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“Dr. Margaret J. Meeker has written an excellent description of what young boys experience growing up in our overtly secular culture. To both parents and especially to fathers, she gives sound advice as to how they can meet the specific emotional needs of their young sons.”

—Armand M. Nicholi, Jr., M.D., professor of psychiatry, Harvard Medical School


 


“Boys Should Be Boys is another great installment from Dr. Meeker. It’s a must-have for parents and anyone else concerned about the impact of today’s culture on young people and families. In her no-nonsense, direct style, Meg cuts through the clutter and the conflicting messages coming at us from Hollywood, the mass media, the education establishment, and society in general, and provides clear advice on how to help boys grow up to be healthy, happy, and productive men.”

—Teresa Tomeo, author, motivational speaker, and nationally syndicated radio show host


 


“This book should be read by every woman who wishes to love the boys in her care, and by every man who desires a greater understanding of the boy he once was, and the son to whom he is a father. A real page-turner filled with stories, facts, and inspiration that will bring a smile to your face, and a renewed confidence that God knew what he was doing when he created us male and female (boys and girls are not the same). I highly recommend it.”

—Chris Godfrey, former professional football player, president and founder of Life Athletes, and inspirational family speaker
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To “T”—


I am so very proud
 of the man you are becoming






INTRODUCTION

The Seven Secrets to Raising Healthy Boys


I THINK OF THIS BOOK AS sort of The Dangerous Book for Parents  . The bestselling Dangerous Book for Boys was full of fun information and projects that boys love but that too many of us have tried to deny them. Tree houses? Too dangerous. The boys might fall and break their arms. Insects and spiders? Yuck. And you want to teach them about hunting, how to make a bow and arrow, and great battles of history? Are you crazy?

Actually, these are all things boys like, and there is no harm in them. As a pediatrician, I’ve seen plenty of boys with broken arms, spider bites, or who have scraped a knee playing soldier in the woods. But these are just part of growing up. Too many of us parents obsess about healthy diversions that active boys like to do, while not recognizing what is truly dangerous for our boys—like popular music, television, and video games that deaden their sensibilities, shut them off from real human interaction, impede the process of maturation, prevent them from  burning up energy in useful outdoor exercise, divorce them from parents, and lower their expectations of life.

In this book I mean to cut through a lot of the misapprehensions, misinformation, and misleading assumptions that too many parents have. It’s a book of practical advice based on my clinical experience, relevant scientific data, and the sort of common sense that too many of us managed to misplace from reading too many politically correct “parenting” books. My concern is not with what is politically correct, but with what is true and what is best for our boys. I’ve seen, and I’ve learned, that when it comes to raising sons, what is politically correct and what is true are often at opposite ends of the spectrum. I think it’s time we put our sons first.

In this book you will learn how to raise healthy and happy boys—boys who are honest, courageous, humble, meek (in the sense of willingly withholding their power), and kind. There are secrets to raising such boys. Among these secrets are the big seven. I can mention them in passing here, but we’ll look at what they mean and how to use them in the chapters that follow.


• Know how to encourage your son. One fault is babying and spoiling him. But another is being so harsh that you lose communication with your son and destroy his sense of self-worth. We’ll look at how to strike the right balance.

• Understand what your boys need. Guess what? It’s not another computer game; it’s you. We’ll look at how to get the most of your time with your son.

• Recognize that boys were made for the outdoors. Boys love being outside. A healthy boy needs that sense of adventure—and the reality check that the outdoors gives him.

• Remember that boys need rules. Boys instinctively have a boy code. If you don’t set rules, however, they feel lost. 


• Acknowledge that virtue is not just for girls. Boys should, indeed, be boys—but boys who drink, take drugs, and have sex outside of marriage aren’t “normal” teenagers, they have been abnormally socialized by our unfortunately toxic culture. Today, my practice as a pediatrician has to deal with an epidemic of serious, even life-threatening, problems—physical and psychological—that were of comparatively minor concern only forty years ago. A healthy boy strives after virtues like integrity and self-control. In fact, it is virtues like these that make a boy’s transition to manhood possible. They are necessary virtues, and he needs your help to acquire them. I’ll show you how.

