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Introduction


 


 


 


 


 


It’s politically correct nowadays in some circles to bemoan the efforts of parents and teachers to change how boys behave. According to this point of view, we should all stop making such a fuss about boys and just relax and celebrate their typical boy qualities.


The reality is that almost all parents of boys would give their eye teeth for less distractibility, more impulse-­control, more pride in their work, more consideration, less aggression, less competitiveness and less noise.


Please don’t get me wrong. I love boys, and this book is all about bringing out the best in our sons and grandsons. The strategies I talk about in this book will help improve the issues that parents of boys often find problematic.


What makes this book different from other excellent books about boys is the thoroughness with which I explain how you can put the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies into practice with your sons. This level of detail makes it much easier for parents to understand and use the new strategies.


But it does make for a big book, and I hope you don’t feel too daunted by the size of this book. It has to be this big to enable me to share with you all the techniques and tools I’ve discovered that will help family life with your boys to become calmer, easier and happier.










Section One


What’s different about boys?










Chapter 1


Boys are different!


 


 


 


 


How this book can help you


 


You’ve probably picked up this book because you want life with your son (or sons) to be calmer, easier and happier. You’ve come to the right place!


Too often, parents think of boys’ behaviour as fixed and permanent. So it may seem that nothing much can be done. The good news is that the way boys behave and think and feel can change for the better. It will require us, the adults, to be in charge, to decide to do things differently in order to get a different result.


I am the creator of an approach to family life called Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting. The first thing I always tell people about this method is to notice that the name of it is not Calm, Easy, Happy Parenting. That’s because there is nothing I know of that is going to make anything to do with human beings just plain calm, easy and happy, except for maybe a couple of hours at a time. That’s because we humans are very complicated.


So I cannot promise you bliss. I don’t have a magic wand that can take away the normal, inevitable problems that come with being complicated human beings. But what I can do is share with you some strategies that will make family life significantly calmer, easier and happier. So it’s all in the ‘er’.


When we learn about and practise new and more effective strategies we can, at the very least, minimise a lot of the annoying characteristics of boys. But we can go even further than that; we can often transform those annoying habits into their opposites:


 


• Boys can sit still and listen and focus.


• Boys can be organised.


• Boys can learn to take pride in their achievements.


• Boys can be quieter.


• Boys can be articulate.


• Boys can become more socially aware.


• Boys can be considerate.


• Boys can behave appropriately for the situation they find themselves in.


 


These claims may seem too good to be true. Based on my experience of working with families over the past five decades, I can confidently say that when parents do things differently, it makes a big difference! The Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies will not only improve your son’s behaviour in the present, but will also enhance his self-esteem and confidence throughout the rest of his life.


The strategies you will be reading about in this book work, but they don’t work overnight. They work over time. You may be wondering how much time you will need to devote to practising new ways of doing things before you start to see improvements. The answer depends on several factors: on your son’s innate temperament, on how long he’s been in bad habits and on how determined you are to be consistent with the new strategies.


Most parents see real progress within a few weeks, often even within a few days. But to be on the safe side, I recommend you give it a full month before you pass judgement. If you don’t choose to do something different, a month from now you will still be struggling with the same issues, so what have you got to lose? Practise these strategies for a month and you will see for yourself how much better things will be with your son. At the end of the month, you will want to keep going with the new strategies because family life will be so much calmer, easier and happier.


These new ways are practical and effective. Practical means you can do them, and effective means they work. These strategies will help mothers and fathers to raise their sons with more enjoyment and more confidence. My previous book, Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting, is the primary source for strategies that improve issues common to both boys and girls. Similarly, Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework explains how to make homework enjoyable and productive for both boys and girls.


As parents of boys, we have two jobs. One is to appreciate and reinforce the delightful qualities of boys, which are often overlooked. Our other job is to transform the not-so-delightful characteristics of boys. We can achieve this by channelling boys’ innate drives, that at present may be coming out in negative ways, into habits that are positive and constructive.


In this book I will be addressing the problems that parents typically experience with boys and explaining the strategies you can use to turn things around. However, some of the parents reading this book will have daughters who have some of the same issues that many boys have. Let me reassure you that the same strategies will be effective with these girls.


Let’s challenge ourselves to do what it takes to give boys the chance to become their best selves. This will be good for your sons, good for your family and good for society.


 


Why are boys different?


 


It’s a fact that boys are different from girls and men are different from women. Our bodies are different, and how our brains operate also seems to be different. It makes sense that the brains of males and females would be different in significant ways because each gender evolved to fulfil very different functions. We now know that hormones and other brain chemicals are produced in differing amounts in boys and in girls, and we know that these contribute to emotional and behavioural differences and to the rate at which each gender develops.


