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To all the family members, friends, acquaintances, 
and strangers who have reached out to us for help with 
the boys in your lives. Your questions (and our own!) 
are the foundation of this book.
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Thank you to all the experts who helped us address those 
questions—and especially to all the boys who shared your 
personal perspectives and experiences with us.



















“I keep a lot of feelings to myself because I don’t really know how to talk about it. I don’t really even know how to express it besides destroying stuff. I worry that one day I’ll fully lose it and do something I’ll really regret. My dad goes by the idea that ‘men don’t cry,’ and that’s heavily affected me. I wish adults would support their children through hard times and help them express their feelings.”


—Kamran, age 18


















INTRODUCTION



Our society’s expectations about gender are big, and they start early.


As soon as parents say they are expecting a boy, the advice starts rolling in. Well-meaning relatives and friends will often tell new parents of boys how lucky they are not to be raising a girl. “Boys are so much easier!” they say. Girls are so much more “moody and emotional.” The overall message seems to be that while boys may be more active or messy than girls, they are simpler creatures that don’t require as much intense attention from parents. And for the boys who do act out and exhibit reckless or careless behavior? Well, we have a ready-made phrase for it: “Boys will be boys!”


Here’s the reality: This laissez-faire approach to raising boys isn’t working. An increasing number of boys say they feel lonely and isolated. They are underperforming in school and opting out of college, overdosing on drugs, falling under the spell of extremism, and engaging in lethal violence and self-harm—including mass shootings and suicide. According to research by Equimundo, at least 72% of young men in the US say they’ve been told “a ‘real man’ behaves ‘a certain way,’” which involves being heterosexual, tough, and a risk-taker. In a study published in Preventive Medicine, Equimundo and researchers at UPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh found that young men who embrace rigid masculine norms are five times more likely to bully (verbally, online, or physically) or sexually harass others, and twice as likely to experience depression or suicidal ideation.


When we don’t recognize the complexity of boys’ emotions and relationships, we don’t acknowledge their full humanity. This harms them and the people around them. We believe that something must change, and that change starts with us—their parents, caregivers, educators, and mentors. We invite you to join us and the many adults around the world who are working to consciously raise more caring, connected, emotionally reflective boys. This book is a guide for how to get started.


In this book, we focus on the tween and teen years because, in our experience, that’s when a lot of boys need connection and guidance the most. Boys this age should be having deep, ongoing discussions about topics like consent, substance use, and how to manage stress and feelings of depression or anxiety, but adults sometimes put off having these talks because they worry it will be awkward, or they don’t know exactly what to say.


Research shows that people are happier when they are strongly connected to others, can ask for support when they need it, and can talk openly about their feelings. But learning where, when, and how to open up can feel like a monumental task to a preteen or teenage boy. They may have had bad experiences with friends or crushes who’ve betrayed their trust, making them fear opening up again. They may feel judged, talked down to, or ignored by their parents and teachers, causing them to keep their deepest feelings and questions to themselves.


Our advice: Lean into the awkwardness and use the conversation guides and tips we provide to start talking to your boys. You don’t need to be perfect, but you do need to get started.


Conversation is the key. Not only does it help us connect with our teens, it helps their maturity process. Mature thinking happens when kids utilize the “higher” portions of their brains, exercising logic, empathy, and rationality. As Frances E. Jensen, MD, writes in her book The Teenage Brain, “The brain is programmed to pay special attention to the acquisition of novel information, which is what learning really is. The more activity or excitation between a specific set of neurons, the stronger the synapse.”


The more kids practice using these portions of their brains, the more reflexive their thoughtfulness becomes, making them less susceptible to the impulsivity, irrationality, and self-centeredness that are common among teens. When our boys practice using empathy, compassion, and introspection, we help them flex their thoughtfulness “muscles”—and thoughtful boys are much more likely to become thoughtful men.


How We Started Doing This Work


Before Joanna became a parent, she believed she could throw all gender-related expectations out the window and start with a clean slate. Then she had a son. Two years later she had another, and soon she started witnessing all the ways society enforces unhealthy gender expectations upon boys and men. Now, as a mom of two teenage sons and a young daughter, she has insight into how teen boys’ unique needs can be easily overlooked.


When Joanna started writing about raising boys she saw how hungry parents were for this information. She knew this needed to be a fundamental part of her professional mission as a writer and media critic.


Over time, Joanna has become internationally known as an expert on raising boys. Countless parents read and shared her viral New York Times essay “Racists Are Recruiting. Watch Your White Sons,” and her work has been featured in numerous media outlets, including CNN, NBC, and The Washington Post.


For Christopher, these are issues that come up both at work and at home.


As an educator, he’s taught thousands of students in middle school and high school health classes about gender roles, and trained teachers about how to gracefully handle sensitive topics. He’s also the father of two boys and was a foster parent for another boy for more than a year. He tries to follow and support the interests of his boys and thinks a lot about how to guide them toward becoming supportive, healthy men. Raising boys has also caused him to reflect on his own upbringing and the lessons he learned—and tried to unlearn—about what it means to be a man today.


In addition to raising boys at home, Christopher helps coordinate Young Men’s Health Groups in San Francisco’s public schools. In these weekly groups, boys find a safe place to talk about navigating gender roles, dating, sexuality, and the expectations of men in the world. He’s found that boys really want a chance to connect and talk about their feelings. They are working things out every day, and having a caring group of peers listen really helps.


Christopher’s innovative work has been featured in the New York Times, Vox, and USA Today and on CNN and National Public Radio. He regularly speaks to educators and parents about how to better support the boys in their lives.


