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The Trouble with Boys







Trina Furgerson, who lives in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, was sitting on a small wooden chair listening to a first-grade teacher complain about her son Chance when it began to dawn on her that school has changed in a way that’s bad for boys. The thought startled her. The Furgersons—she’s a Pilates instructor and her husband is a software engineer—consider themselves strong supporters of education and big fans of their local school. Nonetheless, Chance’s teacher had a laundry list of complaints: Chance never came to circle time when he was called; he needed to be asked at least twice. He frequently spoke without raising his hand. He didn’t like to write for very long. He often asked when the class was going to get recess. Sometimes, he went to the bathroom without permission. During art, he used his plastic safety scissors to cut his own bangs. Worst of all, the teacher said, Chance didn’t always pay attention. “He’s never antisocial or aggressive and none of the things that are driving her crazy seemed that big of a deal,” Trina thought to herself. But the teacher was finding so many things wrong with her son that Trina, the mother of two, felt cowed and stayed quiet.

The teacher had a suggestion about how to deal with Chance’s “problems.” When Chance did something wrong at school, she’d make him put a sticker on a chart and recite his misdeed aloud. Then the teacher would write out a description of Chance’s misdemeanor and give the note to him to take home for Trina to sign. Not knowing what else to do—and not wanting to seem uncooperative or resistant—Trina agreed to give it a try.

About three weeks later, when Trina met Chance’s bus, she realized that she had made a terrible mistake. As soon as her six-year-old son felt her arms around him, he collapsed on the ground, convulsed in sobs. He showed her the list of misdeeds the teacher had written out. “Mommy,” he cried, “I just can’t be good!”

At that moment, Trina realized that it was her six-year-old son, Chance, not the school, who needed her support.

“I realized, deep inside of me, that something was very wrong—but not with Chance. The teacher didn’t have bad intentions, but I had allowed her to make my son the problem when really the standards of the school were unrealistic.” It was, she recalls, one of her very worst moments in parenting. As she dried her son’s tears, she vowed to find a better way for him.

Maybe you have a son like Chance—a smart, capable boy—or maybe a teenager, who is starting to struggle in school. Possibly, you’ve had a wake-up call like Trina or are experiencing something that is less dramatic but equally troubling: a growing sense that your school-age son is falling out of love with learning. When he talks about his classroom experience, you’ve begun to notice that he seems fearful, bored, or frustrated. Or maybe you see ways in which he’s disengaged from the classroom altogether. Perhaps you’ve begun to see small but persistent signs that it’s gotten harder to be a schoolboy than you remember.

It turns out that more parents than you can possibly imagine are noticing the same things. For a variety of reasons, some obvious and some very subtle, a great many boys from all walks of life and every community are not thriving in school. Although your son’s trouble may be setting off fireworks in your household, for the most part our schools, our communities, and our elected leaders are ignoring boys’ widespread underachievement. Yet even as some folks turn a blind eye to the problem, the way boys struggle in school has begun to set off a cascade of effects large and small that are likely to change the fabric of our communities for generations.
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Rethinking Ophelia
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SURPRISED? I know I was. For the last seven years, I was a staff writer at Newsweek magazine covering social trends and education. In my job, I got to spend a lot of time in schools talking to teachers, principals, parents, and students of all ages. For several years, I didn’t see what was in front of my face: the myriad ways in which boys are not thriving in the classroom. In my defense, it’s not always easy to pick up on a national trend. Schools reflect the communities they serve, and no one kid, one class, one school, or even one district or state can reflect the colorful and chaotic mosaic that makes up the education system in the United States. Plus, I wasn’t looking for it. As a grateful beneficiary of the feminist movement, I was steeped in literature about the lives and struggles of girls. I knew that poor African American boys had been lagging far behind most other demographic groups for decades. But books like Mary Bray Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls and Carol Gilligan’s seminal work In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development were front and center in my consciousness. Those authors had alerted me to the perilous passage all girls traverse as they move toward womanhood. I’d read research promoted by the well-respected American Association of University Women that purported to show how boys dominate classrooms at the expense of girls. As a journalist, I try to stay aware of my own inevitable biases, but I was focused on the girls. And I wasn’t the only one. I know many smart, sensitive teachers and wonderful principals who take special pains to ensure that their female students get a chance to shine. They are only too aware of the struggles women face in the work world. Those teachers are committed to creating a level playing field for girls in the 50 minutes or so of the world they control.