In the past, people assumed that all the differences in thought and behaviour between the sexes were biologically determined. It is only in the past fifty or so years that research in the relatively new field of neuroscience has shown us that many gender differences are also due in part to what scientists call ‘gender socialisation’, which means how a child of each gender is treated from earliest infancy. As yet, no one knows for sure exactly how large a part nature (inborn tendencies) and nurture (the environment) each contribute to shaping the gender differences we are all so familiar with. Although we cannot do anything about nature, we can do a lot about nurture. That’s what this book is all about, changing the environment in order to bring out the best in boys.


 


How are boys different?


 


Boys are often perceived as:


 


• Fidgety, restless, always on the go


• Impulsive, lacking in common sense


• Noisy, rowdy


• Disorganised, messy


• Distractible, unresponsive


• Socially awkward, lacking in consideration


• Disruptive, aggressive


• Risk-taking, thrill-seeking, competitive


• Glued to a screen


• Underachieving


 


Which all adds up to: difficult and problematic. These differences too often result in boys getting into trouble at home and at school.


In several key areas boys are slower to develop than girls. Compared to boys, girls seem much more mature at a younger age in terms of their language development, their social skills, and their ability to sit still, answer grown-ups politely and dress themselves. Girls are more interested in school learning and academic achievement and are more willing to put their toys away. If you are a parent of sons and daughters, you may have experienced that it’s easy to get annoyed with boys because they are not behaving like girls.


 


Boys at school


 


In the past, the academic achievement of girls lagged behind that of boys. But in the past couple of generations, boys have been falling behind in many ways and in all demographics:


 


• More boys than girls develop problems with behaviour, attention, learning and social skills.


• More boys than girls are diagnosed with learning difficulties.


• Boys do less well than girls on standardised tests.


• More boys report that they don’t like school.


• Far more boys play truant than girls.


• More boys are suspended and excluded from school because of verbal and physical aggression.


• More boys are referred to speech and language therapists and to child psychologists.


• Boys are in the minority at university.


• More boys are diagnosed with emotional problems.


 


A great deal of thought, as well as government funding, has gone into school initiatives designed to equalise the academic achievement of boys and girls, without much to show for it. Schools certainly have an important part to play in helping boys to achieve their academic potential, but the role of parents is even more crucial.


 


Appreciating and managing boys’ strengths


 


Here are some of the strengths that many boys have:


 


• High energy


• Enthusiasm


• Protectiveness and loyalty


• Risk-taking, sense of adventure


• Competitiveness


 


You will probably recognise a number of these characteristics in your own boys. Sadly, each of these positive qualities can be seen as a double-edged sword, either a plus or a minus depending on how it is managed. For example, the energy and physicality of boys brings them great pleasure. But it can be a big problem in the classroom, where boys are expected to sit and listen, then sit and write, and then sit and listen some more. Boys are genetically programmed to be energetic and active. Sitting quietly is not really what the Boy Brain is designed to do. Thankfully, we can help boys become better at sitting quietly and listening quietly and writing quietly so that their experience of school is more positive. But it will probably never be as easy for most boys to develop these skills and habits as it is for most girls.


Loyalty is an important quality in a friend. But loyalty can get a boy into trouble because once he has made a friend or ally, he may blindly defend or imitate that person, instead of thinking about whether what his friend is doing is right or not.


Think of risk-taking and the drive for adventure and excitement. Richard Branson and other entrepreneurs lead exciting lives because they take lots of risks. We admire these qualities in grown men, but taking risks when you are a child or teenager can get you into a lot of trouble. Unless we handle a boy’s strengths carefully, these positive qualities will end up seeming like weaknesses and problems.


 


Summary


 


In this book I will share with you what I have learned, over the past half-century, about the Boy Brain: the strengths and the weaknesses, the joys and the heartaches. Most importantly, I will explain what we can do to bring out the best in boys, to minimise the problems and challenges and to maximise the strengths.


As I am not able to talk about your son in particular, I will make generalisations that are based on my experience of boys and on the research I have read. My generalisations will not, of course, apply to every boy. Please do not take offence if what I say about boys in general is not true about your son.


When I am writing about an issue that does not seem relevant to your family, please keep an open mind. It is possible that at some later stage during your son’s growing-up years this problem may develop. It is best to be prepared, so I urge you not to skip over any sections that do not seem immediately useful.










Chapter 2


How would you like life with your son to be different?


 


 


 


During my seminars and consultations on both sides of the Atlantic, I ask this question of mothers and fathers:


 


How would you like life with your son to be different?


 


Here is what parents tell me:


 


My life would be so much easier if my son were less confrontational and more cooperative.


 


I wish he didn’t make such a fuss when I remind him about what he has to do next.


 


I’m tired of hearing, ‘Why should I?’ and ‘You’re not the boss of me.’ I am his boss – why can’t he just accept that?