• Learn how to teach your son about the big questions in life. Many parents shy away from this, either because they are uncomfortable with these questions themselves, or want to dismiss them as unimportant or even pernicious, or because they don’t want to “impose” their views on their children. But whatever one’s personal view, your son wants to know—and needs to know—why he’s here, what his purpose in life is, why he is important. Boys who don’t have a well-grounded understanding on these big questions are the most vulnerable to being led astray into self-destructive behaviors.

• Remember, always, that the most important person in your son’s life is you.



Being a parent can often seem a daunting task. But I’m here to tell you that almost every parent has what it takes to raise healthy sons. You have the intuition, the heart, and, yes, the responsibility to change the life of your son for the better. This book is a step toward showing you how.





CHAPTER ONE

Boyhood under Siege


WE ALL KNOW WHAT BOYHOOD SHOULD BE. We carry the iconic images of Huck Finn, of boys trading baseball cards and carrying slingshots in their back pockets, of tree houses and “no girls allowed.” If we’re parents of sons we know what it’s like to see a boy with the instincts to be a leader, a protector, a provider; to be a hero and thwart the villains. Toddler boys don’t need any prompting to pick up twigs and use them as swords.

As a mother and pediatrician, I’ve seen iconic boyhood come to life both at home and in my clinical practice. But for too long, we’ve tried to kid ourselves in the name of equality that boys and girls are the same, or that we need to push girls to be more aggressive, competitive, and focused on math and science. We think we need to temper boisterous boys to be more submissive, cooperative, and quiet. Of course, as a woman and a doctor, I encourage girls to improve their science scores, but what is wrong, and what can be seen in too many social indicators, is social engineering  that tries to change our children into something they were never meant to be. My previous book, Strong Fathers, Strong Daughters  , discusses the challenges facing our daughters. But if anything, the challenges facing today’s boys are even greater, because we’ve been shortchanging the needs and attributes of boys.

Boys and girls bring different gifts to the world. We need to let boys be boys, to recognize the value of boyhood, and to understand how parents can help guide their young sons—yes, the ones with frogs in their pockets, dirt in their hair, and a guilty past of breaking windows with baseballs—into mature, confident, and thoughtful men.

Boys do things that girls, or women, would never do—or think of doing—but that have a value all their own. Consider eight-year-old Seth. He taught me something after more than twenty years of practicing medicine that was finally worth knowing: how to build a bear trap.

“First Dr. Meeker, you dig a really big hole. It has to be big enough for you to jump into,” he spread his arms wide, showing me just how enormous the hole needed to be. “Then you fill the hole with some really sharp sticks. And then you can cover it with lots of other sticks that you break off of branches.” By this time, his arms were moving furiously, breaking imaginary branches and spreading the sticks.

“Timmy and me put lots of leaves and branches on the top, see. That way the bears won’t know the trap is there.”

Seth was full of excitement and pride at telling me about how to make a bear trap. So I asked him, had he ever seen a bear? Only a few times, he said: maybe eight or ten.

His mother rolled her eyes as Seth added that, of course, those sightings only occurred at night. Bears needed to sleep a lot during the day while the boys were making traps; besides, he had only a few trees in his back yard, and the bears usually stayed in the bigger forests.

 Second-grade boys build bear traps in the woods. They turn couches into the flight decks of aircraft carriers, using shaving cream to outline the launch paths. Fourth-grade boys blow up two-liter pop bottles with Drano and aluminum foil. They shoot light bulbs out with pellet guns. Sixth-grade boys experiment making rockets. They race their bikes until they collapse, exhausted and laughing with their friends. And why? Because rambunctious, healthy, young boys like testing the limits of their physical and mental powers; it simply feels good. They love to wrestle and play football. They like the challenge of making things, blowing things up, fixing things, figuring out how things work; they like becoming experts on anything from bear traps to baseball statistics.




OUR BOYS AT RISK 

But today that natural, healthy boyhood is under attack. It is threatened not only by an educational establishment that devalues masculinity and boyishness, and not only by widely remarked social changes including widespread divorce and the rise of single-parent households that deprive boys of the responsible fathers they need, but by a noxious popular culture that is as degrading to boys as it is dangerous to girls.

