. We are their equal, and when we’re moody we’re not always having PMS.” Boys said, “Please see my heart. We’re aggressive because we can’t show our feelings any other way. We can be good friends with you” (Smith, 1998).

Yet our society communicates to parents, especially mothers, that attachments during certain times in a boy’s life may rob a boy of his manhood. As Marianne Walters, a psychotherapist, (1992) asks, “Do we have to throw the mother away with the apron?” When it comes to raising boys, many parents ignore their inner wisdom. Parents tend to be reactive rather than proactive and allow society to dictate accept-able male behavior. We become more concerned with protecting our boys from becoming “wimps” or acting feminine, because we under-stand that this shames them and may deprive them of their greatest male prizes—power and privilege. So to protect our boys, we elimi-nate many creative, effective avenues of development. We celebrate only the traditional masculine avenues for affiliation, with sports being the most accessible and desirable.

Mental health experts are challenging the unquestioned obedi-ence to the cultural and psychological straitjackets applied to boys. The dialogue has begun, and we can now analyze what we once automati-cally sanctioned as acceptable and unacceptable behaviors, activities, and attitudes for boys. We don’t agree with an emphasis on the need for “win or lose” situations; competition alone fails to give boys suffi-cient equipment in their emotional toolbox.

We also disagree with the men’s movement as defined by Robert Bly (1990), which asserts that men feel lost and ineffectual because they’re not properly initiated into manhood by their male elders and
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have lost touch with the “wild-man” in themselves. This “wild-man” theory focuses on the past, emphasizing collective human history and the need for men to develop their “inner warrior.”

The answers to fulfilling the need for human connection don’t lie buried in the deep past of human history. Rather, the challenge of rais-ing fully developed and balanced young men is a contemporary prob-lem that requires contemporary solutions. These solutions must include maintaining the hard-earned, expanded, acceptable options for women while expanding the possibilities for men.

The role of parents and other adults is larger than merely helping boys to navigate the tests of the physical world. Fathers don’t have to bully or hit their sons to keep them in line or toughen them up. In fact, “simply by being close to their male offspring they have a pacifying effect on their behavior” (Prothrow-Stith and Weissmann, 1991). Beyond sports and occasional daredevil behavior, the more extreme physical tests include combat, gang activity, and violence. Consider the fact that approximately 30,000 males are killed every year by firearms, more than the death toll during two years of the Vietnam War (Cen-ters for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). We should ask our-selves, is this a culture worth celebrating or is it putting boys in great jeopardy? Perhaps to heighten awareness of the danger, we should con-sider building a memorial to all of the boys who died worshiping the only culture they knew with the only skills they had.

Boys’ discomfort with intimacy is “why boys don’t talk”; this dis-comfort is the powerful downside of a boy’s quest for power and priv-

 

Today, an African American boy in an urban area is more likely to die of a gun-shot wound than was an African American male who served in the Vietnam war; of the millions of “boys” who went to Vietnam, 59,000 were killed.

—MICHAEL GURIAN, The Wonder of Boys




152 —— Wh y   B o y s   D o n’t   Ta l k — a n d   Wh y   I t   M at t e r s

 

ilege. Just as women are encouraged to be intimate and comfortable in relationships at the cost of giving up their ability to express anger or act assertively, boys are encouraged to be independent and powerful at the expense of losing intimacy skills. A man’s fear of failure and dis-comfort with intimacy comes from his need to have others reaffirm his competence. For women, the lack of power often leads to the fear of success.

Given this dichotomy, it bears repeating that each gender is asked to halve itself (Silverstein and Rashbaum, 1994). We may be partially biologically “hard-wired” or predisposed to re-create traditional roles, but we can still step in and create a supportive environment where each gender can work harder on the less developed part.

We believe that parents can make a difference in the lives of their children. If there is one message that you take away from this book, it is this: Mothers are not the enemy of their son’s independence. We offer our sons the skills and tools to communicate and build connections that can result in a more satisfying life, for them and for us. These skills will also provide our sons with the tools to express their dark side in ways that are more appropriate and less potentially harmful to them-selves and to others.