 


My son always wants something to be happening. He wants to play a game on my phone or he wants a treat or he wants a playdate – right now!


 


I wish he would be calmer and more sensible.


 


How can I teach him to entertain himself?


 


He has a twin sister, and she acts like she’s a couple of years older than him.


 


Of course if you have daughters you want them to be cooperative and sensible as well. So even though the focus in this book is on raising boys, you will find that many of the strategies will work just as well with girls.


 


Our main job as parents


 


As I see it, our main job as parents, in addition to loving our children of course, is to transmit to them the values, skills and habits that are important to us. This needs to be the foundation of how we raise our children. Whenever you have a worry or a concern about parenting, think about your goals. Start by asking yourself:


 


What are my values?


 


What do I believe is right?


 


What habits do I want my son to develop?


 


What skills do I want him to learn?


 


What sort of man do I want my son to grow up to be?


 


Your answers to these important questions will guide you. Even if you are not sure how to achieve your goals, you will be clearer about which direction you want to go in. If you feel confused about how to make your values stick, this book can help.


 


The five habits all parents want their children to have


 


I have asked thousands of parents, ‘What are the values and skills and habits you want your children to develop?’ And wherever I am in the world, it turns out that parents have the same goals. Parents always tell me that they want their sons and their daughters to be:


 


• Cooperative


• Confident


• Motivated


• Self-reliant


• Considerate


 


Of course, in addition to these five habits, there are many other habits or qualities that you want your children to develop as they grow up. But I have found that these five habits are the foundation for all the other values, skills and habits we want for our children.


Of these five habits, one of them is the gateway habit that leads to the other four. If we put most of our time and attention and action into developing this gateway habit, then the other four habits will be learned much more easily and quickly. The gateway habit is cooperation. I define cooperation as a child doing what a trustworthy adult tells him to do, the first time he is told and without a fuss. When children have learned the habit of being cooperative most of the time, this leads them to become more and more confident, motivated, self-­reliant and considerate. With the habit of cooperation, many other positive characteristics start blossoming as well.


 


The main concerns about boys


 


In order to achieve your goals for your sons, it will be helpful first to look carefully at your concerns. I have listed below the issues that parents of boys regularly complain about. Improving the level of first-time cooperation you are getting from your son is the key to helping boys improve or even transform these issues. (If your son does not have all the issues I am outlining in this chapter, please remember that I am talking in generalities.)


Physical energy (including restlessness)


The stereotype of a boy is that he is always in motion. Along with this movement comes noise: shouts and yelps, feet clattering down the stairs, doors slamming. If you are a parent with a high tolerance for a lot of movement and a lot of noise, you may not see this characteristic of boys as a problem. But many parents do find the physicality of boys difficult to manage. This is partly because all that tearing around and the accompanying noise and mayhem interfere with cooperation by keeping the boy from focusing on what his parents want him to do. Mothers, in particular, often find a boy’s energy annoying and exhausting.


The physicality of boys manifests itself not only in the large movements of running, jumping, hopping, climbing, chasing and play-fighting, but also in small movements. Boys are more fidgety and restless than girls. Even when a boy is sitting, he is probably not really sitting still; some part of his body is still in motion. He may be drumming on the table, swinging his legs, swaying, making a silly face, jiggling his foot. He may be playing with his clothes or with an almost invisible piece of lint. He may be picking at his nails or at a scab. He may be scratching or rubbing his face repeatedly. For parents and teachers, just watching a boy doing these actions, often several at a time or in quick succession, can be unsettling and irritating. The fidgeting and fiddling are linked to two other issues that parents of boys often complain about: distractibility and short attention span, which I talk about below.


We need to accept that most boys have a lot of physical energy. In order to manage this energy so that it does not interfere with what parents and teachers want boys to be focusing on, we need to do two things. The first is to make sure that boys have plenty of opportunity every day to let off steam (see Chapter 19 Exercise). The other is to teach boys more mature impulse-control so that they can rein in their urge to be physical at the times and in the places where it is inappropriate. This theme of improving impulse-control is a recurring one that I address throughout this book.


Distractibility, short attention span


Parents who have daughters as well as sons often comment on how much more distractible the boys are than the girls. Distractibility and a short attention span interfere with co­operation, even when a boy wants to behave well. His distractibility gets in the way of listening carefully to an adult’s instructions. Then the distractibilty hijacks his attention before he can finish doing what he has been told to do.


An easily distracted boy may be told off frequently for not paying attention, not listening, not sticking to the task, not finishing what he started, not watching where he’s going, not putting the lid back on, not closing the drawer. Really, he is being told off for doing what comes naturally to him at his immature stage of development. Sooner or later this boy comes to expect to hear an impatient, exasperated tone when his parents or teachers are talking to him. This is an unpleasant experience so in self-defence he switches off, making even less of an effort to pay attention. This, of course, is highly irritating to the adult, who is likely to scold or lecture even more. Thankfully, this very typical cycle of reactions can be transformed, but this will only happen when the adults learn to do something different and then commit to practising doing something different. Beginning in Section Two, you will be learning what you can do differently to get a different result.