I’m also the mother of two school-age boys. I’m sure that most mothers of sons will understand me when I say that raising boys is an adventure. Even though I was raised with two brothers, having sons has given me a passport into a world that is sometimes dramatically different from my own. I’ve been amused and sometimes astonished at just how far Mars can be from Venus. My husband and I have been lucky. There have been a few bumps along the way, but for the most part, our sons are doing pretty well. But seeing their experiences, and the experiences of their friends, I began to realize that lots of intelligent boys from good, loving homes are poorly equipped to handle some of the things that schools are demanding of them. Behind their facades of indifference, they often feel a particularly acute form of pain—the kind that comes from knowing that you’re not measuring up.

My aha moment, if you will, came when I was interviewing the headmaster at a prestigious New York private school—the kind that charges $26,000 a year. He was fretting about the lowest-performing students in his middle and high school. He had a real problem, he confided. All of the students in his school had the potential to be high achievers—the admissions office at this particular institution is notoriously selective. Still, students who fell into the lower quartile for grades tended to remain there until graduation. That wasn’t a huge problem in itself. Even if you are educating the cream of the crop, every class is still going to have a bottom quartile. The trouble was that the lowest-performing kids were also unconnected from the rich extracurricular life of the school. Some were behavior problems. Others were simply checked out.

You don’t get to be headmaster of a high-powered private school for nothing. This man was determined to pinpoint what was going wrong for those students. With the help of a researcher, he’d spent months trying to find out what these kids had in common. His results, which he shared with me, were intriguing. The low-performing kids didn’t come from the same racial or ethnic background or even from the same neighborhood. They weren’t scholarship kids from poor families or the Richie Riches who spent school vacations in Europe. They weren’t the athletes, the Goths, or the arty kids either. The only thing those low-performing students had in common, the headmaster told me, was that all but one of them was male.

That triggered a series of questions in my mind. The key one was this: Is there something going on broadly across the population that is affecting the performance of young men in school? And if so, what is it? What I have learned from my many years as a journalist is that a handful of anecdotes and some personal observations don’t make a trend. So I began to pour over data. Lots and lots of it. Here’s what I found.


[image: image]

The New Gender Gap
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How are boys doing? The answer, it turns out, is not very well. In Chapter 1, I detail how they are falling behind, and in the chapters that follow, I detail what that looks like close up and why it’s happening. But for now, let me share with you in brief the statistics that caught my eye. Boys get expelled from preschool at nearly five times the rate of girls. In elementary school, they are diagnosed as having attention problems or learning disorders four times as much as girls and are twice as likely to get held back. Girls used to lag behind in science and math but lately have all but closed the gap. Boys, though, continue to lag badly behind girls in reading and writing, and this gap is growing and getting bigger, not smaller, as boys move from elementary school through high school. Boys’ grades are worse than girls’. Boys are more likely to report being the victims of violent crime. They commit suicide in far greater numbers than girls.

By high school, girls rule. They take harder classes, do better in them, and dominate all extracurricular activities with the exception of sports. More boys than girls drop out. In college, the achievement gap is even more apparent. According to the U.S. Census in the fall of 2005, the most recent year they’ve looked at, 57.2 percent of all undergraduates in the United States were female. In the spring of that same year, 57.4 percent of all bachelor’s degrees in the United States were awarded to women. I also uncovered an ugly and astonishing secret: There are so many highly qualified girls and so few boys at the same level that when selective and well-known colleges—such as Brown, Wesleyan, William and Mary, Tufts University’s School of Arts and Sciences, Kenyon, and Providence College, to name just a few—put together their freshman classes, they favor boys over girls. Some colleges have even quietly begun to experiment with affirmative action–type programs to bring more boys to campus.

I began talking to educational researchers and school administrators to get some firsthand perspective on the “new gender gap.” At one end of the spectrum, I met many competent principals who aren’t aware of the problem. During a sit-down with a high school principal in his office in an affluent suburb of New York City, I heard about the pressures created by school reform, the changing curriculum, and measures this educator was taking to raise the achievement of all students. When I asked him about male underachievement, he contended the issue didn’t exist among his students. At my urging, however, he opened his enrollment roster and counted the number of Advanced Placement classes taken by boys and girls, and he found that girls accounted for more than 70 percent of the enrollment. For a few moments, he appeared stunned. Male underachievement, he stammered, just might be a problem worth looking into.

At the other end of the spectrum, I met many principals—most notably from the lowest and highest socioeconomic sectors of our country—who were pulling out their hair about their underachieving males. “We know we have a boy problem,” said Jeff Gray, the former principal at Foust Elementary School in Owensboro, Kentucky, who revamped the curriculum to address the gender-specific needs of his first-and second-graders. “We can’t ignore it. We need to use every technique and tool at our disposal to address it.” For others, the new gender gap is an issue just now coming into view.

