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The Riddle


I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TO SAY.


I’d just finished speaking to a parents’ group in Calgary, Alberta. The talk—about the subtleties of difference between how girls and boys learn, how they play, and how they are motivated—had gone well. I have been doing these talks for parents’ groups, and for schools, since 2001. I’m pretty comfortable with the format.


The presentation is the easy part. The questions afterward are more difficult.


“Dr. Sax, my son Billy is very bright,” one father said.1 “We’ve had him tested, twice, and both times his overall IQ has been in the 130 range. But he just has no motivation to learn.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“I mean that he doesn’t do his homework and he won’t study for tests. He doesn’t seem to care whether he gets an A or a C or an F.”


“How old is he?” I asked.


“Sixth grade.”


“Umm. What does he like to do in his spare time?” I asked.


“Actually Billy loves to read. Science fiction mostly. He just refuses to read the books the school assigns. I don’t know why he seems to hate school so much. It’s a good school.”


“Which school does he attend?” I asked.


Dad named a local private school that I knew was regarded as one of the best in the city. Class sizes at that school are small. The teachers are well trained and highly regarded.


Stall for time. “Have you spoken with anyone at the school?” I asked.


He nodded. “The school counselor thinks Billy might have ADD, but I just don’t buy that. How could he have ADD? He’s read Isaac Asimov’s entire Foundation trilogy twice. He can quote whole passages from The Lord of the Rings; he’s even memorized some of the poems in Elvish. That just doesn’t sound to me like a boy who has ADD. Billy loves to read. He just doesn’t like school.”


I paused. I wanted to say that I couldn’t give any specific advice without meeting Billy myself and doing my own evaluation, an evaluation that would probably take at least an hour. That was the truth—but I knew it would sound like a cop-out, since I was flying out early the next morning to return home. There would be no time to meet with Billy on this trip.


While I hesitated, a woman spoke up: “My son’s in a similar predicament, but he’s younger. Second grade. Outside of school my Jason is as sweet as an angel. But he’s been sent to the principal’s office several times now for hitting other kids. Each time, he says he was just playing. He’s never actually hurt anybody, but the teachers say they have to refer any child who hits another child. Referral to a specialist is mandatory after three episodes. So now they’re saying that I have to have Jason evaluated.”


I wanted to point out that Jason’s predicament wasn’t in any way similar to Billy’s situation. Billy hasn’t been hitting anybody, but he seems to lack the motivation to succeed at school. Jason’s problems seem to be behavioral, not motivational. But I knew better than to say that.


I just didn’t know what to say. So I turned the tables. I asked the parents a question of my own: “How many of you are in a similar situation: You have a son who’s having problems with school, or some kind of issues with school, but it’s not clear why?”


About half the parents raised their hands.


“I’d like to hear from you, then. What do you think is going on? Do you have any thoughts as to why your son is having a problem?”


“School has become too academic,” one father said immediately. “Kindergarten isn’t kindergarten anymore. My son, and my daughter last year, came home with homework their first week of kindergarten. Can you imagine assigning homework to kids in kindergarten? Five-year-old kids with an hour of homework to do. It’s crazy. No wonder kids hate school.”


Several parents nodded. But why would that affect boys more than girls? I wanted to ask. Another father said, “The schools have become feminized. The only man at my son’s elementary school is the janitor. The teachers all want the students to sit still and be quiet. For some boys, that’s not easy.”


“It’s not the teachers who are to blame,” a woman said firmly. “It’s the kids. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to give offense, but kids today are lazy. The boys especially. They’d rather just sit at home and play video games. They wouldn’t go to school at all if it were up to them. I know a boy across the street who doesn’t do anything except play video games. He doesn’t do homework. He doesn’t help around the house. He doesn’t play sports. It’s just video games, video games, video games.”


More nods.


“When I was their age, we had to walk to school, three miles each way, no matter the weather,” an older man said. “We didn’t have any of these school buses you see nowadays. We had to walk. Even in the snow. And I’ll tell you one thing. When you’ve walked three miles in the snow to get to school, you make darn sure you learn something. You don’t want that long walk to be for nothing. I think it motivates you. Nowadays the kids get chauffeured everywhere. No wonder they don’t have any motivation. They don’t have to work for anything.”


No one made any reply. After a moment, a young woman said, “I read somewhere that plastic might have something to do with it.”


“How do you mean?” I asked.


“Something about plastic. And hormones in beef. Toxins. They mess up children’s brains. That’s why so many boys are having problems.”


That sounds a little far-fetched, I wanted to say. But I’ve learned that it’s best to humor the people with the wackiest ideas—while still expressing courteous skepticism, so that the sane people won’t think you’ve completely lost your marbles. “But why would those toxins affect boys differently from girls?” I asked politely. “Aren’t girls and boys equally exposed?”


“I don’t know. It just does,” the woman said.


I have now spoken at more than 400 venues around the United States, Australia, Canada, England, Germany, Italy, Mexico, New Zealand, Scotland, Spain, and Switzerland. Scenes similar to the one described above have been repeated many times. I’ve engaged in ongoing correspondence with parents and teachers who are struggling to encourage boys to work up to their potential. And of course I’ve seen many such boys as a family physician, first in Maryland and more recently in Pennsylvania.


I’ve heard any number of explanations for why so many boys are having trouble connecting with school. Some parents blame the school. In some cases, Mom believes it’s because the boy’s father walked out when her son was little, so he’s never had a strong male role model. Others blame video games or “society” or plastics or Hollywood. One parent even blamed Hillary Clinton. Another blamed the American involvement in Iraq.


“What’s the connection between Iraq and your son’s problems in school?” I asked that parent.


“Our country is spending so much money on Iraq, when we ought to be spending money on the schools,” she replied.


But how would spending more money on public schools help your son? I wondered. Your son attends a private school.


But I didn’t ask that question. I wasn’t interested in having an argument. I was interested in finding some answers.


I’m a family physician. For 18 years I lived and worked in the same suburb of Washington, DC, where we had more than 7,000 patients in our practice. I saw hundreds of families where the girls are the smart, driven ones, while their brothers are laid-back and unmotivated. The opposite pattern—with the boy being the intense, successful child while his sister is relaxed and unconcerned about her future—is rare. Since relocating to Pennsylvania, I have observed the same pattern in the Philadelphia suburbs.


It’s not just Maryland or Pennsylvania, either. As you and I review what’s known about this problem, we will see that the problem of boys disengaging from school and from the American dream is widespread. It affects every variety of community: urban, suburban, and rural; white, black, Asian, and Hispanic; affluent, middle-income, and low-income.


The end result of this spreading malaise is becoming increasingly familiar. Emily (or Maria or Destiny) goes to college, she earns her degree, she gets a job. She has a life. Justin (or Carlos or Damian) may go to college for a year, or two, or six, and he may or may not get a degree, but he doesn’t get as far. If he goes to college he’s likely to have a great time there, in part because there are now roughly three girls at college for every two boys. At some universities, there are now two young women for every young man. But the young women at college are more likely to be studying while the young men are goofing off.2 That boy just doesn’t seem to have the drive that his sister has. I know one family where the daughter graduated in four years with a double major, in Chinese language and in international business. Immediately upon graduation she had multiple job offers in the $100,000 range. Her brother attended the same university and graduated in six years with a degree in anthropology. He’s working part-time at Starbucks and living at home with his parents.