How to Use This Book


This book is designed to be read in any order that interests you—but we ask that you start with chapter 1, which focuses on communication. This chapter is designed to build a foundation for communicating with our growing kids. It has tools, sample scripts, and questions, as well as advice from some of the world’s most noteworthy communication experts and therapists. Once you’ve read chapter 1, you can jump around to whatever topic will help you most in the moment. In many chapters, we offer “Check in with Yourself” prompts to encourage you to reflect on some of these big issues. Knowing where you stand—your values, your concerns, your own history and how it may color your opinions—means you can approach these conversations with more clarity and confidence.


Not Just About Boys, Not Just for Parents


We know that many of the concerns we address in this book are not unique to boys. Parents may find the suggestions provided here useful regardless of their child’s gender. This book is also not just for parents—it’s for caregivers of all types. We sometimes use terms like “your son” or refer to readers as parents, but we understand that there are many kinds of caregivers and many kinds of families trying to raise boys well.


It’s important to note that whenever we talk about trends we’ve observed among teen boys, that does not mean girls aren’t experiencing these things or that all boys do. As parents and as professionals in our respective fields, we want to make clear that in writing about boys, we do not intend to minimize the experiences of any other kids. Ultimately, we want more connection and opportunities for all young people.


We write this book because we believe that raising healthy and empathetic boys will help make the world a better place for everyone. Parenting, when done consciously and with compassion, is a form of activism. Raising kids who will do less harm than the generations before them, who will stand up for what’s right and make the world a better place, is well worth the time, energy, and passion we have poured into this book. Our boys are worth the effort.


Meet Our Boys’ Panel




In every chapter, you will find quotes from real boys from our boys’ panel. They provide us with funny, profound, and, at times, brutally honest insights into their lives and how they believe adults can do better when communicating with tweens and teens.


The eighty-five boys on our panel—ranging in age from ten to twenty-two—come from a variety of racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds, and live in several different parts of the US and Canada. To protect their confidentiality, the boys are referenced here only by first name, and some of them chose to use pseudonyms.


Their responses to our questions were often humorous, irreverent, and tender, but what moved us most was how thoughtful they were. They dug deep, sharing what scares them, what they wish their parents knew about them, their heartbreaks, their accomplishments, their insider view on boyhood, and what they think that we, as the adults in their lives, are doing right and doing wrong in raising them.


We hope you enjoy reading these little “We Asked Boys” boxes as much as we enjoyed collecting them to share with all of you. Our kids are a gift, one that often goes underappreciated during the adolescent years.



















“My father and I have an ongoing joke where he will say in a mock-serious tone, ‘It’s time for another one of those father-son talks.’ He will then sit me down and preface whatever it is we’re about to discuss by saying, ‘There comes a time in a man’s life when…’ and then he proceeds to drop the bomb, usually something minor like, ‘he needs to plan his homework schedule for the next week.’ This format is used for anything that I’m not a fan of discussing, like executive functioning–related things. I really enjoy the format because the theatrics of it make me more engaged in the conversation.”


—Nat, age 17


















Chapter 1





Talk to Your Boys About


COMMUNICATION





Communicating effectively is the single most important skill we need when parenting tweens and teens. So, this is where our book starts. It’s also a section you can return to any time you don’t know how to address a topic or start a conversation.


Every kid can benefit from learning how to communicate effectively, but it is especially important for boys, who are often expected to keep their feelings quiet. This silence can have devastating consequences for their mental health.


It’s typical for adolescents to become less talkative as they get older. For parents, this change can feel shocking—the little kid who never stopped chattering is suddenly the big kid who pulls his hoodie up and grunts out one-word answers.


“If boy puberty hired a marketing firm to design a logo, it would be an image of a closed door; if it were animated, the door would be slamming.” This is how pediatrician Cara Natterson, MD, opens her book Decoding Boys. According to Natterson, the closed door isn’t necessarily the problem. The problem is when we stop trying to open it. “We can’t decode our boys if we don’t talk to them,” she writes, “even though that’s precisely what many of us tend to do: not talk to them.”


Parents have a choice: we can kick the door down and demand that our boy talk like he used to, or we can pause, recognize that he’s changing, and find a new way to communicate.


Terrence Real, therapist and author of the groundbreaking book about male mental health I Don’t Want to Talk About It, told it to us straight: “Don’t accept the cultural narrative that adolescent boys just don’t talk. It’s bullshit.”


Real, a father of two grown sons, insists that boys do not have to “turn monosyllabic,” nor do they have to separate from us emotionally in order to grow up: “That’s not psychology. That is patriarchy.”


“If you want them to talk,” he insists, “start by listening to them. Ask them for advice. Learn a few things from them. Stop guiding them and just be with them a little bit.”


We asked boys:




What do you wish you could talk to your parents about?


“Mental health and emotional struggles.”


—Cormac, age 16


“Everything. I see people who are almost like best friends with their parents and it’s really cool to see… those people are very lucky. But oftentimes when I try to be silly or when I approach my mom with a subject, I notice a lot of unhealthy communication from her.”


—Colin, age 17


“Social life. My girlfriend can talk to her mom about almost anything, but I don’t feel like I could do that because they aren’t there like that. Or they just don’t understand as well.”


—Isaiah, age 17


“Just about life and how it’s going.”


—Anees, age 18





How to Talk to Your Boys


“Forcing communication will just harden your child,” fifteen-year-old Nadav told us. “Teenagers are like that stuff you make in science class called Oobleck; the harder you push, the more they resist. As the parent, you just need to be gentle enough so that they stay soft and can actually have valuable communication.”