Parents can offset the culture of violence in which boys are immersed. According to Robert Sampson and John Laub (1994), among the 500 boys they studied, they found that the parent/child relationship is almost always the controlling factor as to whether the child would or would not become a delinquent. According to Samp-son and Laub, three parts of that relationship are especially significant: “intimacy in the younger years, consistent discipline, and careful parental supervision.”

As parents, we must reverse what is becoming a dangerous tide of alienation and violence. But we don’t have to do this alone. There are resources to support our efforts in raising our sons. The rewards of looking at these adolescent issues through a new lens include getting
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to know our sons better and enjoying them more. We want to end by reframing the old adage:

 

A son is a son until he takes a wife. A daughter is a daughter for the

rest of her life.

 

to:

 

A son is a son though he may take a wife, and remains a son for the

rest of his life.
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APPENDIX A

 

Positive Parenting

 

The Law of Return

 

“One good parent is worth 1,000 schoolmasters.”

—Chinese Proverb

 

The purpose of this parent brief is to present 13 principles of positive parenting.

 

1. Parenting is a process. You never arrive with all the skills that

you need.

2. Parents are not trained to be parents; kids are not trained to be

kids. Kids train parents; parents train kids.

3. It is more challenging to be a parent than to function in your

job.

4. Parenting is a journey, not a destination.

5. Parents are the most significant influence in a child’s life.
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6. A parent is the greatest teacher a child will ever have. A parent

and child certainly have the longest teaching relationship ever

known.

7. It is not a question of whether a parent is a teacher or not, it’s a

question of what is taught. Parents teach kids a whole language

before they come to school.

8. If you pay attention to your child, he will teach you what you

need to learn.

9. Parent modeling that includes the unspoken as well as the

spoken word is the most powerful force in shaping a child’s life. 10. How you spend your time and money tells your kids what you

value, regardless of what you say.

11. Successful parenting is predictable, reliable, and consistent. 12. There’s no greater investment in life than children.

13. Parents who praise each of their children at least twice a day

maintain a positive relationship regardless of the problems they

encounter.




APPENDIX B

 

Overview of Focus Groups

 

What Are Focus Groups?

 

A focus group is a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain a selected group of individuals’ perceptions regarding a defined area of interest.

 

Key Characteristics of a Focus Group

✱ Focus Groups Involve People: Focus groups are typically com-

posed of 6 to 12 people—large enough for everyone to exchange ideas and options, but small enough for everyone to participate in the dis-cussion. Participants are selected based on common demographic char-acteristics or experiences. They share something that directly relates to the topic being studied and are usually somewhat familiar with the topic.

✱ Focus Groups Are Conducted in Series: Multiple focus groups

are held to draw out patterns. This is important because multiple ses-sions increase the reliability of the results. The more complex the issue,
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the more focus groups you need to schedule. However, after a certain point, additional sessions become redundant and add little unique information.

✱ Focus Groups Are a Data Collection Procedure: Focus groups

are held to learn about why and how a particular group of people approach an issue. They are frequently used to evaluate a program or policy or to understand product marketing. Focus groups yield infor-mation about the perspective of a target group—how it perceives, feels, and thinks about a specific product, service, or opportunity. These groups are not intended to reach consensus or to decide on potential courses of action.

✱ Focus Groups Have a Focused Discussion: Focus groups are led

by a moderator who seeks to create a nonthreatening environment for all participants. The topics are predetermined and organized prior to the session. The moderator uses a detailed discussion guide of open-ended questions that follow a logical sequence. This discussion guide addresses topics and specific questions relating to the purpose of the focus group. In general, participants have little input into its content. Discussion typically runs from 90 minutes to two and one-half hours. Responses and observations are recorded on the spot.

 

Advantages of Focus Groups

✱ Increase “face validity” (apparent validity) because the data

collection process places a premium on individual contributions

✱ Provide an economical data collection option, depending on the

number of groups conducted and locations selected

✱ Capture a wider range of responses than individual interviews

✱ Reveal insights and nuances that other research methods, such

as surveys, usually cannot

 

Factors That Determine Whether to Use Focus Groups

✱ The purpose of the study

✱ The questions being asked
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✱ The type of data needed

✱ Resource availability (time and cost)

 

When to Use Focus Groups

✱ To understand how people feel and think about a program,

service, or issue

✱ To test an exploratory design as a preliminary study

 

Qualitative and Quantitative Research Methods

 

Focus groups are a tool often used in “qualitative” research, or research that does not use statistical methods as the primary means to gather and sort information. Instead of the numbers used in quantita-tive research, qualitative research is marked by observation—words that describe the issue in question.