But here’s what’s really strange, and new, about this picture: that young man isn’t bothered by his situation. His parents are. His girlfriend, if she hasn’t left him yet, is at least having second thoughts about him. But he seems to be oblivious to their concerns as he surfs the Net on the computer his parents have provided, or plays video games on the flat-screen television his parents bought for him.


But haven’t boys always been that way?


During the question-and-answer section of another one of my talks focusing specifically on boys, one father objected: “Dr. Sax, I’m not hearing anything new here. Haven’t boys always regarded school as a boring waste of time? Wasn’t that pretty much Tom Sawyer’s attitude? What’s changed?”


He’s got a point. There’s a long tradition of iconic American boys who disdain school, from Tom Sawyer to Ferris Bueller. But while those boys weren’t heavily invested in school, they were still highly motivated to succeed—on their own terms, pursuing their own schemes. Tom Sawyer is determined to outwit Injun Joe, to go exploring with Huck Finn, and to win the affection of Becky Thatcher. Ferris Bueller disdains school because he has other more important and engaging missions to accomplish in the real world—which for him is any world outside of school.


What’s troubling about so many of the boys I see in the office, or the boys I hear about from parents and teachers, is that they don’t have much passion for any real-world activity. Some of the boys are seriously engaged in video games, but as we’ll see in chapter 3, the video games these boys play seldom connect with the real world—unless you want to race cars or fly combat aircraft. The boys I’m most concerned about don’t disdain school because they have other real-world activities they care about more. They disdain school because they disdain everything unless they can manipulate it on a screen. Nothing in the real world really excites them.


Even more disturbing is the fact that so many of these boys seem to regard their laid-back, couldn’t-care-less attitude as being somehow quintessentially male. “You need to care about what grade you get. It’s important,” one mother told her son.


“Girls care about getting good grades. Geeks care about grades. Normal guys do not care about grades,” her 14-year-old son informed her in a matter-of-fact tone. That’s just the way it is—for that boy. For many boys, not caring about anything has become the mark of true guydom. This attitude is something new, as we’ll see in more detail beginning in the next chapter.


The hostility I’m seeing toward school among so many boys—no longer confined to black and Latino boys in low-income neighborhoods, but now including white boys in affluent suburbs—is also new. If you’re my age or older, you can remember when the Beach Boys had a major hit with their song “Be True to Your School”: “Be true to your school / just like you would to your girl.” That song describes a boy who is proud to wear a sweater emblazoned with the name of the school, a boy who insists that allegiance to one’s school should be on a par with the enthusiasm a boy has for his girlfriend. There is no trace of irony in the song. If you’re my age or older, you remember Sam Cooke singing “Don’t know much about history . . . but maybe by being an A-student, baby / I could win your love for me,” in his song “Wonderful World.” That was a #1 hit song in the United States, five decades ago. It’s hard to imagine any popular male vocalist singing such a line today, except as a joke. Can you imagine Akon or Eminem or Justin Bieber singing, without irony and in all seriousness, about wanting to earn an A in geometry, in order to impress a girl? I can’t.


These changes may be insignificant by themselves, but they are symptomatic of something deeper. As we’ll see in the next chapter, a growing proportion of boys are disengaging from school. More and more of them will tell you that school is a bore, a waste of time they endure each day until the final bell rings. As far as that boy is concerned, his real life—the life he cares about—only begins each day when the final bell rings, allowing him finally to leave school and do something he really cares about. “What he really cares about” may be playing video games, hanging out with his friends, or doing drugs and alcohol. It may be anything at all—except for school or anything connected with school.


“But you need to care about your schoolwork, or you won’t get into a good college,” his mom says.


“I hate school,” her son answers. “It’s like prison. I’m just doing my time till they let me out. Then I’m done. Why would I want to sign up for four more years?”


The university is where the gender gap in motivation really shows up. Men are the minority at college, and they have been for three decades now. Women are now more likely to attend college than their brothers are; and, once enrolled, women are now more likely than their brothers to earn a degree.3 Among those pursuing advanced degrees in American universities, women now outnumber men by 59 percent to 41 percent.4


Over the past five decades, college campuses have undergone a sex change: they’ve changed from majority male to majority female. Here are the numbers for the male proportion of students enrolled in four-year colleges and universities in the United States, from 1970 to 2014:


1970: 57.7 percent of undergraduate students were male


1980: 47.7 percent were male


1990: 45.0 percent were male


2000: 43.9 percent were male


2010: 43.3 percent were male


2014: 43.1 percent were male5


Let’s be clear. Successful young women are not the problem. Unsuccessful young men are the problem. The fact that more women are attending college and graduating from college is good news. Our question is: Why can’t their brothers keep up with them? Why didn’t we level out at 50 percent and stay there? Why are men now in the minority?


Colleges and universities now are scrambling to recruit qualified males. One mother told me that when it was time for her son to apply to college, she had some concerns. Her recollection of her own college experiences 30 years ago led her to worry that admission offices would discriminate against her son, because, after all, he is a white male. “Instead,” she said in her e-mail to me, “I found that males today are on the receiving end of a kind of affirmative action for any boy who tests well. This gets them into college, but doesn’t teach them how to cope with the bigger choices they will eventually have to face.”


Young men attending four-year colleges and universities today are now significantly less likely than their female peers to earn high honors or to graduate. Forty years ago, the opposite was true: in that era, young men were more likely than young women to graduate.6 Today, Justin is significantly less likely than his sister Emily to go to college, less likely to do well at college, less likely to graduate from college, and less likely to earn a graduate degree.7 This is not primarily an issue of race or class. We’re talking about brothers and sisters from the same family. They have the same parents, the same resources.


Not all boys have been infected by this weird new virus of apathy. Some are still as driven and intense as their sisters. They still want the same independence, financial and otherwise, for which we expect young people to strive. Because we still see some of these successful young men around us, it’s easy to miss the reality that more young men than ever before are falling by the wayside on the road to the American dream. The end result: frantic parents wondering why their son can’t, or won’t, get a life. He’s adrift, floating wherever the currents in the sea of his life may carry him—which may be no place at all.


Why does one young man succeed, while another young man from the same neighborhood—or even the same household—drifts along, unconcerned?


Where is he headed?


Is there anything you can do about it?


Those will be the central questions that you and I will explore together.


I HAVE BEEN RESEARCHING THIS ISSUE FOR THE PAST 15 YEARS. IN 2001, I wrote an academic paper on this topic for a journal published by the American Psychological Association.8 In 2005, I published my first book, Why Gender Matters. That book was in part a progress report on my research on this question; I also addressed some of the ways in which American society has become toxic to girls, a topic that I explored at greater length in my third book, Girls on the Edge.