Distractibility and a short attention span are not the same as an inability to concentrate. Boys are capable of sustaining deep concentration on the activities and topics that interest them. But many boys find it more difficult to stay focused on the topics or tasks that we, the adults, want them to be concentrating on. The need that boys have to move their bodies can interfere with both their ability and their willingness to stay focused, especially during sedentary activities (other than when they are in front of a screen). Boys need to learn how to concentrate on the things that they do not feel like concentrating on, including schoolwork and homework.


In most cases, you do not have the luxury of simply waiting for your son to outgrow his distractibility. He will certainly mature over time, but his habit of not paying attention is also likely to become more ingrained over time. We can teach a boy to delay gratification, to focus and concentrate, not only on the objects or topics that he naturally finds interesting, but also on the objects or topics that we decide it is important for him to concentrate on. Every strategy that you learn in this book will guide the Boy Brain to become more mature. In Section Four (Guiding boys to achieve their academic potential), I explain how to do this specifically in the context of schoolwork and homework.


Immature impulse-control


Impulsivity is about acting or speaking before one has thought about the consequences. Impulse-control often has to do with waiting. Many behaviours or reactions are appropriate in some situations, but not in others. We want our sons to learn to wait for the right time and place, rather than simply giving in to their urges. Impulse-control is needed to rein in a host of reactions and behaviours that are inappropriate in certain situations: aggression, moving around, joking, making noises that imitate bodily functions, rough play, exploration of the environment, questioning, interrupting, staring, complaining, arguing (or even simply disagreeing), walking away, looking away, etc.


Impulse-control is also about learning, and then using, some constructive outlets for frustration, anxiety, aggression and for the urge to be silly at the wrong time or in the wrong place. In Chapter 5 (Preparing for Success) I explain how to guide boys to make better choices.


As a result of the Boy Brain’s impulsivity, boys are slower to mature in the habits needed for school success: staying silent, sitting still, following multi-part instructions, staying focused on an activity not of their own choosing and paying attention to details.


We often assume that our children will pick up, without having to be explicitly taught, the unwritten and unspoken rules of when and where it is OK, or not OK, to behave in certain ways. Girls are more likely to absorb these cultural norms by observing and imitating what those around them are doing. Boys often seem oblivious to the behaviour of those around them. Even when a boy does notice what others are doing, he may not assume that he should modify his behaviour to fit in. And even when he does realise that he should change his behaviour, often he does not quite get it right.


When a boy has not yet learned how to control himself, it can look as if he does not care that his behaviour is annoying or upsetting to others. And to save face, he may even act as if he doesn’t care, especially if he has been told off a lot. Because it can look as if the boy is simply being inconsiderate, parents and teachers tend to react with annoyance, with lecturing, with telling him what he is doing wrong. The assumption, or hope, is that this will help him start to care. Telling off rarely motivates boys to learn to control their impulses. Sadly, a boy who is often told off for impulsive misbehaviour eventually stops believing that he is capable of changing. So he gives up even trying to control himself. In fact, an angry child can take this one step further and deliberately do the wrong thing, either for attention or for revenge. This reaction can become habitual or even compulsive.


Luckily, the situation is not hopeless. What boys need is more explicit teaching and training in order to notice or realise what behaviour is wanted from them, and they need more targeted practice at curbing their impulses. With teaching and training, boys are capable of learning to behave appropriately most of the time in all the situations they are likely to find themselves in. The strategies I teach in Section Two will help boys to achieve this.


 


 


Will these strategies squash my son’s spirit?


Sometimes parents worry that teaching their son to control his impulses will squash his spirit and prevent him from expressing his true self. Parents seem to worry about this more with boys than with girls. That may be because it is easier to teach girls self-control so it does not seem to be going against girls’ nature. There is no need to worry about this. Your son will become happier and more confident as he learns to manage his reactions.


 


Aggression and competitiveness


Some parents find the aggression in boys’ play quite disturbing. Mothers are more likely to be upset by this and to predict a dire outcome. Fathers, having once been boys, usually understand the nature of boys so they don’t worry.


Some boys seem unable to enjoy a game unless it includes shooting, crashing, exploding, police chasing bad guys and destruction of property. These boys seem almost obsessed with aggressive play. Other activities seem ‘boring’ and un­appealing to them. This is a problem for several reasons. This boy is missing out on the many potentially enjoyable and rewarding activities that he rejects automatically because they do not seem exciting enough. Also, to be successful at school, boys need to be able to focus on and enjoy quiet, sedentary activities.