So what does it mean to be gentle enough? It starts with learning the signs that a boy is open to talk—and the signs that he’s not. Too often, we say, “Sit down, son, let’s chat” in moments that are convenient for us. We don’t stop to consider if he’s ready to talk.


It can be hard to tell sometimes. You poke your head into your teen’s room after school and he’s lying across his bed looking at his phone. His backpack is on the ground and his feet hang off the end of his bed, shoes on. To you, this looks like a kid with nothing to do. To him, a whole other scenario may be playing out. Here’s what may be happening when you think he’s doing nothing:






	
[image: ] He’s exhausted from school and zoning out to his phone, which helps him recharge.


	
[image: ] His day was emotionally taxing and he’s overwhelmed, so he’s watching a show or video to release stress.


	
[image: ] He’s about to do homework and he’s scanning his calendar or classroom app to see what work is ahead of him.


	
[image: ] He’s catching up on social media communication, so none of his friends think he’s ignoring them.


	
[image: ] He’s reading a long message from a friend who is sharing something heavy or important.








It may not look like much, but this “doing nothing” is likely a meaningful part of his day. An interruption from you might feel like an invasion, and before you know it he’s throwing up walls. So what to do instead?


Don’t Interrupt, Inquire


Start by inquiring respectfully:






	
[image: ] “Do you have a few minutes to talk, or should I come back later?”


	
[image: ] “Are you in the middle of something or can I come in for a few?”


	
[image: ] “I need to talk to you before I go to bed at nine, do you have a few minutes before then?”








When we inquire instead of assume, we send a simple but profound message rooted in one thing—respect. When we inquire instead of interrupt we tell them:






	
[image: ] “I understand you’ve got a lot going on.”


	
[image: ] “I respect your time and energy levels.”


	
[image: ] “I recognize you’re not just an extension of me. You are your own person with a complex life, schedule, and set of emotions.”








Set the Tone


It’s also key to let them know the tone of the conversation so they can gauge their own ability to handle it in the moment. Add an appropriate qualifier such as:






	
[image: ] “It’s no big deal, it’s just about weekend plans.”


	
[image: ] “You’re not in trouble, but it’s definitely important.”


	
[image: ] “This is serious, and it’s important we take some time to talk about it when we can both listen and communicate well.”








It’s not fair to let them sit there wondering what’s wrong when there’s nothing to worry about. Their concern that something major is coming may prompt them to ignore that they feel too tired or emotionally overwhelmed to show up for the conversation the best way possible. Giving them some agency over when these conversations happen also models communication skills and teaches them to respect other people’s time and energy.


Take Them Seriously


Boys can tell if you are actually interested in what they have to say, or if you are just angling for time before you deliver a lecture. If they know you’re going to listen—and listen with respect—they are a lot more likely to keep the communication lines open.






	
[image: ] Put your phone away so you can give him your full attention.


	
[image: ] Avoid making proclamations or getting argumentative.


	
[image: ] Take him seriously. Let him know that you value what he is saying and believe him.


	
[image: ] Show him that you’re listening (nod, repeat what you hear, ask clarifying questions).


	
[image: ] Be aware of your actions and facial expressions.


	
[image: ] Stay open-minded.


	
[image: ] Ask follow-up questions. You can use phrases like “Would you be willing to tell me more about that?” or “What did you do next?”


	
[image: ] Don’t rush in to fill silences. Try counting to ten after asking a question.








Get Curious, Not Furious


How do we talk to our boys when they have disappointed us? When they’ve broken a rule or failed to meet our expectations? Instead of punishments or formal consequences, clinical psychologist Ross Greene, PhD, author of the bestselling book The Explosive Child and creator of the Collaborative & Proactive Solutions model, encourages parents to start with curiosity. If a child isn’t doing well, Greene insists that something must be getting in their way. Here are some examples of what it sounds like to approach your kid with curiosity rather than frustration:






	
[image: ] “I’ve noticed that you haven’t been putting your dishes away after breakfast… what’s up?”


	
[image: ] “I’ve noticed that you’ve been playing video games longer than the time we agreed on… what’s up?”








Then you listen with genuine empathy to hear what’s making it hard for your kid to meet a given expectation (we know this might be difficult, especially if you’re angry!). Only then do you explain to them why you are concerned, using a phrase like “The thing is [insert your concern]…” or “My concern is [insert your concern]…”


After you and your kid have talked and heard each other out you can move toward generating realistic and mutually satisfactory solutions. Greene recommends restating the concerns using a sentence frame that begins with “I wonder if there is a way…” The problem-solving should be a collaboration. The goal is to find a solution that truly addresses the concerns of both parties, and that both parties can actually perform.


We asked boys:




What could your parents do differently that would make you more likely to talk openly with them?


“If they weren’t super critical of me and telling everyone my business, I would probably be more open to them.”


—Kamran, age 18


“It would be good if maybe they were more open about their struggles and hardships at my age. Without that, there is kind of a ‘family myth’—as my therapist likes to call it—about how my parents made it to where they are. If they opened up about their struggles it might make it easier for me to open up.”


—James, age 21


“Tell me that I can talk to them about anything… there’s this sort of gap between us because I don’t talk about my social life or feelings with them.”


—Isaiah, age 17


“Oftentimes my mother will approach me in a way that might not make me want to open up about things, but on occasion she’ll approach me with an open mind and understanding, which I do appreciate. I think being approached with compassion and an open mind works well for not only me, but most teenagers.”


—Colin, age 17


“Just hang out with their kids like they’re best friends, because the more you hang out with anyone the more they will talk.”