In addition to being a board-certified family physician, I have the advantage of being a PhD psychologist with a background in scholarly research. So I’ve been able to investigate what I’m seeing, quantitatively and systematically. I’ve talked with parents and with their sons in large cities like New York, Chicago, Toronto, and Los Angeles, as well as in smaller cities like Daytona Beach and San Antonio and Cleveland and Calgary and Memphis. I’ve visited schools in affluent suburbs like Chappaqua, New York, and Lake Forest, Illinois, and Potomac, Maryland, as well as in low-income neighborhoods in North Philadelphia and South Dallas and Columbus, Ohio; and also in diverse rural communities, such as Camden, Alabama; Yakutat, Alaska; and Devils Lake, North Dakota.


The first edition of this book was published in 2007. In the years since, I have heard hundreds of additional stories from parents, teachers, friends, and researchers who are concerned about this issue, as well as from the boys themselves. You will find some of those stories in these pages. And I have systematically updated and expanded the scholarly references.


I think I have figured out what’s going on. I have identified five factors that are driving this phenomenon. I’m also finally in a position to share some strategies to improve the odds, to decrease the likelihood that your son will succumb to this epidemic of apathy—as well as practical tips for helping your son find his way back if he’s already disengaged.


More Than Just School


This book begins with an evaluation of how the theory and practice of education have changed over the past 40 years, and how those changes have caused a growing proportion of boys to disengage from school. That’s the first factor, which I take up in chapter 2. But this book is about much more than boys disengaging from school. In chapter 5, for example, we will consider evidence that some characteristics of modern life—toxins found in the food we eat and the water we drink—may have the net effect of emasculating boys. We will see that the average young man today has a sperm count much lower than what his grandfather had at the same age. Likewise, a young boy today has bones that are significantly more brittle than a boy of the same age 30 years ago. The explanations for the drop in sperm counts and for the decline in bone density are linked, as we will see. We will find that the mother who said something about “plastics” may not be so wacky, after all.


In chapter 3, we will explore in detail the controversy surrounding video games. We will try to understand why many boys are at risk of becoming addicted to video games, and why girls are at lower risk. I will share evidence-based guidelines to help you decide which video games are OK for your son to play, and which are not; and also, how much time is OK to spend playing video games, and how much is too much.


In chapter 4, I talk at length about the growing tendency to prescribe medications such as Adderall, Ritalin, Concerta, Metadate, Focalin, Vyvanse, and other stimulants to children, particularly boys. We will explore research suggesting that these medications may have adverse consequences that your doctor may not know about—adverse consequences not for cognitive function, but for motivation. The most serious cost of taking these medications may be a loss of drive.


In chapter 6, we will begin to calculate the consequences of these four factors—not only in terms of academic achievement, but also in outcomes that are harder to quantify: outcomes such as pursuing a real-world goal or sustaining a romantic relationship. Chapter 7 introduces a fifth factor, which I call “the revenge of the forsaken gods.” In the closing chapter, chapter 8, I try to pull all five factors together and consider specific strategies that parents, educators, counselors, and others involved in the lives of boys and young men might usefully deploy. I also recommend some relevant strategies at various points throughout each chapter.


PLEASE DON’T MISUNDERSTAND ME. WHEN I TALK ABOUT THE problems I’m seeing in the boys whom I encounter in the office, I’m not saying that girls don’t have problems. Girls have problems too. I know roughly as many parents who are concerned about their daughters as I know parents who are concerned about their sons. But the problems are different.


       •  “I told my 11-year-old daughter that under no circumstances would her father and I allow her to buy those low-rise jeans. I just couldn’t believe that any store would even have such an item on sale for girls her age. But she said we were totally clueless. When her father and I held our ground, she started shouting ‘You’re ruining my life! Why do you hate me?!’ How are we supposed to handle that?”


       •  “My Samantha has never had any problems making friends. But something happened at the start of 8th grade. She says that her best friend—or the girl she thought was her best friend—totally betrayed her and started saying things about her that aren’t true. Cruel things. And now she’s the odd girl out. I hear her crying at night into her pillow and it breaks my heart, it really does. But I don’t know what to do. She doesn’t want me to interfere.”


       •  “Caitlyn is always talking about how she wants to be a size two or a size zero. She looks beautiful just the way she is: five feet four, 120 pounds, size four or size six depending on the label. Everybody says what a pretty girl she is. Still she’s always talking about how fat she is and how she needs to lose weight. I’m worried she’s at risk for an eating disorder.”


These are serious problems, as difficult and as consequential as the boys’ issues I will address throughout the book. I explored those problems at length in my third book, Girls on the Edge. But the problems the girls face are different from the boys’. The girls’ problems are no less important. Just different.


This book is about boys—and the five factors driving their growing apathy and lack of motivation.
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The First Factor


Changes at School


Your son is 5 years old. He’s smart. He’s friendly. But at your first conference with his kindergarten teacher, she tells you that your son is fidgety and has trouble sitting still. “He’s not doing as well as he could be. And it’s very distracting to the other children,” she says. She suggests that you may want to have him tested for ADHD, Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. “There was a boy in my class just like your son, last year,” she says reassuringly. “He was bright, just like your son, but he had trouble doing what was expected of him. We all knew he could do better. He was such a smart boy. Just like your son. The pediatrician suggested Adderall. I’ll tell you something, going on Adderall made a world of difference for that boy. It was like night and day. He became a really excellent student.”


“But I don’t think my son needs to be on medication,” you say. “And—he’s only 5 years old.”


“Well, we could just put him in the play group,” the teacher says. “Those are the kids who aren’t ready to learn to read and write. Every child is different, we understand that. In the play group, he could run around, and jump up and down, without distracting the other children.”


“The play group?” you say. “But I thought the play group was for slow learners. My son is not a slow learner.”


“I agree,” the teacher says. “That’s why I think you should have him tested.”


THREE DECADES AGO, A PASTOR NAMED ROBERT FULGHUM PUBLISHED a slim book of essays entitled All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. Pastor Fulghum’s book stayed on the New York Times best-seller list for nearly two years, selling over 15 million copies. The title essay emphasized the key lesson he himself had learned in kindergarten, namely, to “live a balanced life,” by which he meant that every day one should


Learn some and think some and draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some.


Sounds nice.


Pastor Fulghum was drawing on recollections of his own kindergarten experience in 1942–1943 along with the kindergarten experiences of his four children in the 1960s and early 1970s. But even while the pastor’s book was selling millions, celebrating the kindergarten he and his children had known, kindergarten was changing. Pastor Fulghum had written about how children in kindergarten actually could “draw and paint and sing and dance and play.” But that’s no longer true. Today, most kids don’t “draw and paint and sing and dance and play” in kindergarten. They learn to read and write. As the superintendent of my own school district proudly wrote, the 21st-century kindergarten needs to be “rigorous” and “academic.”1 Traditional kindergarten activities such as finger painting and duck-duck-goose have been largely eliminated in most public schools and in many private schools across North America, replaced by a relentless focus on learning to read and write. “Kindergarten” isn’t kindergarten anymore, as that parent in Calgary correctly observed in the opening of chapter 1. Kindergarten has become 1st grade. Today, the kindergarten curriculum at most North American schools, both public and private, looks very much like the 1st-grade curriculum in the 1970s. It’s all about learning to read and write.