The Boy Brain is wired for aggression (as well as for other qualities of course). Parents who have tried to ban toy weapons have found that it is a losing battle. A boy can take a bite out of a piece of toast and instantly recognise the resulting shape as that of a gun. And of course a boy can use his fingers as a gun at any time. In this book I will not attempt the impossible. The Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies are about harnessing, rather than trying to suppress, your son’s genetic inheritance, which includes a built-in predisposition towards aggression.


There are several things parents can do to prevent this tendency towards aggression from developing into a problem. Boys need to be taught how to express in words their frustrations, resentments and worries. The strategies I explain in Section Two will achieve this over time (but not instantly). Parents need to require boys to regularly engage in a wide range of activities that are constructive and creative – even if there is initial resistance. I address this in Section Two as well.


The Boy Brain responds very well to a carefully managed lifestyle. Boys are much less prone to verbal or physical outbursts when they are getting plenty of sleep and exercise, optimal nutrition and much less time in front of a screen. In Sections Two and Three, I will explain how you can make these lifestyle changes almost painlessly. And boys need to spend time with adult males who can model how to control their aggressive impulses (see Chapter 10 The role of fathers, and how mothers can support fathers).


Risk-taking, drive for excitement, fascination with the forbidden


Since the dawn of history, boys have been drawn to fighting, weapons, dreams of war, mischief and misbehaviour, adventure and risk, extreme physical challenges and behaviour that is not socially acceptable. The causes of this fascination lie in the neurology of the Boy Brain and also in the way boys are socialised. Boys are given conflicting and often confusing ­messages, for example, that violence is wrong, but violence is good when protecting someone weaker or when fighting for justice.


Parents worry that the impulsivity and recklessness of boys coupled with their attraction to danger and to the forbidden will land them in situations they are not equipped to handle. Fathers and other adult males have a huge influence on what a growing boy finds interesting or exciting or satisfying. The less positive values and preoccupations of mainstream maleness surround boys and brainwash them from a very early age. So by our example we need to show boys that ‘real men’ can enjoy a wide range of interests and leisure pursuits.


Lack of empathy and consideration


Empathy and consideration are about noticing and caring about how other people are feeling, including being aware of how one’s own behaviour affects others. Research in the field of neuro­science suggests that there is a genetically programmed drive towards empathy, which is stronger in some people than in others. The stereotype of boys is that they are oblivious to how their behaviour impacts those around them. Of course this is not true of all boys, but it is a generalisation that many parents of boys would agree with. We want our sons to learn to understand how others feel and why they feel as they do.


We can map a continuum of empathy. At one extreme of the caring/not caring continuum, we see children who do not seem to notice anything that is not directly related to them. When the upset feelings of another person are pointed out, this child may feel a fleeting or mild concern. At the other end of this continuum, we see a very sensitive child who identifies with someone who is upset to the point where he also becomes upset. Both extremes cause problems.


As well as being a feeling that wells up unbidden when we are exposed to someone’s suffering, empathy is also a skill that can be learned. The first step in teaching empathy is for parents to model empathy when children are upset. This is easier said than done because, so often, along with a child’s upset feelings comes annoying or disruptive behaviour. In Section Two you will learn about the skill of Reflective Listening (see Chapter 6), which is a form of empathising. You will also learn about Descriptive Praise (see Chapter 4), which helps children to see themselves in a more positive light, in this case, as someone who cares about the feelings of others. In add­ition, you will learn about Preparing for Success (see Chapter 5), which gives you a very effective strategy for guiding children to become more empathetic.


Immature social skills


Most boys develop conversational skills at a later age than most girls. There may have been a time in the past when the natural reticence of boys was accepted as ‘a boy thing’ and was not considered a problem. However, nowadays, boys are expected to be socially fluent.


Problems with peers and with adults can develop when a child lacks social skills. In order to achieve the standard of social skills that modern parents and teachers expect, boys will probably need to be taught and trained. Reminding and telling off will not work. Saying nothing and waiting patiently for your boy to mature is also not effective because as he is maturing he may well be ‘practising’ and cementing some unhelpful social habits.


Social skills can be divided into scores of smaller micro-skills. In this book I will be addressing several of the most important micro-skills, showing how, by teaching and training, you can guide your son into friendlier, more polite and more constructive interactions. The teaching and training of social skills needs to include how to:


 


• Greet people (peers, members of the extended family, authority figures, etc.)


• Initiate and maintain a conversation


• Ask and answer questions


• Share


• Express an opinion without being domineering


• Lead and follow in games


• Establish and maintain eye-contact


 


If you feel you have tried everything to get your son to be more friendly and polite and forthcoming, or even just barely civil, without much lasting success, it is understandable that you may be sceptical about whether boys really can be taught social skills. The answer is that boys definitely can. But it will take targeted practice of micro-skills with as much error-free learning as possible. That means making sure that your son practises the new skills correctly so that what gets stored in his long-term memory is the way you want him to talk and respond (see Chapter 21 Peer relationships).