—Anees, age 18






Try Reflective Listening


In 1980, Harville Hendrix, PhD, and Helen LaKelly Hunt, PhD, developed the Imago Dialog system as part of their unique couples therapy model. They realized that, when people are upset, hurt, frustrated, or angry, communication often becomes challenging.


Imago is a system for making sure both people are heard accurately and that their feelings and experiences are validated. Over the last forty-plus years, Imago Dialog has been used in all sorts of settings, and while the clinical format is likely too formal for daily interactions with teens, it can be simplified.


This is an example Dr. Hendrix shared with us. He noted that he still relies upon this format when talking with some of his own grown kids. You may find it helpful when conversations get tense. There are four key steps for using reflective listening with teens:






	
1. Pause before responding.


	
2. Reflect back what we believe we heard.


	
3. Ask if that is correct. If not, ask them to clarify.


	
4. Repeat if necessary.








Yes, it’s that simple. But you’ll notice that when the pressure starts to rise or a conversation gets heated, it won’t always come naturally. That’s why it’s good to practice when everything is smooth sailing.


Here’s an example of how reflective listening works:


You: Hey, could you please load and start the dishwasher before you head back to your room?


Him (grumpy): Why? My sister never has to do anything, and I’m the one with the huge project due on Monday. You guys treat me like I’m your servant sometimes.


If you’re like many parents, your first reaction might be to think, “This kid has it so easy! What is he complaining about?” Instead of saying that, pause and see if you can figure out what the big issue is. What’s he really trying to say?


You: So, if I have this correct, you’re feeling stressed out and like we’re asking too much of you. Does that feel right?


Him: No, it’s not that it is a super stressful chore—it’s just the timing that is really stressing me out—you are asking me to load the dishwasher on top of everything I am dealing with right now.


Again, if you can resist defensiveness—even when it feels justified—and continue to try to understand and affirm, you’ll likely end up with better results.


You: Ah, OK. So, what I think I’m hearing is that you feel like I’m heaping a bunch of extra stuff on top of you and you don’t know if you can handle it all. Is that more accurate?


If you’re able to ask these questions with softness in your voice and hear him out, it’s likely he’ll start to feel safe opening up and you’ll get to the root of what’s bothering him.


Him: Yeah, geometry has been really hard. I feel so stupid in that class.


You: Now that’s a problem I think we can work through. I know it can be hard to talk about this stuff, especially when we’re stressed, but I really appreciate that you explained it. Let’s see what we can figure out, because feeling stupid in class is not fun at all.


What felt like a kid being lazy might turn out to be a kid feeling badly about himself, wondering if he’s stupid, and feeling helpless—and those are problems you two can face together.


As grown-up as he may seem on the outside sometimes, he is still a kid and will likely feel reassured when you offer him a hug, tell him he’s not stupid, and suggest that you work together to come up with some solutions. Of course, after this talk, the dishwasher will still need to get loaded. Use your best judgment about when to force the issue, or consider doing it together.


We asked boys:




What advice would you give to a parent who wants their teen son to talk to them more?


“Reveal more about yourself to make your son feel like they can connect more.”


—Sam, age 15


“Let them know you’re there and they can tell you anything. Tell them they won’t get in trouble for whatever they tell you because the thing kids fear the most is opening up to their parents too much and getting in trouble.”


—Isaiah, age 17


“Check on them but don’t put pressure on them. Allow them to know that you are open to discuss anything when they want, not just when you want. Listen and ask if they want advice instead of just assuming they want it.”


—James, age 21


“Just have a friendly dynamic with your kid, rather than being only an authority figure. There’s a perfect balance of both, which can take some trial and error to find, but ends up strengthening your bond with your kid.”


—Rahul, age 15





Talk Shoulder to Shoulder, Not Eye to Eye


Stan Tatkin, PsyD, a psychologist who developed a therapy model that considers not only our psychology but also our human biological tendencies, insists that teenage boys are like “high-octane cats” who are sensitive to feeling trapped. “If you’re smart, you don’t lecture them, you say what’s necessary and get out of Dodge,” he told us with a laugh.


Even better, insists Dr. Tatkin, do something with your teen that is rhythmic and does not require eye contact. “If you and I start a round of ping-pong or play catch, we have to look at each other to see where the other person is going to hit or throw the ball,” he explained. “That keeps us in the moment. We’re not staring at the other, we’re glancing. We get into a rhythm that relaxes our bodies and shears off excess adrenaline that would ordinarily cause more looking up.”


When we move in a fluid motion, we prevent executive functioning parts of our brains—which normally constrict and inhibit open communication—from taking over. “As long as there’s striated muscle engagement—those are the trunk muscles and limbs—as long as there’s movement there, there’s fluidity and a constant regulation of adrenal uptake.”


Other ideas for talking while moving might include hiking, walking, strumming guitars, drumming together, or putting up a tent or similar project.


A lot of people—adults included—feel intimidated by the intimacy of face-to-face conversations. They find that sitting side-by-side during a car ride is a good venue to try having these talks.


Just remember that this isn’t a hard-and-fast rule. If your son doesn’t respond well to talking in the car, it may be because he feels trapped or struggles to have conversations without clear eye contact. The adult and/or the child may find it challenging to understand each other without the context cues of body language.


If he seems to withdraw more or become angry when you introduce topics or ideas in the car, it’s OK to back off. With less pressure, some kids will eventually seize the opportunity to open up on their own terms.


Signs Your Kids Are Ready to Talk


On an episode of Neal Brennan’s Blocks podcast, comedian and writer Jerry Seinfeld, father of two grown sons and a daughter, said:


“People always talk about ‘quality time.’ I’m into ‘garbage time.’ You want to have ‘garbage time’ with your kids, when nothing’s happening. It’s 11:30 p.m. and one of them says, ‘Do you want to have cereal?’… It’s just garbage time. You’re just sitting there—you’re not even talking. It’s nothing… but it’s everything.”