Why Is That a Problem?


In the past decade, a flood of research has demonstrated large sex differences in how the brains of girls and boys develop. There are big sex differences in how genes are expressed in a girl’s brain compared with a boy’s brain, even before birth.2 Gray matter develops earlier and faster in girls, with the result that the gray matter in the brain of the average adolescent girl is about 2 years more mature than that of the same-age boy.3 Increasing testosterone levels are associated with increased thickness of the visual cortex in boys’ brains, but with decreased thickness of the visual cortex in girls’ brains.4 The different regions of the brain develop in a different sequence and tempo in girls compared with boys: in some regions of the brain, such as the parietal gray matter—the region of the brain most involved with integrating information from different sensory modalities—girls and boys develop along similar trajectories, but the pace of the girls’ development is roughly 2 years ahead of the boys’. In other regions, such as temporal gray matter—the region of the brain most involved with spatial perception and object recognition—girls and boys develop along similar trajectories, but the pace of the boys’ development is slightly faster than the girls’. In yet other regions, such as occipital gray matter—visual cortex—the trajectories of brain development are remarkably different, with no overlap between girls and boys. In this region of the brain, girls between 6 and 10 years of age show rapid development, while boys in the same age group do not. After 14 years of age, this area begins to diminish slightly in girls—the amount of brain tissue in this region actually shrinks in girls over 14—while in boys over 14 this area is growing at a rapid pace.5


It’s important to remember that brain maturation is often associated with a pruning, or reduction, in the size of brain regions. The fact that one region of the brain is shrinking in teenage girls while the same region is growing in teenage boys doesn’t mean that boys are smarter than girls, or that girls are smarter than boys. It just means that girls and boys are different. Differences do not imply an order of rank. Oranges and apples are different, but that doesn’t mean oranges are better than apples. Ovaries and testicles are different, but that doesn’t mean that ovaries are better than testicles.


Girls’ brains not only mature differently from boys’ brains. They may function differently as well. Based on their studies of magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans and brain connectivity in 949 individuals 8 to 22 years of age, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine concluded that “male brains are structured to facilitate connectivity between perception and coordinated action, whereas female brains are designed to facilitate communication between analytical and intuitive processing modes.”6


In view of the research demonstrating large and robust differences in the development of girls’ brains compared with boys’ brains, you might expect to find that teachers and school administrators are trying hard to accommodate girl/boy differences in learning. But if that’s what you expect, you will be disappointed. Most teachers and most school administrators are not familiar with this research. Instead, many have been taught that gender is nothing more than a “social construct,” no different from race or social class.


Imagine visiting a 21st-century kindergarten—which is to say, a kindergarten where children are expected to do what 1st-graders were expected to do 30 or 40 years ago, a kindergarten where children are expected to sit quietly and learn about digraphs and diphthongs. It’s common to find that the teacher has divided the children into two groups. Over here are the kids who are ready to learn for the grind of phonics: mostly girls, with a few of the older boys. Over there, on the other side of the room, are the other kids: the kids whom the teacher has (correctly) recognized are not ready to sit for hours learning about digraphs and diphthongs. That group is mostly boys, with a few of the younger girls.


There’s one thing 5-year-old girls and boys are equally good at: figuring out who’s in the Dumb Group. By November, the kids in the Dumb Group are aware of their inferior status, and they don’t like it.


“I hate school,” Brett tells Mom.


“Why, honey?” Mom asks.


“I just hate it. It’s stupid.”


After further questioning and coaxing, Mom finally extracts what sounds like the real explanation. “That teacher doesn’t like me. That teacher hates me,” Brett tells Mom.


Mom gets on the job. She’s going to figure out whether the teacher really doesn’t like Brett, and if so, why. She gets permission to visit the kindergarten. But after two visits, she can’t find a shred of evidence to support Brett’s accusation. The teacher is friendly and encouraging to all the students. In fact she seems genuinely fond of Brett. “Brett isn’t ready to sit still for hours at a stretch, so we don’t ask him to,” the teacher explains to Mom. “The reading drills can be awfully dull for some of the kids. We understand that. So we let Brett play in the play corner with the other boys.”


The teacher’s intentions are good. But most 5-year-olds are keenly aware of their status in the eyes of the grown-ups. A boy whom the teacher has relegated to the Play Group (a.k.a. the Dumb Group) may think the teacher doesn’t like him. He’s figured out that the smart kids are in the Accelerated Reading Group. He wasn’t chosen to be in the elite group. He knows that the teacher was responsible for that choice. So he may decide that the teacher doesn’t like him. That’s unfair and illogical, but he is not a grown-up. He’s a 5-year-old child, and 5-year-olds are often illogical. Many 5-year-olds, whether girls or boys, are likely to believe that the teacher likes the kids in the Smart Group better than she likes the kids in the Dumb Group.


Professor Deborah Stipek, dean of the school of education at Stanford University, has found that kids form opinions about school early. Imagine asking a boy who has just finished kindergarten two questions: “Do you like school? Do you think the teacher likes you?” I asked Brett those questions. He answered: “I don’t like school. I hate school. And that teacher hates me.”


Once that young boy has decided that the teacher doesn’t like him, Stipek and others have found, he’s likely to generalize that belief to other teachers and other classrooms.7 He is likely to go to school next year with a negative attitude. When he’s put in the Dumb Group again (which is almost inevitable, because the kids in the Smart Group now have a year’s head start on him), he may decide that school just isn’t for him. “School is dumb,” he may say. And he means it. Return four years later and ask him the same questions. Brett is now 9 years old. Ask him: “Do you like school? Do you think the teacher likes you?” The answers you get are likely to be the same: “I hate school. And all the teachers hate me. Except for Mr. Kitzmiller, the gym teacher.”


Critics of American education often point out, quite accurately, that the United States spends more money per pupil than most other developed countries and yet accomplishes less. On the international test most widely administered around the world, the United States ranks at #24 in reading, well below countries whose per-pupil spending on education is much lower, such as Estonia (#11), Poland (#10), and Finland (#6).8 Finland, incidentally, consistently scores very well on these international rankings. What’s special about public education in Finland? Here’s one interesting feature: Children in Finland don’t begin any formal schooling until they are 7 years old.9 Nevertheless, by the time they’re teenagers, Finnish children are beating American children by large margins on the same test. In the latest round of testing, for example, the average 15-year-old in Finland scored 519 in math; 15-year-old American students taking the same examination scored 481. In science, the average Finnish teenager scored 545, while the average American teenager scored 497. I am old enough to remember when American students led the world in science. Today, on the science exam, American students lag behind students in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Latvia, Liechtenstein, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Poland, Singapore, Slovenia, South Korea, the United Kingdom, and Vietnam.10


But I think the case of Finland has special value for us. How could starting kids in school at age 7—two years later than we do—lead to superior performance when those children become teenagers? Simple. If kids start school two years later and are taught material when they are developmentally ready to learn, kids are less likely to hate school. If kids don’t hate school, it’s easier to get them to learn. If kids do hate school, as many American boys do, then the teacher is starting out at a major disadvantage before even stepping into the classroom.