Immature fine-motor skills


Boys are also usually slower than girls to develop more mature fine-motor skills. You are likely to see a boy eating with his fingers and dropping food on the table, whereas a girl of the same age is probably using her knife and fork quite competently. Fine-motor skills are also needed for dressing oneself. A boy may seem so distracted or clumsy when trying to zip up his jacket or get his shirt on the right way round that it looks to the parent as if he is too immature to learn to do it. Or maybe he has learned to do it, but it is taking him a very long time, just when you are desperately trying to get out of the house on time. For these reasons, parents tend to do things for a boy that he should be learning to do for himself. And the longer you keep doing things for your son, the longer it will be before he learns to be self-reliant. In Chapter 5 (Preparing for Success) I talk about strategies for teaching new skills.


These characteristics of the Boy Brain can, if not handled constructively, lead to additional problems: lack of cooper­ation and respect, lack of self-reliance and responsibility, anxiety and tantrums. These problems can be very demoralising because they usually affect several flashpoints throughout the day. Don’t panic! I will address each of these issues in Section Three (Strategies that make living with boys calmer, easier and happier all day long).


 


Summary


 


As you have been reading about the characteristics of the Boy Brain, you’ve probably recognised your son. Until now you may have assumed that there wasn’t much you could do to help him develop more sensible habits. I hope by now you’re starting to feel more optimistic. The next chapter will explain why boys behave as they do, and Sections Two, Three and Four will give you strategies for making solid and lasting changes.










Chapter 3


Causes of problems: Nature and nurture


 


 


 


 


There is very rarely only one cause of any problem. Generally there are several contributing factors, some obvious and others much more subtle and therefore more difficult to identify. In this chapter I will explore how nature and nurture both contribute to some of the problems that parents of boys worry about. This will enable us, in the remainder of the book, to address these factors so that we can help boys have a better experience of their boyhood and help them grow up into men we can be proud of.


The gender differences in brain chemistry are genetically programmed. This is ‘nature’. Some of these differences have become problems because modern society expects boys to be different from the way they have evolved to be. When these differences are unintentionally mishandled by parents, teachers and the wider community, more problems arise. The environment that parents and teachers create is very influential and can make things much better or much worse for boys. This is what I mean by ‘nurture’.


 


Physical energy


 


Nature: The male body is designed for physical activity because for most of our evolutionary history men were physically active for many hours every day. Boys are less responsive to conversation then girls are. They may respond by doing what is sometimes called ‘emotionally shutting down’, which usually means looking away and not answering.


 


Nurture: When we don’t provide sufficient outlet for boys’ physical energy, everyone suffers. We need to make sure that our sons are active every day; this will enable the Boy Brain to focus better on developing more mature habits (see Chapter 19: Exercise).


 


Distractibility, immature impulse-control, problems with concentration, social skills and fine-motor skills, lack of consideration and empathy


 


Nature: Boys have about thirty percent more muscle fibres than girls do. Even a skinny little boy who has not yet developed muscles has much more muscle potential than the average girl has. Managing these muscle fibres takes up a lot of space in the Boy Brain, which is being kept busy processing the messages the muscles send to the brain and the messages that go from the brain back to the muscles. The Boy Brain is focused on getting those muscles to work right and to work together. As a result of this focus, boys tend to have better eye-hand coordination for gross-motor skills (including what are often called ball skills).


One result of the Boy Brain’s early specialisation on muscle development is that several other important areas of the brain are not getting much stimulation, which results in a delay in development relative to girls. These are the parts of the brain that govern language development, social skills, fine-motor coordination and impulse-control. Of course these immatur­ities are relative. I am not suggesting that every boy will have every strength or every weakness. And I am also not suggesting that every strength will be a huge strength or that every weakness will be a terrible, devastating weakness.


 


Nurture: We want to influence our sons to be more mature and more sensible, but unfortunately the ways we usually try to influence do not usually work. Becoming annoyed or angry, repeating, reminding, lecturing, telling off, shouting – none of these reactions help boys to develop more mature habits. The more we get annoyed with our boys, the more resentful they will feel and the less they will want to even try to be more mature and more responsible. The boy may feel belittled, not respected. That is likely to bring out the worst in him, leading to more irresponsibility and even, on occasion, to revenge.


In case you are wondering how you could possibly get your son to do anything he is supposed to do without repeating, reminding, nagging, lecturing or threatening, the good news is that there are far more effective strategies for guiding boys into more sensible, more mature habits. Sections Two, Three and Four are devoted to explaining these strategies.