Garbage time can just be sitting around. Or it could be an unspoken request for communication. Here are some of the signs that your kid wants to talk and doesn’t necessarily know how to ask for your time:






	
[image: ] Lingering in a doorway or in the periphery of a room


	
[image: ] Putting down his phone and watching you or the other people in the room


	
[image: ] Staying out on the couch or hanging at the dinner table longer than he usually does


	
[image: ] Coming into your room at night or your office during the day (or wherever you’re busy doing other things) and just hanging out


	
[image: ] Sending a text asking what you’re up to








These signs could also mean he simply doesn’t want to be alone—but that’s an important emotional need as well. Staying present can have a powerful impact.


So hang out! Put down your laptop or look up from your knitting. Smile. Turn your attention to him and ask him questions about his day. Keep the tone light and inviting. It almost doesn’t matter what you say, what matters is showing him that you’re happy he’s around. This demonstrates how important they are to us and allows us to seize a rare moment when they’re ready to engage.


Researchers (and married couple) John and Julie Gottman have studied the lives of married couples for decades. Their research looks into the power of noticing when your partner is attempting to create connection. They call these attempts “bids” and suggest people work toward understanding what their loved one’s bids look like. For teens, a bid for connection could look like:






	
[image: ] Sharing something funny from a video he saw


	
[image: ] Telling you what he did in his video game


	
[image: ] Making a joke, even if it’s nonsensical to you


	
[image: ] Touching your shoulder or arm or playfully poking you


	
[image: ] Asking a question, even if it seems unimportant


	
[image: ] Playing you a song they like


	
[image: ] Lingering on the couch or in a room with you, even when saying nothing









Bids can also appear negative:






	
[image: ] Sighing loudly when you are nearby


	
[image: ] Complaining


	
[image: ] Mildly misbehaving, like slipping swear words into language or saying things they know will annoy you








Bids don’t always look like big, important moments. In fact, they’re often small and seemingly meaningless, like your boy asking where the big spoons are.


You don’t have to get up and find the spoon for him to respond to his bid. When he asks about the spoon, you can say, “They’re in the kitchen tools drawer” and then ask what he’s making. Remember, it’s less about what you say than the fact that you’re open to the bid and validating his desire to connect—even if it’s over something that seems silly.


How to Keep Your Cool When Your Boy Is Being Unkind


Attempts at connecting with our boys are often thwarted by sheer adolescent rudeness. The instinct to meet fire with fire is understandable, but there’s something to be said for taking a breath and approaching our prickly teen with patience, using some of the skills from this chapter.


Here’s an example…


Seemingly out of nowhere, your kid yells to you from the kitchen:


Him: I HATE when you buy this cheap pizza, Dad! It’s disgusting. You don’t even care, though, because you’re so [expletive] cheap!


Affirm the emotion, model emotional control, and set a boundary.


You: I hear that you’re really upset about the pizza, and I want to understand. But the way you just spoke to me was hurtful and unnecessarily loud. Give me a few minutes, I’m going to take a breath so I don’t overreact, and then I want to talk about it.


Return within a few moments and restart the conversation.


You: OK, son, it seems like you’re really upset about the pizza… what’s up?


Him: I just hate this pizza, Dad, and I’ve told you that. I’m starving, I just finished practice, and this pizza is not what I wanted.


Reflect back what you’re hearing.


You: Ah, OK. If I’m understanding, you feel like I ignored the fact that you don’t like that pizza and bought it anyway. Is that right?


Him: Yeah, like, I’ve said it, but it feels like you’re not listening. It made me really mad.


Reflect and affirm the emotion.


You: I can imagine it feels bad to think I don’t care enough to listen.


Him: Yeah. And I get so hungry, I feel like I can’t get enough to eat lately.


Reflect again, apologize, affirm.


You: I hear you. I think I forgot that you didn’t like it, or maybe I just didn’t take it seriously. I’m sorry. So, what can we do to make sure you get enough food throughout the day, especially before practice?


Him: I don’t know.


Ask if he’s ready to engage on this before diving in:


You: Do you want to think of some ideas now, or maybe later, after you’ve eaten? We can also just go to the grocery store after dinner and see what looks good.


Him: Yeah, let’s do that. I’m tired and won’t be able to think about much until I’ve eaten.


Renew your boundary and end on a positive note.


You: OK, great. Let me know when. Also, next time, if we can avoid yelling, let’s try to. But I know you were upset, and I know how hard you’re working in school and how much energy it takes to get through practice after a full day.


When Your Kid Seems to Be Struggling


Although it’s common and even developmentally appropriate for an adolescent to retreat and want more time alone, you want to ensure that they don’t retreat to their room and never come out. It’s key to keep knocking on your son’s closed door, both literally and metaphorically, to stay connected. A few helpful phrases:






	
[image: ] Just a reminder that if you’re ever having a tough time, there’s no problem too big for us to work on together.


	
[image: ] I know life is chaotic but I want you to know that I’m never too busy to have a conversation with you.


	
[image: ] Remember that I love you, and nothing you tell me will ever change that.


	
[image: ] I know parents can be extremely annoying when you’re a teenager, but if you ever want to talk or hang out, I’m here and I always value our conversations.








Little phrases peppered throughout our kids’ lives, shared with a smile, can reinforce that we are a safe place to turn to when times get tough.