Waiting until 7 years of age to begin the formal, “rigorous” reading and writing curriculum of today’s kindergarten might reduce or ameliorate a significant fraction of the problems we see with boys and school. For many boys, there’s a huge difference in readiness to learn between age 5 and age 7—just as there’s a huge difference in readiness for a girl between 3 and 5.


Hold Him Back So He’ll Get Ahead


Many parents have figured out that the accelerated pace of today’s kindergarten is not a good match for their 5-year-old sons. Particularly in affluent neighborhoods, it’s become common for parents to enroll their sons in kindergarten one year later than the district would normally enroll that child. In those neighborhoods, it’s not unusual to find that half the boys, or more, are enrolled in kindergarten at age 6 rather than at age 5. In low-income neighborhoods—where many working parents simply can’t afford to keep their children home another year—it’s less common to find parents holding their kids back.11 One reason that boys from low-income neighborhoods are doing so much worse in school than boys from more affluent neighborhoods, beginning early in elementary school, may be that the boys from more affluent neighborhoods are starting school at a later age, on average, than the boys from the poor neighborhoods.


Addressing the issue of holding kids back, Dana Haddad, director of admissions for an exclusive private elementary school in Manhattan, says, “It’s become a huge epidemic.” Most of the parents at Ms. Haddad’s school are waiting a year to start their boys in kindergarten; some are even holding their girls back, just to be on the safe side. “The gift of a year, that’s what I always say to my parents,” says Betsy Newell, director of another prestigious private elementary school in Manhattan. “The gift of a year is the best gift you can give a child.”12


Way back in 2001, I published a scholarly paper suggesting that simply starting boys in kindergarten one year later than girls might prevent many boys from deciding, very early, that school isn’t for them.13 Doing something earlier doesn’t necessarily mean that you will do it any better. In fact, it may mean that you do it less well in the long run.


The pace of education has accelerated, but boys’ brains don’t grow any faster now than they did 30 years ago. That’s one part of the first factor leading boys to disengage from school. But schools have changed in other ways as well. To understand these other changes, and how they might affect boys differently from girls, you need to understand how girls’ motivation to succeed in school often differs from that of boys.


What Are Little Girls Made Of?


The first question we will try to answer is why the acceleration of the early elementary curriculum might affect boys differently from the way it affects most girls. As I have already suggested, Reason #1 may be that the brain develops at a faster tempo in girls compared with boys in most of the brain regions related to reading and writing. As a result, the average 5-year-old girl is better able to adapt to the academic character of 21st-century kindergarten than the average 5-year-old boy is. Even for girls, I don’t think that the accelerated curriculum of today’s kindergarten is best—I believe it leads ultimately to a narrowing of girls’ educational horizons, as I explained in my book Girls on the Edge—but it is less likely to alienate them from school altogether. Many 5-year-old girls are able to do what the kindergarten teacher wants them to do. They can sit still. They can be quiet for ten whole minutes without interrupting or jumping up and down. They are more likely to possess the fine motor skills required to write the letters of the alphabet legibly and neatly.


Reason #2 has to do with the question of motivation, the huge blind spot of contemporary educational psychology—about which I’ll have more to say in just a moment. Girls and boys differ in their desire to please the teacher. Most girls are at least somewhat motivated to please the teacher. Many boys don’t share that motivation.


Let me share with you a story that a middle school teacher told me. It was the first day of school. She was greeting her homeroom students for the first time. “Good morning everybody. My name is Ms. Jackson,” she said. “I’d like to welcome all of you to 8th grade. I’ll be your homeroom teacher.” She turned to write some information on the whiteboard at the front of the room.


While her back was turned, one of the boys, Jonathan, took the small stack of textbooks from his desk and dumped them on the linoleum floor, making a loud noise. Some of the boys laughed.


Ms. Jackson turned, startled. She saw the books scattered on the floor next to Jonathan’s desk.


“Aw geez, I’m sorry, Ms. Jackson,” Jonathan said with a snort. “I had no idea those books would make such a racket.”


Three boys at the back of the room sniggered. Ms. Jackson wasn’t sure what to say. But Emily, the girl sitting next to Jonathan, was not amused.


“Jonathan, you are such a dweeb,” Emily said. “Can’t you at least wait a day or two to show us what a total loser you are?”


When I heard this story, it brought to mind a study of chimpanzees living in the jungles of Tanzania. Three anthropologists—Elizabeth Lonsdorf, Lynn Eberly, and Anne Pusey—spent four years watching chimpanzees in their natural habitat in the wild. These particular chimpanzees have their own particular way of doing things. For example, they like to “fish” for termites. Adult chimps break a branch off a tree, cut the branch to the desired length, strip the leaves off the branch, stick the branch down into a termite mound, wait a minute or two, and then carefully pull the stick back out for a yummy snack of fresh termites.


Lonsdorf, Eberly, and Pusey found consistent sex differences in how young female and young male chimps learn from their elders—for example, in learning to “fish” for termites. Girl chimps pay close attention to the adult who is showing them the procedure. The girl chimp then does just what the adult demonstrated: she breaks off a branch, cuts it to the same length as the adult had done, strips the leaves as the adult had done, inserts it into the termite mound just as the adult did, and so forth. But the young males ignore the grown-ups; they prefer to run off and wrestle with other young male chimps, or to swing from trees. As a result, girl chimps master the art of “termite fishing” up to two years earlier than boy chimps.14 The same researchers have now cataloged a variety of sex differences in the behaviors of boy chimps compared with girl chimps: boy chimps are more likely to wander off than girl chimps are, and more likely to run in front of their mothers while girl chimps remain with their mothers, for example.15


Are gender differences primarily hardwired—by which I mean that gender differences derive primarily from genetically programmed differences between girls and boys—or are they learned primarily from social cues? I still encounter people who insist that most of the sex differences we observe between girls and boys are not hardwired. Instead, they believe that girls and boys behave differently because our society expects them to. We expect boys to be noisy and to throw things, while we expect girls to behave like little ladies. Or so the story goes.


One reason I think it’s useful to study our close primate relatives such as chimpanzees, gorillas, bonobos, and orangutans is because it gives us a more complete context in which to consider such questions. If sex differences were primarily socially constructed—if girls typically behave better than boys do because girls are taught to play with Barbies while boys are encouraged to play with lightsabers—then we wouldn’t expect to see sex differences in the behavior of juvenile female chimpanzees compared with juvenile male chimpanzees. But sex differences in our primate cousins are just as pronounced, or more pronounced than, sex differences in our own species. Juvenile female chimps and juvenile male chimps behave in different ways, despite the fact that girl chimps have never played with Barbies and boy chimps have never played with toy guns.


In human females, the sex chromosomes are XX; in human males, they are XY. The same is true in chimpanzees. As a human male, I share many genes on my Y chromosome with a male chimpanzee that I do not share with any human female, because females—whether human or chimpanzee—do not have a Y chromosome. Recent work comparing the human genome with the chimpanzee genome suggests that I share 99.4 percent of my genes with a male chimpanzee—slightly more than I share with a human female.16 That does not mean (I hope) that I am in general more like a male chimpanzee than I am like a female human. But in certain specific ways—for example, in the way I see, hear, and smell—I may actually have more in common with a male chimpanzee than I have with a human female.17 And those areas of commonality are important to understand.