Ideally, you will be able to use both quantitative and qualitative methods to learn more about the topic in which you are interested. Neither method is inherently superior. Quantitative and qualitative methods complement each other and each are suited to answer differ-ent types of questions.

 

C O M P A R I N G   Q U A L I T A T I V E   A N D   Q U A N T I T A T I V E

R E S E A R C H   M E T H O D S

 

Elements       Qualitative                 Quantitative

Purpose To describe a situation, gain  To predict something, to 

insight into a particular  reveal the prevalence—

practice, belief, etc.             how widespread is

something?

continued
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continued

Elements       Qualitative                 Quantitative

Format No predetermined response   Standardized measures, 

categories (e.g., question       response categories could ask “How satisfied are   predetermined and you with XYZ program?”)      presupplied (e.g.,

responses could range

from “not at all satisfied”

to “completely satisfied”)

Resulting Data   In-depth explanatory data     Breadth of data from a 

from a small representative    large statistically segment of the population representative segment of

the population

Limitation       Complicates the issue,         Simplifies the issue, can 

cannot generalize results       generalize results to to larger population           larger population

Framework     Draws out pattern from       Tests a hypothesis, uses 

concepts and insights         data to support a

conclusion; may use a

control group

Process         Illustrative explanation and    Numerical aggregation in 

individual responses the form of percentages,

tables, etc.; responses are

clustered

Approach      Subjective                 Objective

Analysis         Interpretative—how and      Statistical—what and 

why                   how many

continued
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continued

Elements       Qualitative                 Quantitative

Analytical        “Face” validity—the results     Statistical reliability Strength        usually look valid

Methods Varied format for group and  Standardized interviews, 

individual interviews; direct  surveys, regression observation                 analysis

 

Overview of Focus Groups adapted from Simply Better, Continuous Improvement, Customers in Focus: A Guide to Conducting and Planning Focus Groups, Project Coordinator, Frank Wilson, pp. 1–6. (Developed by Dr. Joyce Kaser and Susan Rosshirt, 1999. Used by permission.)
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APPENDIX C

 

Focus Group 

 

Interview Guide

 

Adolescents

 

1. Are you glad that you are a boy? Why? Can you identify

particular traits about boys that you are happy to have?

2. Do people treat you differently because you are a boy? Teachers?

Parents? If you have a sister, is there a difference in how your

parents treat her? Peers of the opposite sex? Strangers? Coaches?

Other members of your own sex?

3. Do people treat you differently because of your race, culture, or

ethnicity? If so, how does it make you feel? How do you

respond?

4. How would you describe your friends? How are they like or

unlike you? How do you choose your friends? Do they have to

be cool? What do you describe as cool? What sort of things do

you and your friends do together (music, sports, talk, hang out)?
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5. Do you have close friends of the opposite sex? What is it about

these friends that you like? What do you see as the difference

between a close friend of the opposite sex and a girlfriend? How

are your close friends of the same sex different from your close

friends of the opposite sex?

6. What sort of group activities do you participate in (in or out of

school)? Sports, bands, clubs? How do you decide which groups

to join?

7. Describe your relationships with adults in your life. Are they

good or bad? Parents and other adult family members, teachers,

counselors, coaches?

8. If your relationships with the adults you have just described are

bad, what do you think could be done to make them good?

9. Do you ever feel angry? What/who makes you angry? What do

you do with your anger? What is the worst name you could be

called?

10. Do you ever feel sad? What/who makes you sad? What do you

do with your sadness?

11. When you have a problem, what do you do? Do you seek advice

from others? Who?

12. What are your feelings about homosexuality? Do you know any

homosexual students? Do you or others treat them differently

from your other friends?

13. What can you do to change the way people treat your gender

and think about your gender? How can you work with others for

change?




APPENDIX D

 

Focus Group 

 

Interview Guide

 

Parents

 

1. What qualities do you look for in your son?

2. Are there specific masculine traits?

3. What are the challenges of raising your son in a culture different

from your own?