Dr. John Duffy, a psychologist, father of a grown son, and author of the book Rescuing Our Sons, urges parents to trust their own internal wisdom to know when it’s time to reach out for help. “Some degree of distance is fully expected and developmentally normal,” he told us. But too often “parents dismiss this distance as normal instead of facing the problem head-on. My bias is in favor of professional help when a parent thinks [their son’s distance] may potentially be an issue.” Dr. Duffy suggests we watch out for the following signs:






	
[image: ] You can sense that your depth of communication with your child has diminished, especially over a short period of time


	
[image: ] You feel as if you are losing traction as a parent—he is listening to you less, talking with you less, and sharing with you less








“Therapy is rarely a mistake,” Duffy suggests, “even if, in retrospect, it seems like an overreaction.”


Staying Connected


Too many of us—including the humble authors of this very book—are sometimes so caught up in our phones, work, or other distractions that we barely notice the little things our kids do throughout the day. But noticing these little things can add up to something powerful.


In their research with married couples, the Gottmans found that couples who have about five positive interactions to one negative interaction were much happier and more likely to last. We think this can extend to the parent/child relationship.


To maintain a healthy bond with our kids, it helps to be sure that we are having more positive than negative interactions. And they can be small! Pausing for a moment and catching your son’s eye and smiling—even if he doesn’t smile back—is a positive interaction. Tossing in an authentic compliment (“I appreciate how patient you were with your brother this morning”) adds yet another.


The goal isn’t to meticulously track your interactions, but rather to simply be aware of the overall tone of your interactions and to strive for a balance. It may not be possible to have a positive ratio every day. That’s OK. Just keep in mind that your kid may need some extra effort at connection and affirmation in the days to come. Here’s a short list of what a positive ratio day with your teen might look like:






	
[image: ] Saying “good morning” to your son with a smile +1


	
[image: ] Asking if he needs anything before you leave for work/he leaves for school +1


	
[image: ] Saying “Love you!” while looking at him as you leave +1


	
[image: ] Texting your concern over his mounting tardies −1


	
[image: ] Thanking him for putting his backpack in his room (rather than the hallway) when he got home +1


	
[image: ] Telling him “no” when he asks if he can go see a concert in the city on a school night −1


	
[image: ] Giving his shoulder a little squeeze as you pass in the hallway +1


	
[image: ] Asking if he wants to share some chips +1


	
[image: ] Laughing at his little joke +1


	
[image: ] Cutting up an apple and putting it next to his keyboard while he does homework +1


	
[image: ] Noting how sweet he is with the dog, when he stops to pet her +1


	
[image: ] Telling him “I know you’re working hard lately. I’m proud of you” before you go to bed +1








Our Teens Still Need Us


Teens may talk to their friends more, but they need their trusted adults the most. Eli Harwood, therapist and author of Raising Securely Attached Kids, explains why:


“When kids are little, their attachment drive is going to be towards us because they rely on us for survival, protection, belonging, and identity. But when they’re getting into adolescence, the instinct becomes to learn how to create bonds outside of our core family.”


Harwood told us that teens will naturally start to turn toward friends and romantic partners for support and to feel connected. This can feel like a big change to parents and it’s normal if it hurts a little at first. This transfer of attachment is part of “individuation,” where kids go out into the world and learn to make their own connections and social structures. It’s a gradual process that often feels sudden to parents.


The good news, according to Harwood, is that this separation is sort of like our kid saying, “Mom, Dad, I’ve got this!”


But they still need you.


“If they’re just having a bad day, we would expect they’re more interested in talking to their pals about it because they can understand and relate more,” Harwood explains. “But when something really awful happens to a teen with a secure attachment to their caregiver, their impulse will still be to seek their caregiver in that moment.”


“We really want to be accepting of the complex emotional state that our teens are living in so that we can remain in sync with them,” says Harwood.


Adolescence can be a grumpy, prickly time for some kids, which can be contagious. When our teens snap at us, it can be easy to snap back. Or to make ourselves scarce, lest we poke the bear. But our kids still need to see joy in our faces when we greet them.


Harwood shares a fun analogy for parents to help us remember to show our love.


We asked boys:




What should parents know about how teens communicate with one another?


“I think that parents need to understand that being online is not inherently bad just by virtue of it being online, and that there are many positive social interactions to be had between friends if they would just let it happen.”


—Nadav, age 15


“We usually talk in a more disrespectful manner to people who we’re closer friends with.”


—Rahul, age 15


“Lots of it is on text and calling. A specific thing I think that’s important for parents to realize is that while we’re in school our friends are almost the biggest thing in our life because we’re at school five days a week for seven hours and so we need to be able to communicate with our friends.”


—Isaiah, age 17


“It’s easier to have deep talks about life with someone who is the same age [rather] than your parents.”


—Anees, age 18





She says that when greeting younger kids, we can show the same level of delight we do when we see the family dog. We can even be the golden retriever, all waggy and excited to see our kids, and they will probably love it.


But when it comes to teenagers who are more reserved, Harwood suggests showing your interest the way you might with a family cat. You enter the room calmly, smile and make eye contact, and keep your voice a little calmer and reserved. You make it clear you’re happy to see them, without introducing a wild new level of energy to the room.


Try both tactics and see what your kid reacts best to, or adapt depending on his mood. What’s most important is showing that you are delighted by his presence and interested in his life.


REMEMBER THIS:








	
[image: The number one.] Teenagers are biologically hardwired to pull away—but we shouldn’t allow them to disappear completely. They will connect more with their friends than you, but they still need you.



	
[image: The number two.] Meet your teens where they are, and find ways to engage that recognize who they are and what they’re into.