Profound sex differences are characteristics of most primate species. Young male monkeys, like young male humans, are significantly more likely to engage in aggressive rough-and-tumble play than are young females.18 Likewise, young female primates are far more likely to babysit a younger sibling than a young male primate would be.19 That’s true in our species as well: girls are far more likely to babysit a younger sibling than their brothers are, and that difference is robust across cultures.20


Girls are more likely to affiliate with the adults. They are more likely to share common aims and values with the grown-ups. Boys and young men, on the other hand, are less likely to be sympathetic to adult aims and values and are more inclined than girls are to engage in delinquent behaviors such as smashing mailboxes, street racing, mooning police officers, and so forth. A boy who smashes mailboxes “just for the fun of it” will raise his status in the eyes of at least some other boys. A girl who smashes mailboxes just for the fun of it is unlikely to raise her status in the eyes of most of the other girls. Girls are more likely to listen to what the grown-ups are saying, and to do what the grown-ups ask, particularly if there are no boys around. (If boys are around, some girls become more likely to misbehave, perhaps because they perceive that disrespecting the adults will raise their status in the eyes of at least some of the boys.21)


Girls are more likely to see a situation from the perspective of the grown-ups. In one study, investigators examined 20 cases where students were plotting a school shooting but the plan was detected and stopped before any violence occurred. In 18 of those 20 incidents, girls—not boys—alerted school officials or other adults to the plot. All the potential shooters were boys. “Boys feel like snitches if they tell on a friend, [while] girls [can] more openly seek out adults with their concerns,” said James McGee, author of the study. Boys’ first allegiance is to other boys. Girls are more likely to see the situation from the grown-ups’ perspective.22


Some of these differences diminish as children grow up. Some don’t. Women are more likely to take their medication the way the doctor prescribed; men are less likely to comply, and men are less likely to go to the doctor in the first place.23 Most girls and most women are comfortable asking for directions if they get lost; many boys, and many men, would rather wander for hours than stop and ask for directions.24


Why might it be the case that among most primates—including humans—juvenile females are more likely to affiliate with the grown-ups than the juvenile males are? Here’s one possible explanation. Among primates generally, females are more likely to live near their parents after they are fully grown up, while the males are more likely to move away. In the great majority of primate species, “females reside in their natal groups for life, whereas males disperse around puberty and transfer to other groups,” say primatologists Michael Pereira and Lynn Fairbanks.25 There are some exceptions. Among the muriqui—also known as the woolly spider monkey—many young females leave the troop at puberty, while most of the young males stay with the troop into which they were born, for life. But the muriqui today are found only in a few isolated forest tracts along the Atlantic coast of southeastern Brazil. The latest estimate of the total number of living muriqui is fewer than 1,000 individuals.26


If you expect to live near Mom for the rest of your life, you might make more of an effort to get along with her. Most girls seem to grow up with a desire to get along with the grown-ups—and that’s true not just for human females, but also for females from most primate species. Primate females appear to have some built-in tendency to try to please the grown-ups, to adapt to the grown-up culture. That’s also true among humans, or so the evidence seems to show. Young girls are more likely than young boys are to pay attention to what the grown-ups say, to follow the rules, to care about what the grown-ups think. Likewise, researchers have found that little girls are significantly more likely than little boys to stay close to Mommy and to do what Mommy says.27


It’s easy to see how these sex differences are relevant to education. Most girls will do the homework because the teacher asked them to. Boys are more likely to do the homework only if it interests them. If it bores them, or if they think it’s “stupid,” then they are more likely to ignore it. Girls are significantly more likely than boys to do the assigned homework in every subject.28 Even the highest-achieving boys are significantly less likely to do the homework than comparably achieving girls.29 Girls at every age get better grades in school than boys do, in every subject—not because girls are smarter, researchers have found, but because girls try harder.30 Most girls would like to please the teacher, if possible. Many boys don’t care as much about pleasing the teacher or about getting straight A’s—and boys who do try to please the teacher and who do care about their grades may lower their status in the eyes of the other boys.31 Girls are more likely to assess their work as their teachers do. Boys are less likely to care what the teacher thinks of their work. That divergence leads to an enduring paradox: at every age, girls do better in school, but are less satisfied with their achievements, compared with the boys.32 Researchers at the University of Pennsylvania reported that girls’ greater self-discipline and self-control—perhaps deriving from their greater motivation to please the teacher—appears to be a key distinguishing factor that has enabled girls to survive and thrive in the accelerated world of 21st-century education.33


The acceleration of the early elementary curriculum, with its emphasis on phonics and reading drills, by itself might well have created a minor gender crisis in education. But unfortunately this acceleration is not the only major change in education over the past 30 years. Education has changed in two other substantial ways that have exacerbated gender differences.


The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil


In English, the verb to know can have two very different meanings, reflecting two different kinds of knowledge. Consider these two sentences:


       I know Sarah.


       I know pediatrics.


We English speakers use the same word, know, in both sentences. As a result, English speakers may not fully appreciate just how different these two meanings are. My knowledge of my daughter, Sarah, is very different from my knowledge of pediatrics. My knowledge of Sarah is experiential knowledge. I know that Sarah likes to jump in the waves at the beach, but she doesn’t like roller coasters. I know that she likes broccoli and red beets, but she doesn’t like peach pie.


In biblical Hebrew, the word know refers primarily to experiential learning. When we read that “Cain knew his wife,” it meant that he had “carnal knowledge” of her: they had sexual intercourse. In English, we read about “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” but the Hebrew might be better translated as “the tree of the experience of good and evil.” Adam and Eve are forbidden to eat from that tree. They are forbidden the actual experience of evil.


Most European languages use two different words for these two kinds of knowledge. In French, “to know” in the sense of knowing a person is connaître; “to know” in the sense of knowing a subject in school is savoir. In Spanish, “to know” as in knowing a person is conocer; “to know” in the sense of book learning is saber. In German, knowledge about a person or a place that you’ve actually experienced is Kenntnis, from kennen, “to know by experience”; knowledge learned from books is Wissenschaft, from wissen, “to know about something.”
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There is a fundamental belief running through all European pedagogy that both Wissenschaft and Kenntnis are valuable, and that the two ways of knowing must be balanced.


My wife and I accompanied a class of Swiss 3rd-graders on a field trip through the Dolder forest, high above Zürich. The teacher divided the children into pairs. One child in each pair blindfolded the other. Then the blindfolded child was led to a tree, at least ten paces away, and was instructed to feel the tree with her hands, from the ground up; and also to smell it. (Some children even licked it.) Next the child was spun around and led away from the tree, at least ten paces in a different direction. Then the blindfold was removed and the child was asked: Which tree were you just feeling? The point was “ohne Augen zu sehen,” the teacher told me: to see without your eyes.