Many of the immaturities of the Boy Brain catch up to girls by early or late adolescence. But unfortunately, by that time many boys are very resentful. Due to the repeating and reminding and exasperated looks and criticism, boys are already turned off to the idea of becoming mature and sensible and responsible. So even though in adolescence the Boy Brain is making a leap in maturity, the teenage boy’s attitude about himself and about life is often stuck in his immature past. You will see that the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies that follow in Sections Two, Three and Four can minimise much of that negative attitude.


 


Aggression and competitiveness


 


Nature: Boys have always had difficulty learning how to harness their aggression, partly because they have more aggression, which comes from a higher level of testosterone. The adrenalin flows more freely as well. A boy’s aggression can be more easily triggered because boys have a relatively immature understanding of what makes people tick. When things go wrong, boys tend to take it personally, assuming malicious intent.


 


Nurture: Nowadays boys are often made to feel bad for fighting, for being fascinated by aggression, violence and war, for being driven to compete. We need to respect these innate drives and provide safe channels for them. Let’s teach boys how to rough-and-tumble safely, rather than trying to ban play-fighting (see Chapter 20 Sibling relationships).


 


Risk-taking, drive for excitement, fascination with the forbidden


 


Nature: In a simpler era, boys spent a lot of time hunting or exploring, roaming far from home, having adventures and gaining experience and confidence from learning how to solve their own problems. Or they stayed closer to home, watching, imitating and learning from the men in their extended family, who were taking care of the community’s needs for food, clothing, shelter and safety. This also presented excitement and challenge to growing boys.


 


Nurture: The Boy Brain needs challenge and excitement. If the adults in a community do not provide boys and young men with constructive outlets for this very strong innate drive, boys can readily turn to less positive or even dangerous ways of meeting this need for risk-taking and adventure. We have to find ways for our boys to feel challenged. Of course it would be convenient if boys felt challenged by their schoolwork, but that tends not to be the case because it is not physical enough. Sport is one of the best ways for boys to test themselves physically, in individual pursuits and team games. In Chapter 19 (Exercise) I address how to help boys become more active and how to help them develop specific skills that can lead to greater confidence. Competition provides challenge and excitement. In Chapter 21 (Peer relationships) I explain how to harness the Boy Brain’s natural craving for competition.


 


Summary


 


Boys come into the world with a cluster of inborn traits that were once very useful, both to their community and to the survival of our species, back in the early days of our evolutionary history. We need to accept this as our starting point.


It is not a boy’s fault that society no longer needs or values or provides outlets for many of these Boy Brain characteristics, which can either be strengths or weaknesses depending on how we manage them. We need to channel these drives into socially acceptable activities because we cannot simply scold these natural characteristics out of existence. We need to use our ingenuity to give boys many and varied opportunities to practise the positive aspects of these double-edged characteristics.










Section Two


Using the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies to bring out the best in boys










Chapter 4


Descriptive Praise


 


 


 


 


 


You can see why I think Descriptive Praise is magic 


 


I’m a single mother with two boys and a girl. When the boys got to about eleven and nine years old, they started answering back and always had to have the last word. My heart sank because I thought I couldn’t make them respect me and take me seriously. Their dad isn’t in the country so I had to sort it out myself. I started Descriptively Praising whenever they talked to me nicely, not sarcastically, not ordering me about, mimicking me or ignoring me. And actually there were plenty of times they were nice, but I hadn’t been noticing. 


 


My mantra became ‘Don’t reply to disrespect.’ So instead of reasoning or arguing, I would just look at them and wait for them to stop. Then I could say a Descriptive Praise about them being polite. Sometimes it took a while, but it worked. And if they didn’t say please, I didn’t remind them. I just said, ‘No, you can’t because you didn’t say please. You can ask again in half an hour,’ and I set the timer for half an hour. That worked a treat! And when they did say please and thank you, of course they got Descriptive Praise and a big smile.


 


Now, without boasting, I can say my boys are very friendly and polite and respectful. And just by Descriptively Praising ten times a day, other things improved without me even having to do anything special. They all get on much better now and are much less competitive. They take their schoolwork more seriously and they offer to help instead of complaining when I ask. And they do everything they have to do to get ready in the mornings and at bedtime without me having to think about it. So you can see why I think Descriptive Praise is magic!


 


Mother of Daniel (aged 14), Nathan (aged 12) and Shira (aged 9)


 


 


Before parents learn about Descriptive Praise, the usual way to praise is with superlatives: ‘Well done,’ ‘Brilliant,’ ‘Terrific,’ ‘Fantastic’ or ‘Excellent’. The intention behind this type of superlative praise is well-meaning. We say, ‘Well done,’ ‘Fabulous’ or ‘You’re so talented,’ because we want our children to feel confident; we want them to feel loved; we want them to feel special. And we also want to influence our children; we want to encourage them to try new things or to stick at tasks that are not much fun.