For a lot of interesting reasons that I discuss in Chapter 1, there haven’t been a lot of educators willing to openly discuss boys’ underachievement. A few interesting thinkers—most notably Thomas Mortenson, a senior scholar at the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education—have been sounding the alarm about boys for some time. But for the most part, boy problems have not become part of the national discourse on education. I believe that is about to change. In elite institutions, high-powered, vocal parents of sons are starting to demand change, and principals and headmasters are scrambling to respond. The rest of us find that because of the No Child Left Behind legislation, our schools are engaged in some of the most dramatic efforts at widespread school reform that this country has ever seen. Principals in public schools are now responsible for showing the steady achievement of every pupil from every racial and ethnic subgroup. In an effort to move the needle on school performance, principals are starting to look at the underachievement of males. And they’re finding that it’s an issue well worth talking about.

On a national level, the response to the underachievement of boys has been to continue to focus on the achievement of girls, as if girls, not boys, were the ones having the biggest problems. Most of the elected leaders I’ve spoken to were familiar with the statistics on college matriculation, for instance, but they expressed profound skepticism about the public’s capacity to perceive nuance. The politicians feared that if they raised concerns about boys they ran the risk of being misunderstood. In the 1990s, the struggles of girls were so vividly documented and widely reported that in the minds of most people, girls remain a vulnerable and disadvantaged group. Politicians also worried that any effort to improve the performance of boys might be interpreted as an attempt to interfere with the exhilarating achievements of smart, ambitious young females. From the statehouse to the White House, the elected officials I spoke to acknowledged the seriousness of the problem but believed that they lacked the political capital to take it on.

I also began talking to a lot of boys—probably 250 in all—in school and in their homes. I sat in so-called model classrooms where, for a full 50 minutes, the teacher led her girls in a lively discussion of Zora Neale Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God while the boys sat as still and silent as stones. I listened to the life story of a handsome young man, the son of Ivy League–educated parents, who described how he ended up at community college while his older sister went off to Duke. Some boys got tired of teachers telling them to sit down and stop fidgeting. Others believed their friends who told them that studying was “for girls.” Others looked at school as a game they couldn’t win, so they refused to play. Many boys told me their bleak tales of frustration, dejection, and—most of all—promise unfulfilled. Through these interviews, the data-driven portrait of male underachievement began to grow some sinew and bone. The new gender gap can take a big toll on a boy, of course, but it’s hard on his parents, too. During many interviews, moms and dads of struggling sons teetered between frustration and fear. I listened to a mom weep as she recounted how her son’s kindergarten teacher suggested her little boy might have “better days” if she gave him Ritalin. Some parents described the enduring pain of watching one disappointing school year bleeding into the next and seeing what their sons could not—that each D or F was an opportunity lost.

Most parents stood by as doors were slammed shut on their sons. Many blamed themselves. “I know it sounds crazy,” said one mom who had a daughter attending an Ivy League school and a son who barely made it through high school, “but for the longest time, I felt like I just didn’t do a good enough job with him.” Most parents blamed their sons. “I thought it was just him” is something I heard over and over. Lately, however, I’ve been getting the sense that lots of parents aren’t willing to stand by silently anymore.

In my research, I also uncovered a wide range of experts—psychologists, historians, demographers, school administrators, behavioral scientists, psychiatrists, sociologists, brain researchers, educational researchers, teachers, and therapists—who are analyzing the boy problem from every angle. I looked at newly founded organizations, innovative programs, consultants, psychologists, and academics, who were already thinking hard about how to attack the boy problem. Some, like psychologists Michael Thompson, coauthor of Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, and Michael Gurian, coauthor of The Minds of Boys: Saving Our Sons from Falling Behind in School and Life were already well known. Others, some of whom you will meet in these pages, were operating in relative obscurity. I began crisscrossing the country, conducting interviews with smart people who are looking for solutions to the boy problem.

In the winter of 2006, I wrote a cover story for Newsweek based on the research I had done so far. The cover featured a cluster of boys, struggling readers, from an elementary school in Colorado that is putting a big emphasis on boosting the achievement of low-performing boys. The cover bore the headline “The Boy Crisis.” Inside, was a nine-page story titled “The Trouble with Boys.” I worked hard to describe the issues as clearly as I could with as much nuance as possible. I tried to present a thorough picture of the disquieting trend emerging from Florida to California. My underlying idea was this: There are many ways in which boys are struggling at school. What is it about being male in today’s schools that seems to confer such a pronounced disadvantage on so many? Have schools changed? Have boys changed? I described programs and approaches that were catching on with people concerned about the problem. I was unprepared for the response.