Such an experience would be rare for American schoolchildren today. American students may occasionally go on field trips, but the trips are almost invariably didactic in tone. Pupils learn the difference, say, between an oak leaf and a maple leaf. It’s all Wissenschaft. American education, today more than ever before, is characterized by a serious lack of understanding of, and respect for, Kenntnis. It’s hard to overemphasize how much most Europeans value Kenntnis. When I smiled, perhaps somewhat patronizingly, at the Swiss children feeling and sniffing their trees, the teacher frowned at me. She insisted on blindfolding me herself and leading me to a tree, and having me touch it and smell it without being able to see it. Then she led me ten paces away from the tree, turned me around, removed the blindfold, and asked me: “Where is your tree?” I looked, and immediately recognized “my” tree from the dozens of others. It was an unfamiliar, exhilarating experience.


There is more than 60 years of research on the importance, for child development, of multisensory interaction with the real world. This work began with the investigations of the psychiatrist René Spitz into “hospitalism,” the syndrome of stunted emotional and cognitive development that was seen in abandoned children raised in sterile and impersonal hospitals after World War II. This research demonstrated that children must have a rich, interactive sensory environment—touching, smelling, seeing, hearing the real world—in order for the child’s brain and mind to develop properly.34 Without such real-world experiences, the child’s development will be impaired.


Kids need to experience the real world. Only in the past decade have developmental psychologists come to recognize that a curriculum that emphasizes Wissenschaft at the expense of Kenntnis may produce a syndrome analogous to the neglected children documented by Dr. Spitz. Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods, has coined the term “nature-deficit disorder” to refer to the constellation of symptoms seen in a child whose life has been spent indoors.35 You can easily find high school students in America today who can tell you about the importance of the environment, the carbon cycle and the nitrogen cycle, and so on, but they’ve never spent a night outdoors. They have plenty of Wissenschaft but not a trace of Kenntnis.


For boys, in particular, emphasizing Wissenschaft while ignoring Kenntnis may seriously impair development—not cognitive development, but the development of a lively and passionate curiosity. “Nature is about smelling, hearing, tasting,” Louv reminds us.36 The end result of a childhood with more time spent in front of computer screens than outdoors is what Louv calls “cultural autism.” Defining it, he writes: “The symptoms? Tunneled senses, and feelings of isolation and containment [and] a wired, know-it-all state of mind. That which cannot be Googled does not count.”37


Boys who have been deprived of time outdoors, who have spent more time interacting with screens rather than with the real world, sometimes have trouble grasping concepts that seem simple to us. Louv quotes Frank Wilson, professor of neurology at Stanford, who says that parents have been deceived about the value of computer-based experience for their children. Dr. Wilson says that medical school instructors are having more difficulty teaching medical students how the heart works as a pump,


because these students have so little real-world experience. They’ve never siphoned anything, never fixed a car, never worked on a fuel pump, may not even have hooked up a garden hose. For a whole generation of kids, direct experiences in the backyard, in the tool shed, in the fields and woods, has been replaced by indirect learning, through [computers]. These young people are smart, they grew up with computers, they were supposed to be superior—but now we know that something’s missing.38


Kenntnis and Wissenschaft are fundamentally different kinds of knowledge. Each is important. Let’s go back to when my daughter, Sarah, was a baby. Let’s suppose she is crying. Let’s suppose further that a world-renowned expert on infant and child development, perhaps Dr. T. Berry Brazelton himself, has just walked into the room. If I handed Sarah to Dr. Brazelton, how effective would he be in calming her down? Probably not very effective. He wouldn’t know how Sarah likes to be rocked or bounced. All his knowledge about child development counts for nothing if he doesn’t have some Kenntnis to go with his Wissenschaft. That principle generally holds true in the real world, I have found, at least as far as the practice of medicine and of psychology is concerned. Book learning is essential. But without Kenntnis you’ll go far astray.


Louv provides a compendium of research demonstrating that when there is a profound imbalance in a child’s early experiences—when nature has been replaced by computer screens and fancy indoor toys—the result is an increased risk for ADHD. For example, Louv cites a Swedish study in which researchers compared children in two different day-care facilities. One facility was surrounded by tall buildings, with a brick pathway. The other was set in an orchard surrounded by woods and was adjacent to an overgrown garden; at this facility, children were encouraged to play outdoors in all kinds of weather. The researchers found that “children in the ‘green’ day care had better motor coordination and more ability to concentrate.”39 Similarly, researchers at the University of Illinois have found that putting children in an outdoor environment, where they can actually put their hands in the dirt and feel and smell real stuff, as opposed to interacting with sophisticated computer simulations, is helpful in treating ADHD.40 Ironically, the outdoor alternative is cheaper than the program with the fancy computers.


Boys are at least twice as likely to be treated for ADHD compared with girls, and the rates of diagnosis of ADHD for both girls and boys have soared over the past three decades.41 One wonders to what extent the shift from Kenntnis to Wissenschaft may have contributed to the explosion in the numbers of children being treated for ADHD.


The mental-health benefit of getting your hands dirty is not a new insight. As Louv observes, Dr. Benjamin Rush, one of the men who signed the Declaration of Independence, declared more than 200 years ago that “digging in the soil has a curative effect on the mentally ill.”42


We have forgotten what our grandparents knew: all children need a balance of Wissenschaft and Kenntnis, a balance between sitting and standing, a balance between classroom work and field trips. That’s true for girls as well as for boys. But if girls are deprived of that balance, if girls are saddled with a curriculum like ours today, all Wissenschaft and no Kenntnis, they will still do the homework—because for most girls, as we discussed a moment ago, pleasing the teacher is a significant reward for its own sake. Not so for most boys. If boys are deprived of that balance between Wissenschaft and Kenntnis, they may simply disengage from school. If you ask a boy to read about the life cycle of a tadpole metamorphosing into a frog, but that boy has never touched a frog, never had the experience of jumping around in a pond in his bare feet chasing after a tadpole, he may not see the point. The shift in the curriculum away from Kenntnis toward Wissenschaft has had the unintended consequence of diminishing the motivation of boys to study what they’re asked to learn.


How could such a change happen? How could the intelligent, well-educated people who write school curricula push the school format into such an unhealthy imbalance?


The answer is simple: computers.


How Is a Child Different from a Programmable Computer?


Imagine a really good robot, the best robot money could buy, with the best possible “brain” and “eyes” and “ears.” How would a human being differ from that robot?


Or to put the question another way: Will we someday—someday soon, perhaps—have robots that are able to simulate humans—simulate human behavior, maybe even feel emotions?


The entertainment industry offers us a continual diet of movies like Ex Machina and Chappie and Bicentennial Man that portray robots (always played by human actors) that are indistinguishable from humans.


It’s just a matter of time before reality catches up with science fiction, right?


Maybe not. Like the search for peace in the Middle East, the goal that we were once assured was nearly within grasp keeps receding further into the distance. Today, the idea of a fully mechanical device that can actually experience human emotions—and not merely simulate such an experience—seems more distant than it did 30 years ago.