Superlative praise is not a very effective motivator because children are quite savvy; they know that most of the time what they have done is not really fabulous and terrific. If it were, everyone would be telling them how amazing they are. But it’s only Mum and Dad. Children understand that this is the sort of thing parents say because they love you, not because it’s true. Also, your son has heard those same over-the-top praises hundreds, maybe even thousands, of times, so he hardly pays any attention any more. He tunes them out. And those effusive praises do not give him any concrete information about what he could do again to get more of our approval. So the superlatives don’t work to achieve our aims. 


Our children want to please us, but a lot of the time we may not even seem to be noticing what they are doing. In even the most loving household, it is easier for children to get negative attention by dawdling, by teasing a sibling, by whingeing or refusing, than it is for them to get positive attention for doing the right thing. That is because when nothing is going wrong, we tend to use that extra bit of free time to get something done. Most of us have a mental to-do list that is never-ending. We have emails to reply to, bills to pay, machines to load and unload – we have a million and one things to take care of. And we are able to get on with our own tasks and responsibilities when our children’s behaviour is OK. But when there is some kind of a problem, some kind of misbehaviour, we swivel the spotlight of our attention on to the problem in order to deal with it. So what gets noticed and reinforced is the negative behaviour.


 


Getting started – your guide to success


 


I’m going to ask you to jettison the superlative praise and instead practise Descriptive Praise, which is a new way of acknowledging and appreciating our children. This is a much more effective way of motivating children to be their best selves. Descriptive Praise is the most powerful motivator because children want our approval.


With Descriptive Praise, you leave out the superlatives, and you just notice and mention the little things your son is doing right or the little things he is not doing wrong. It is not ac­curate to say those OK things are amazing or fantastic, because they’re not. 


You will be noticing and mentioning lots of tiny steps in the right direction, all those little OK behaviours that are very easy to overlook or to take for granted. We have to pay attention to those OK behaviours if we want to get more of them. When your son hears you talking about exactly what he did right, he will want to do it again to get more of your appreciation. Quite quickly, children start to internalise the Descriptive Praise, and they are reinventing themselves.


I am challenging you to Descriptively Praise all day long. When we’re with our children, we’re talking to them a lot of the time. So whenever you’re about to say something to your son, whether it is to tell him to do something, or to answer a question, or just to chat, start with a little Descriptive Praise. 


If you make this commitment, you will start out with very good intentions. But at some point during the day you will realise that you haven’t said any Descriptive Praises in the past ten minutes – or even in the past hour. That is the time to ask yourself ‘What can I praise?’ Look around and start noticing what your son is doing that’s OK and what he is not doing wrong at that moment. 


Even if you’re not sure what to praise, take the plunge and start a sentence with the words ‘I notice . . .’ Once you have launched yourself into that sentence, you will have to think of some way to finish the sentence. You might say:


 


I notice . . . that you’re sitting up straight.


 


I notice . . . that you haven’t spilled any food on the table.


 


I notice . . . that you didn’t kick your brother under the table. 


 


These all happen to be mealtime examples. I chose them because mealtimes with boys can be very stressful for parents. But you will be able to find OK behaviours to Descriptively Praise during every daily flashpoint. 


 


 


Recently at a seminar a father told me how effective Descriptive Praise has been with his son: ‘I had just assumed that boys don’t ever want to tidy up or clean their teeth or do their homework or write thank you cards or take out the rubbish or write neatly. When I first heard about Descriptive Praise, I almost didn’t bother trying it because it sounded like the sort of thing that would work with obedient little girls, not with rowdy, active boys like mine. So I was amazed that after only a few Descriptive Praises for doing a bit of tidying in his room, now my son wants to tidy up his toys.’


 


 


It may be hard to believe that our boys will start wanting to behave better within a few weeks, sometimes even just a few days, once they start hearing us noticing and mentioning every tiny step in the right direction. Boys, like girls, want to please us. But we need to tell them exactly what pleases us, and Descriptive Praise does just that.


 


Descriptive Praise for boys


 


Descriptive Praise is an excellent training tool. As you describe to your son exactly what he has done right, he is hearing very useful information about what to do next time to get your appreciation and approval. Descriptive Praise guides children into good habits.


It is very important to say lots of Descriptive Praises every day, little and often, for the many tiny OK behaviours you will see every day. Don’t wait until your son does something amazing. I challenge you to Descriptively Praise each child ten times per day (and if you think any of your adult relationships are getting a bit stale, Descriptive Praise will improve them as well!) With practice, you will soon be able to Descriptively Praise your son many more than ten times every day. And the more you Descriptively Praise, the more quickly he will be guided into more positive, more mature habits. Descriptive Praise improves bad habits. 
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