	
[image: The number three.] Make sure you’re someone your teen knows he can trust to help him handle and manage his big emotions and that you don’t expect perfection from him.



	
[image: The number four.] Try to pay attention and recognize when your teen is making a bid for connection with you.



	
[image: The number five.] Strive to have a ratio of five positive interactions to every one negative interaction with your teen.























“Masculinity presents an impossible dichotomy: understanding and processing emotions while also being unable to feel and experience them. You’re expected to know how to handle emotions in a way that doesn’t involve talking about them or learning about them or showing them or experiencing them. It’s very tiring.”


—Nadav, age 15


















Chapter 2





Talk to Your Boys About


MASCULINITY





Boys get a lot of messages about masculinity and how to be men. Unfortunately, they often sound like this:






	“You act like a girl.”

	“You’re a little bitch.”






	“Don’t be a pussy.”

	“Real men don’t[image: ].”






	“Take it like a man.”

	“Man up.”






	“Grow some balls.”

	“Never let them see you cry.”







Masculinity is often defined by dominance, stoicism, physical strength, and the ability to provide. It has, perhaps, been even more defined by what it is not: soft, sensitive, emotional, feminine, or “queer” in any way. For many men and boys, there is little room to express fear, anxiety, depression, or even tenderness.


This construct can be very limiting. Without an outlet for their more complicated emotions, men often deal with stress by drinking or using drugs, often with deadly consequences. According to the CDC, men die of overdoses two to three times more often than women. They may also try to cope with stress by dishing out abuse or violence. Some of that violence is self-inflicted: according to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, the rate of death by suicide is almost four times higher for men than it is for women.


In his health education classes, Christopher often uses an activity called “Act Like a Man” to help his students think critically about gender roles and expectations and introduces a concept called “The Man Box.” He draws a box on the board and writes the word “Man” on top. He then asks students if they have ever heard someone say “Be a man!” or “Act like a man,” and prompts them to list stereotypes they’ve heard at home, at school, and in the media of what it means to be a man. To solicit more ideas, Christopher will ask questions like:






	
[image: ] How are “real men” supposed to act?


	
[image: ] How are “real men” supposed to express their feelings?


	
[image: ] How are “real men” supposed to act/behave sexually?


	
[image: ] How are “real men” supposed to act differently than women?


	
[image: ] What feelings are “real men” allowed to express?


	
[image: ] Do you think people ever hide parts of themselves to better fit into this box?


	
[image: ] What do you think are some of the emotional consequences when a man hides parts of himself to fit inside the box?








Once students have shared their ideas, Christopher will ask, “What might a boy or man be called if they do not fit these stereotypes?” Students usually have no trouble coming up with a list of words and terms that get thrown at boys who don’t fit neatly into a gender box.


This activity is inspired by exercises developed in the 1980s by Paul Kivel and his colleagues at the Oakland Men’s Project. It’s designed to help boys and young men understand the ways that traditional norms of masculinity constrict how they are allowed to act and express themselves. It is, essentially, a list of features and characteristics that make a man or boy acceptable in the eyes of mainstream society.


Boys learn early that if they stray too far from “acceptable” behavior, their masculinity may be called into question—sometimes with gentle teasing, sometimes with verbal slurs, sometimes with fists.


Research by Judy Y. Chu, EdD, shows that boys at four and five years old are highly relational and emotionally perceptive. In her book When Boys Become Boys, she writes: “The boys in my study demonstrated a remarkable ability to be astute observers of their own and other people’s emotions, sensitive to the dynamics and innuendos within their relationships, and keenly attuned to norms and patterns within their social interactions and cultural contexts.”


Chu noticed a profound shift starting in prekindergarten, when the same boys started to focus more on impressing others than engaging with them, withholding their personal insights and being less direct and authentic with others to preserve their place in their social group. Essentially, they started to assume the traditional cultural code on what it means to “be a man.”


Chu doesn’t think it has to be this way. She writes that the antidote to this change is to foster a culture of relationships that provide different values and information on other ways of being.


We asked boys:




What’s something you might enjoy doing but that isn’t traditionally thought of as a “boy thing”?


“Talking to girls just as friends.”


—Roberto, age 14


“I like all colors, even the ones labeled ‘girl colors,’ like pink.”


—Carson, age 14


“I like writing. Boys get stereotyped way too often as being dumb and strong.”


—Ted, age 12


“Singing, reading, sewing, going to therapy.”


—Nadav, age 15


“Well, I do running events for sports and while I run, I like to wear tank tops. Although I’m completely straight, people consider this weird and feminine and my parents usually try to stop me from doing this.”


—Manoj, age 14





“Through developing trusting and respectful relationships with the boys in our lives, we can help boys to value and acknowledge their relational capabilities, which they may otherwise learn to discount or overlook,” she writes. “We can also offer and model for them definitions of maturity, masculinity, health and success that will enable them to remain grounded in their self-knowledge (e.g., as they encounter societal pressures to conform to group and cultural norms), and to form relationships that will sustain rather than constrain them.”


So, how do we help our boys break patterns that only end up hurting themselves and others? It starts with helping them understand how traditional masculinity is enforced and identifying the ways those efforts may limit or harm our kids.


CHECK IN WITH YOURSELF [image: ]



It’s important to get clear about your own ideas about gender and masculinity before you start talking to your kids about it. Here are some questions you might want to think about:




› Do you think that men and women are equal, and should have equal opportunities in the world? What about transgender, nonbinary, and gender nonconforming people?


› Do you think people of different genders can be platonic friends?


› How do you feel about people who push against gender expectations, like boys who wear nail polish or girls who want to play football?