Within a day of my story appearing on the Web and on the newsstands, I was deluged with e-mails, calls, and letters. Most of the writers were moms. Many of these women were empowered, passionate, and articulate. All of them were mothers of sons. They wrote to thank me for writing an article that touched on the central drama of their family life—the subtle and sometimes profound ways in which their sons were mismatched with school. They asked me to write more on the subject and offered me lots of ideas about how the new gender gap took hold and why it is growing. They freely shared their families’ experiences—some troubling, some painful, some inspiring, some deeply hilarious.

They asked me to look at specific questions: In what ways have our boys changed? Our schools are being transformed, but could these reforms actually be hurting young men? And what about society? Maybe today’s parents, with their heightened expectations and close connections to their kids, were actually making life harder rather than easier for boys. Some put the blame squarely on the video game industry. Could these panoramas of hyperviolence actually dampen a boy’s appetite for real learning? Why were boys lagging in reading and writing? What about single-sex school or single-sex classes in mixed-gender schools? Would they help? How could parents make their sons ambitious for a college education? Some suggested that I look at the changing gender roles. Perhaps one of the unforeseen by-products of the feminist movement was to leave boys rudderless in a changing world. I was amazed at the volume of mail and delighted at the richness and depth of the subject that lay before me. I was encouraged and energized.

A minority of readers didn’t like the story. One woman wrote in complaining because Newsweek had dedicated so much space in the magazine to the topic. “Girls have been oppressed by men since the dawn of time,” she commented wryly. “Now we’re on top for a nanosecond and it’s a crisis?” I sympathized. She’s right, of course. But then I tried to imagine how difficult it would be to explain that position to the parents of a nine-year-old boy who is stuck in the slowest reading group. Yes, your son is not reading at grade level. But don’t worry. After all, men have dominated women for centuries. That’s a conversation I wouldn’t want to be part of. It would be uncomfortable and offensive. One of the enduring effects of the civil rights and feminist movements has been to cement the idea in parents that all children, regardless of their race and gender, have the capacity to succeed in school.

I became aware that my story was being used as fodder in an ongoing debate. By writing about boys and school, I had inadvertently stepped into the protracted war between academic feminists and the people who despise them. Right-wing groups claimed my story was “proof” that feminists had somehow ruined public education. Feminist academics shouted “Backlash!” Talking about the underachievement of boys, they claimed, was simply a way of diverting attention from the needs of girls. Black and Hispanic boys are not faring well, they conceded, but women of all backgrounds still struggle for equity in the workplace. Newsweek, they charged, was mounting an effort to leach oxygen out of important workplace issues. One writer suggested that anyone who was concerned about the problems of boys was uncomfortable with the success of girls in school. I explore this criticism more closely in Chapter 3.

I began to wonder, Were the politicians I spoke to correct after all? Was the American public blind to nuance? I began to wonder if this kind of bare-knuckle gender politicking wasn’t at least part of the reason why the new gender gap has grown unchecked. I began to wonder how we could look beyond ideology. Most of the parents I’ve met want the best for their daughters as well as for their sons. We’re all proud of the gains girls have made and continue to make in education. Whether we make our homes in red America or blue America, most of us sympathize with the struggles women continue to face to get equal pay for equal work. Nevertheless, we need to have a rational conversation about what is ailing boys without being forced to take sides in a cultural debate left over from 1974.

In my research, I’ve found ample evidence that many boys at all levels of society are struggling. I’ve talked to principals from impoverished inner-city schools in Chicago and from affluent private schools outside Philadelphia, and I’ve found that they are asking variations of the same question: What is it about males that makes them achieve less in school than females achieve?

That’s a vexing question, especially when we’re talking about such different kids. The social capital of a black boy raised in poverty in Chicago, for instance, is very different from that of a fair-haired, football-playing boy attending a private school in one of the city’s affluent suburbs. But when you compare those boys not to each other but to their female counterparts from similar backgrounds, it becomes obvious that something about being male is undermining their academic success.

What is it? Is it something in the way we’re teaching them? And even if we can identify the problem, how can we help boys do better in school without hurting girls? As an education writer, I believe these are crucial questions—and their answers will shape our future. We won’t find them, though, until we begin a thorough investigation of the problem.
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What You Can Expect from Reading This Book
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THIS is not the kind of book in which the author, having made up her mind, sets out in two hundred or so pages to prove to the reader that her initial ideas are correct. Since my cover story was published in Newsweek, I’ve had an opportunity to do more than a year’s worth of detailed, thorough reporting and thoughtful analysis. I’m not trying to bolster or defend any particular ideology. I’ll try to point out where my own biases shaped my thinking. I’ll tell you what conclusions I’ve come to, but I’ll also tell you when research about a particular topic is contradictory or simply not clear.