4. Have you noticed a time when your relationship with your son

changed? If so, when did this occur?

5. Do you treat him differently as a result of this change?

6. How does he treat you?

7. If you also have a daughter, do you treat her differently than

your son? If so, how?

8. How do you view displays of anger and sadness?

9. How does your son deal with anger and sadness?

10. How do you deal with conflict with your son?

11. Do you know who your son’s friends are?
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12. Does your son experience pressure to hang out with one group

over another?

13. What kind of experiences in school has your son had? 14. What kind of interests does your son have? 15. Does your son talk on the phone? With whom? 16. What are some successful ways you can talk to him? 17. How would you describe the media presentation of boys? 18. Do you have any conflict with your spouse in terms of raising

your son?

19. What are your hopes/fears for your son?




APPENDIX E

 

How Vulnerable Is My

 

Teen to Depression?

 

How can you identify the root causes of a child’s depression and steer him toward help? Since much of adolescent depression is a reaction to a combination of stress factors, you can begin by considering the fol-lowing questions. Be alert to the fact that several yes answers in com-bination over the past year can indicate that your child is especially vulnerable to depression.

 

1. Has your child experienced the loss of an important family

member or friend during the last year?

2. Have you and your spouse had significant marital problems

resulting in prolonged conflict or tension?

3. Are you and your child’s other parent divorced? If so, is your

child often asked to relay messages from one parent to the

other? Have you communicated to your son that he’s now the

man of the house?

4. Has your child switched schools with little or no access to his

old friends?
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5. Does your teenager have a chronic illness that limits his activity

and/or isolates him?

6. Do you have high expectations of your child and find yourself

disappointed—allowing your child to know that he failed to

reach your expectations?

7. Is someone in your family very critical of your son? Is he often

referred to as the “difficult one”?

8. Are you a strict or rigid parent with a low tolerance for conflict

or disagreements?

9. Are you overly permissive, with very few rules and regulations?

10. Do you communicate either verbally or nonverbally that

expressing anger is not tolerated in your home?

11. Does your teenager seem to often be the target of criticism,

teasing, or indifference from peers?

12. Does your teenager have difficulty making and maintaining

friendships?

 

Be aware that boys act out depression through many behaviors, some of which look different from classical depression. Even if your son isn’t especially vulnerable to depression based on the above ques-tions, pay close attention to any symptoms of depression you may notice, including:

 

✱ Fatigue

✱ Loss of pleasure in activities he previously enjoyed

✱ Increased intensity

✱ Increased aggression

✱ New interest in “self-medication” (alcohol or drugs)

✱ Shift in interest level in sexual encounters

✱ Harsh self-criticism

✱ Difficulty concentrating

✱ Denial of pain

✱ Overinvolvement with academic work or sports


APPENDIX F

 

 

Violence Fact Sheet 2004

 

A total of 142 cities with a population of 100,000 or more reported both a gang problem and gang homicide data (i.e., the number of homicides involving a gang member) in 2002.1

 

Between 1981 and 1998, 20,775 juveniles aged 7 to 17 committed sui-cide in the United States—nearly as many as were homicide or cancer victims. Males were the victims in 78 percent of these juvenile suicides.2

 

Between the ages of 15 and 19, homicide jumps from the fourth to the second leading cause of death in males, with unintentional accidents leading and suicide following in third place.3

 

Homicide is the only major cause of childhood deaths that has increased over the past three decades.4

 

Firearm injuries are the second leading cause of death for young peo-ple 10 to 24 years of age. For every child killed, four are wounded.5
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Most juvenile victims of hate crimes are male teens; 81 percent of the juvenile victims of hate crimes were aged 12 to 17. Sixty-three percent of hate crimes against juveniles involved violent assaults (simple and aggravated assaults), compared with 39 percent of hate crimes against adults.6

 

Estimates indicate that as many as 5,000 children die each year as a result of mistreatment and abuse from parents or guardians.7

 

All too often, small incidents and minor disagreements can lead to seri-ous violence among teenagers.8 Forty-three percent of high school and 37 percent of middle school boys believe it is okay to hit or threaten a person who makes them angry.9

 

Fact Sheet created by Gretchen Dovholuk, Mid-Atlantic Equity Center, 2004.