› Do you support programs that encourage girls to pursue careers in fields that women had limited access to in the past, like science and engineering?


› Do you support programs that encourage boys to pursue careers in fields where men are underrepresented, like teaching, mental health care, and nursing?






How to Talk to Boys About Masculinity


You want to be able to talk about masculinity without being too serious or pushy. Pay attention to what your boys are watching, playing, and laughing about and use those interests as a starting point for conversations around masculinity. Some examples:




[image: ] You see a dad out and about with young children, without a mom or partner around.




Try saying: “Back when I was your age, a dad out with young kids alone would’ve been considered unusual. People would probably ask if it’s ‘Daddy Babysitting Day,’ as if a dad can babysit his own kids!”


Ask: “Isn’t it weird to think that, for so many years, people thought dads couldn’t take good care of their own little kids?”





[image: ] You see a man wearing a “feminine” color or clothing item on TV or out in the world.




Try saying: “I love that some guys feel comfortable wearing whatever works for them and don’t always have to follow those stuffy old rules from the past.”


Ask: “What do you think?”





[image: ] You see a man crying on TV or even in person, during an emotional moment.




Try saying: “It was very rare for men to publicly cry when I was your age. But holding in emotions is bad for people, and so I’m glad more people understand the power of vulnerability these days—especially from men.”


Ask: “What do you think when you see a guy crying? Would you ever feel like you could cry in public or in front of your friends?”





[image: ] You interact with a man working in what might be considered a “female” career, like a nurse or a kindergarten teacher.




Try saying: “One of the coolest things I’ve seen happen in my lifetime is the way so many careers have opened up to people regardless of gender. There are so many women CEOs now compared to a generation or two ago—and there are also more men taking up nursing.”


Ask: “I wonder what sort of benefits there are to having men in caring professions like this?” or “Can you imagine yourself going into a caring profession someday?”







Don’t try to address everything in a single talk—the goal should be to start talking about these topics and keep the lines of communication open. It often can be more effective to have sixty one-minute talks than to have one sixty-minute talk.


We also need to help our boys have empathy for others who may experience the expectations and “rules” of being a guy differently. For instance, your child may be naturally athletic and fit in well with standard jock culture—and that’s great if it works for him. But he may have friends who are teased or dismissed because they aren’t tall, muscular, athletic, or who have different interests.


We want our boys to be awake to the ways in which they—and the boys around them—are hurt by our limited notions of what it means to be a man. To do this, we need to have simple, low-key conversations with our boys on a regular basis about issues surrounding masculinity.


The Power of Boys’ Groups


Contrary to stereotypes, middle school and high school boys are very interested in talking about masculinity and what it’s like to be a boy today. Christopher has seen this firsthand as the coordinator of the Young Men’s Health Project in San Francisco public schools. In these groups, young men have a positive space to reflect on their lives and practice supporting one another. They are given time and permission to be emotionally vulnerable.


With a skilled facilitator, they will open up, be real with one another, and make deep social connections. After seeing how well they worked in San Francisco schools, Christopher started encouraging other schools to start similar groups, and now regularly proclaims that he believes every middle school and high school that has boys should have a boys’ group.


Groups like Next Gen Men, Equimundo, and A Call to Men provide excellent resources for anyone thinking about starting groups like this. In addition, programs like Coaching Boys Into Men and TeamsOfMen work with coaches of boys’ sports teams to help them incorporate messages of support, ethics, respect, consent, violence prevention, and healthy masculinity.


One of the leaders in this type of work with young men is Ashanti Branch, the founder of the Ever Forward Club in Oakland, California. In the early 2000s, he started teaching ninth grade math and quickly noticed a lot of the boys in his classes were struggling with academics and motivation, and didn’t feel much connection to school.


He decided to ask some of the boys to come by at lunch for the first meeting of the Ever Forward Club.


“I told them: I’ll buy you lunch once a week. In exchange, you’re going to teach me how to be a better teacher,” Branch explains.


In the twenty years since that first lunch meeting, the Ever Forward Club has become an official nonprofit organization, and running it is now Branch’s full-time job. Unlike many programs focused mostly on tutoring or academic support, the Ever Forward Club puts a big emphasis on “heart work”—providing emotional tools to help boys feel safe, seen, and heard. And it is very successful: every member of the club has graduated from high school, and 93% of them have gone on to attend college or a trade school or join the military.


In workshops, the club uses a simple mask-making activity to bring participants together and change how they see one another.


Here’s how it works: everyone gets a plain piece of paper (or a paper with a mask outlined on both sides of the paper), and these prompts:






	
[image: ] On the front of the mask: What are the qualities and characteristics that you gladly let others see? Add at least one drawing and six words.


	
[image: ] On the back of the mask: What are the qualities and characteristics that you don’t let others see? Add at least six words.








Once people are done, they are asked to share their masks in small groups, and then process the experience using questions like this:






	
[image: ] How did it feel to share your mask?


	
[image: ] How did it feel to listen to someone else’s mask?


	
[image: ] Did you notice any similarities between your mask and the rest of the group?


	
[image: ] How did this activity change the way you think about the other people in the room?


	
[image: ] What do we protect by only showing the front of our masks? What does it cost us?


	
[image: ] What is the importance of friendships where you can just be yourself?


	
[image: ] Is there anything you are thinking about doing differently as a result of this experience?








By encouraging vulnerability and sharing, this activity helps young people and communities gain a deeper understanding of how much they have in common. The Ever Forward Club shares this activity publicly as part of what they call the “Million Mask Movement,” and maintains a gallery of masks people have made from around the world at MillionMask.org.
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