Before you begin, let me wave a flag: If you want to simply place blame or to read about someone grinding an ax, this book is probably not for you. To me, the problems with boys seem too broad and too serious to point an accusatory finger at teachers, schools, trends in parenting, feminism, or those old favorite whipping boys “the media” and “society.” We raise our children in the way we do for some very good reasons. There’s a fascinating story behind the reasons why schools do what they do. To understand the problem, it was helpful, maybe even necessary, for me to take a step back, to see how we got here in order to see where we might go. My goal is to look at the boy problem fairly, clearly, and compassionately—and to take you along for the ride.

I’ve come to believe that the biggest roadblocks to change are three myths that our culture is perpetuating about boys. The first myth is that for males, school achievement doesn’t matter. That is an outdated notion and demonstrably false. The second myth revolves around the idea that boys who struggle early on eventually will catch up. At this juncture, that is probably true for boys from the richest families—those who enmesh their sons in support services like tutors, psychopharmacological aids, SAT coaches, and academic camps, to ensure they get into some kind of college. But the majority of middle-class and poor boys who struggle never catch up, and the consequences for them are devastating. The third and possibly most powerful myth is that schools “have always done it this way.” To the contrary, schools are social institutions, and they constantly change to reflect the prevailing wisdom of the day. Today’s tradition was yesterday’s fad. And believe it or not, that’s good news. If schools are failing boys, they can—in fact, they must—evolve to better serve all children.

What should we do? I’ve come to distrust the easy and obvious solutions, and I urge you to do the same. Some terrific innovative thinkers are looking at the boy problem, but a great many ideas are floating around about boys and school that ultimately may do more harm than good. I’m going to show you why you should think deeply about this problem, and I’m going to help you separate useful programs—ones that actually help our boys—from ones that merely make parents or teachers feel better. Remember: In many cases, there’s a big gap between what we think will help boys and what has proven to be effective. This book will sensitize you to the ways in which boys run into trouble, provide you with information on how some schools have adapted, and give you some ideas about when and how to press for change.

If you’re anything like me, your time is at a premium. If you are an educator, I know your days are jam-packed. If you’re a parent, I realize that reading a book can take a backseat to working, getting a hot meal on the table, or holding up your end of the carpool. With an eye on the busy reader, I’ve worked hard to boil down a great deal of information into an accessible form. In Chapter 1, I hit you with a lot of facts and figures, but I think it’s important for you to understand the scope of the problem. From time to time, I offer a little history about gender and education, too. Women’s Studies 101 might not seem too important if you and your son are locked in a battle royale over math homework, but bear with me. There are good reasons why some smart people get twitchy when they hear talk about programs to help boys. You’re going to run into those folks, so you might as well know where they’re coming from. I believe the more we understand about this problem and where it comes from, the better and more efficient our response can be.

I thought a lot about how to lay out the information in this book so it will be most useful to you. With a couple of exceptions, I structured the book so that you come across issues and debates in the order in which they are likely to touch a boy—and his family—as he grows and moves through school. After I lay out the problem, in Chapters 7 to 11 I address specific issues that bedevil young boys—too much fidgeting, scattered attention, problems in reading, the lack of male teachers—and I consider what we can do about them. Chapter 12 on the “boy brain” comes at the end of that series because late in childhood is the time when many parents seem to realize that there’s something going on with gender that is larger than simple environment and conditioning. Chapters 13 to 15 are aimed at parents and teachers of adolescent boys and focus on video games and some broader psychosocial concerns. If your son is struggling in his middle school years and you are considering an alternative such as a single-sex school you may find Chapter 14, about boys’ schools, helpful. Chapters 16 to 19 are about high schools and college and the problems that sometimes affect young adult males in those settings. Interspersed throughout the chapters are short vignettes dubbed “Notes from the Front.” They will give you ideas about what is being done to help boys around the country. At the end of some chapters, I pass along specific suggestions that teachers, school administrators, and parents of boys have made to me in the course of my research. I’m aware that your son’s issues are unique to your particular family, school, and community, but the suggestions seemed to be useful and sensible ideas that are well worth a try.

What almost everyone quoted in this book can agree on is that we need to change things—some big and some small—in order to help young men who are struggling succeed. We need to figure out what those changes must be. Then we need to take action. I hope this book gives you not only information but some inspiration, too.
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