1. “Highlights of the 2002 National Youth Gang Survey.” April 2004.

www.ncjrs.org/txtfiles1/ojjdp/fs200401.txt.

2. “Juvenile males were more likely to commit suicide than juvenile females.”

March 2004. www.ncjrs.org/html/ojjdp/196978/page2.html.

3. “Deaths, percent of total deaths, and death rates for the 10 leading causes

of death in selected age groups, by race and sex: United States, 2000.”

National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 50, No. 16, September 16, 2002. 4. Finkelhor, D., and Ormrod, R. “Homicides of Children and Youth.” Office

of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Bulletin, October 2001.

5. “Children and Firearms.” May 2000. www.aacap.org/publications/factsfam/

firearms.htm.

6. Crimes Against Children Research Center (CCRC). “Hate Crimes Against

Juveniles Reported to Police.” www.unh.edu/ccrc/factsheet/hatecrimes

.htm.
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7. The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. “1999 Vio-

lence Fact Sheet.” www.aacap.org/info_families/NationalFacts/99ViolFct

Sh.htm.

8. Lockwood, D. “Violence Among Middle School and High School Students:

Analysis and Implications for Prevention.” Washington, DC: National

Institute of Justice, U.S. Department of Justice, October 1997.

9. Josephson Institute on Ethics. “2000 Report Card: Report #1: The Ethics

of American Youth, Violence and Substance Abuse: Press Release,” April

2, 2001.
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APPENDIX G

 

Guns, Gangs, Harmful

 

Threats, and Injury Are

 

Part of Teen Lives

 

The 2001–02 PRIDE Summary Report—

Violence Survey of Grades 6–12

 

While at school have you . . . %

Carried a gun? 3.6

Carried a knife, club, or other weapon? 15.0

Threatened a student with a gun, knife, or club? 5.3

Threatened to hurt a student by hitting, slapping, 

or kicking? 37.5

Hurt a student by using a gun, knife, or club? 3.5

Hurt a student by hitting, slapping, or kicking? 31.7

Been threatened with a gun, knife, or club by a student 11.7

Had a student threaten to hit, slap, or kick you? 39.7
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Been afraid a student may hurt you? 23.7

Been hurt by a student using a gun, knife, or club? 3.8

Been hurt by a student who hit, slapped, or kicked you? 22.0

 

While NOT at school have you . . .  %

Carried a gun for protection or as a weapon? 13.0

Stolen something worth $5.00 or more? 24.6

Bought or sold drugs? 14.1

 

Other Questions %

Do you take part in gang activities? 12.0

Have you thought about committing suicide? 29.3

Have you been in trouble with the police? 24.8

Have you been caught using drugs? 11.4

Do you watch professional wrestling? 24.8

Do your parents set clear rules for you? (often/a lot) 73.1

Do your parents punish you when you break the rules? 

(often/a lot) 59.1

Do you have an adult, other than your parent or 

guardian, that you talk to about problems? 75.6

 

PRIDE Questionnaire Report. 2001–02. National Summary of Grades 6–12. July 12, 2002, www.pridesurveys.com.




APPENDIX H

 

What Can You Do if You

 

Suspect Your Child Is

 

Involved in a Gang?

 

1. Don’t ignore your suspicions; talk to your child.

2. Watch for signs of involvement, including the use of

unexplained symbols in tattoos, jewelry, and other personal

possessions; money from an unexplained source; new friends

that your child will not allow you to meet; and frequent negative

contacts with the police.

3. Listen to conversations your child has with friends or new

acquaintances.

4. Check your child’s room periodically for signs or symbols.

5. Talk to your child’s teachers about your suspicions.

6. Divert your child’s attention away from friends unknown to you

and into other activities.

7. Ask for help from the many community agencies.
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8. Call the police. They will respond to your questions and if

desired talk with you and your child about gangs.

 

Do not think that a gang is just a phase. Older gang members use newer gang members or people looking to get into the gang by having them take most of the risk. Large quantities of cocaine have been found on newer members, while older members refuse to associate with them when they get caught.

 

Dane County Narcotics and Gang Task Force. “What Can You Do if You Suspect Your Child Is Involved in a Gang?” October 15, 1999, www.ci.madison.wi.us/police/gangfaqs.html.
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