I enrolled in the PhD program in psychology at the University of Pennsylvania in 1980. The period from the late 1970s through the late 1990s was the era when cognitive psychology ruled supreme. Cognitive psychology is that branch of psychology that focuses on how we process information.43 And the University of Pennsylvania was a haven for true believers in cognitive psychology. For two decades, roughly 1977 through 1997, cognitive psychologists were optimistic that their approach was the best way to understand human learning, development, and behavior.


Throughout that period, cognitive psychologists insisted that everything we do, everything we are, can be represented formally as a computational process, and therefore could theoretically be transposed to a computer. Humans are just complex computers—or so the story went. The mind itself is a sort of computer program running on a very sophisticated computer made of neurons instead of microchips.


This way of thinking about the human mind, and human learning, continues to be influential among educators. If humans are sophisticated computers, and learning is in some way equivalent to programming that computer, then teachers are in some sense merely computer programmers. If we give teachers the correct set of instructions, or programs, then all we should need to do is flip the “on” switch, and children should learn, infallibly and efficiently. The 1990s saw the widespread adoption of programs such as Direct Instruction, in which teachers were expected essentially to read from a script for an entire class, with students answering questions in unison and by rote. If the script is written correctly, and the teachers do as they are told, then good results are inevitable.


Foolproof.


Failsafe.


. . . provided only that children are pretty much the same as programmable computers.


Which they aren’t.


It turns out that a great deal was missing from the cognitivist perspective. This is not the place for a thorough critique of the arid cognitivism of the 1980s and 1990s. But for our purposes the most obvious and key deficiency of the cognitivist point of view was its failure to grasp the importance of motivation and emotion.


Type an address in your Web browser and hit “Enter.” If your computer is functioning properly, it won’t talk back. It will do what you tell it to do. Your computer won’t say, “I don’t feel like it,” or “Why go there?” or “How about if we go outside and play instead?”


Computers don’t have to be motivated to do what you tell them to do.


But children do.


The colossal error of 1990s’ cognition-based educational strategies—many of which are still with us today—is that those strategies ignore the crucial question: What motivates kids to learn?


The first thing that happens when you ask kids to do stuff they have no interest in doing is: they stop paying attention. In 1979, researchers estimated that only about 1.2 percent of American kids—12 out of 1,000—had the condition we now call ADHD, and which was then known as “hyperkinetic reaction of childhood.”44 But according to recent data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 110 kids out of every 1,000 have been diagnosed with ADHD. That’s an increase by nearly a factor of ten, from 12 per 1,000 to 110 per 1,000.45


As we’ll see in chapter 4, many kids who are being diagnosed with ADD/ADHD today are misdiagnosed. They’re not paying attention, true, but their deficit of attention isn’t due to ADHD: it’s due to a lack of motivation in the classroom. That’s not ADHD. Those boys don’t need drugs. What they need, first, is a curriculum that is developmentally appropriate; and second, teachers who know how to teach boys. We’ll return to these points in chapter 4.


The second thing that happens when you ask kids to do stuff they have no interest in doing is they get annoyed. They get irritable. They withdraw. “I hate school. It’s stupid.” Anything associated with school becomes uncool. Reading a book becomes uncool. Caring about school becomes uncool. Being interested in learning becomes uncool.


Computers don’t have to care about frogs or be interested in frogs to learn about frogs. But children do. If children are not motivated to learn, they may stop paying attention. That’s especially true for boys, for reasons we discussed earlier in this chapter. Computers are all about Wissenschaft. They don’t need Kenntnis. But real children do—especially boys. The lack of respect for Kenntnis over the past three decades is an important part of the answer to the question, “What’s behind the massive disengagement of so many boys from school?”


Good News: The Boys’ Crisis Is a Myth!


In 2006, a nonprofit group called Education Sector released a study that proved, according to front-page coverage in the Washington Post, “that widespread reports of US boys being in crisis are greatly overstated and that young males in school are in many ways doing better than ever. [T]he pessimism about young males seems to derive from inadequate research, sloppy analysis and discomfort with the fact that although the average boy is doing better, the average girl has gotten ahead of him.”46 New York Times columnist Judith Warner, in a column entitled “What Boy Crisis?,” wrote that the study confirmed that the “boys’ crisis” is a myth, after all. The facts, wrote Warner—echoing the Washington Post—are that boys are “doing better than ever on most measures of academic performance,” with the possible exception of black and Hispanic boys from low-income households.47 Seven years later, Warner repeated her claim in a column for Time magazine, asserting that “the real ‘crisis’ in America is one of class (income and education level), not gender.”48 Time also published a cover story entitled “The Myth About Boys,” which asserted that “young men are better off, socially and academically, than ever.”49


Is it true? Is the boys’ crisis really a myth? Does social class matter more than gender?


It depends. It depends especially on which measure of achievement you choose to measure. If you focus solely on high school graduation rates, then social class does appear to be more important than gender. In low-income neighborhoods, graduation rates are not good, and boys are significantly more likely to drop out than girls are.50 In affluent neighborhoods, almost all the kids graduate from high school, boys as well as girls. So if high school graduation rates are the only outcome you measure, then it’s easy to conclude that gender issues are a concern only in low-income neighborhoods.


But if you dig just a little deeper, the gender gap is clearly visible in every community, including affluent white neighborhoods. For example: among 12th-grade white students with college-educated parents, the gender gap has become dramatic: 1 in 4 white boys with college-educated parents today cannot read at a basic level of proficiency, compared with only 1 in 16 white girls.51


The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a federal program established back in 1969 to measure academic achievement in all 50 states. The US Department of Education refers to the NAEP as “Our Nation’s Report Card,” because it is the only assessment administered in every state across different grade levels (grades 4, 8, and 12) to kids from every background. The results can be broken down by race, sex, and eligibility for free school lunches. If you are from a low-income household, then you are eligible for free school lunches. If your family is more affluent, then you are not eligible. The test covers many subject areas; for our purposes, we will look at the Writing exam, and at the most recent scores available.


Let’s compare 12th-grade white girls who are eligible for free school lunches with 12th-grade white girls who are not eligible. White girls, not eligible for free school lunches, earn an average score of 168. White girls who are eligible for free school lunches earn an average score of 153. That’s a difference of 15 points, which is equivalent to about 1½ grade levels.52 It’s a big difference.


Why do white girls who are eligible for free school lunches do so much worse, on average, than white girls who are not eligible? White girls who are not eligible come from more affluent households, by definition. They are more likely to have college-educated parents. They are likely to have more books and magazines in the house. They are more likely to have two parents in the household, and therefore to have one parent available to help them with homework, etc. (My mom was a single mom, and she was rarely available to help me or my brothers with homework, because she had to work.) Similar differences in NAEP test scores are seen for other races and ethnicities:


African American girls, not eligible for free school lunches: 147


African American girls, eligible for free school lunches: 131


147−131 = 16 points


Latina girls, not eligible for free school lunches: 149


Latina girls, eligible for free school lunches: 134


149−134 = 15 points


It’s a robust finding. Regardless of race or ethnicity, if you come from a low-income household your score on the Writing exam drops 15 to 17 points, compared to a student of the same race/ethnicity who comes from a more affluent household.


Now let’s go back to that white girl, not eligible for free school lunches, and compare her to a white boy not eligible for free school lunches:
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