As parents, we know that boyhood has been changing—for the worse. We want our boys to be like Seth, building tree forts and bear traps, not shooting aliens in video games. We remember when boys use to go trout fishing, sitting under a tree while daydreaming about the future, and now we fear that our boys are cutting themselves off from us with iPods, ear buds, and computer porn. When we grew up in the ’60s, ’70s, and even in the ’80s for the most part, it was safe for boys to flip on the TV, because the networks still upheld a general moral consensus; but now we grimace as our boys are inundated with cheap, nasty dialogue and  graphic images that reflect cheap, nasty values and an impoverished imagination. Even when they watch a football game we feel a gnawing in our stomach because commercials will educate them about Viagra, erectile dysfunction, and most certainly about voluptuous older women. Outwardly we go about our work but inwardly we hold our breath. During the past decade, psychologists have written about the emotional troubles our boys endure. Educators have sounded alarms because elementary school and high school boys are performing much more poorly than girls. Their SAT scores are too low; fewer are graduating from high school and college. In my own profession of medicine, medical school applications from young men have dropped.

The American Academy of Pediatrics warns pediatricians like me about the importance of early diagnosis of autism because it is on the rise in boys. Then we have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) which has skyrocketed in boys over the last decade. It isn’t affecting girls nearly as much as it affects our boys. In my more than twenty years of medical practice, I have never seen so many boys struggling with learning issues, hyperactivity, boredom, and depression as I have over the last five years.

Sociologists, meanwhile, produce reams of data on the social implications of “gender equality,” single-parent households (usually headed by women), astonishingly high divorce rates, the rise of deadbeat dads, and gang violence, as well as the enormous risks to young men, particularly African American men, who grow up without a father’s influence.

We become numb to the statistics, while worrying that our sons will join them. Will our son be the one to drop out of high school, start drinking, or take drugs? Will he seriously consider suicide this year (the shocking statistic is that almost one in ten boys do)? Or God forbid, will he be walking down the hall of his high school and hear gunfire in a classroom? And what about car accidents? We know that any teen boy (even a good kid) might  act recklessly behind the wheel of a car, and that accidents are the leading cause of death for teen boys. All it takes is a couple of misguided friends and a few beers.

I am neither a psychologist nor a teacher nor a social scientist. I am a pediatrician and mother who has listened to and observed thousands of boys. I have sat with parents of boys who have committed suicide and seen others leave a world of drugs and violence to move into highly successful professions and lead wonderful lives. I have loved and watched a multitude of boys in good times and bad over the years, and I believe that I am their advocate.

Are our boys in trouble? If so, are they in more danger than past generations? Yes, and most definitely yes. But unlike some psychologists, sociologists, and educators, I believe that the troubles hurting our boys stem from three major sources: lack of close relationships with men (particularly fathers), lack of religious education, and aggressive exposure to a toxic media that teaches boys that the keys to a great life are sex, sex, and a bit more sex—and a whole lot of money and fame.

Educators and political scientists blame the education system and want it corrected. Sociologists blame drugs, alcohol, and poverty, and they want tougher laws, more welfare, and more job opportunities. Many psychologists argue that we have suppressed male emotions and that we need to be more sensitive to our boys, teaching them how to express anger and other emotions constructively.

Certainly these are all valid points. But they miss something very large. They miss the boy, the whole boy, the entire sum of his life and being. Too often we deal with pieces of the boy. If he has attention problems we get him a prescription. If he has learning issues, we hire a tutor to correct them. If he is athletically unskilled, we find him a trainer. We attend so meticulously to the individual parts of boys that we miss who they really are.

We must be willing to see that what our boys need isn’t simply more education, more prescriptions, more money, or more activities. What they need is us. You and me. They need parents who are willing to take a good hard look at what their sons think and what they are doing. They need fathers who will embrace their sons and watch them with the eyes of schooled hawks.

The world of our sons is not the world we lived in when we were young. Most boys can’t ride their bikes until sunset without worrying about being abducted. The world has grown sad for our boys. But the good news is: we can bring them back. We can reinstitute some of the joy of boyhood for them, and we can ease their pressures (even the ones we think are beneficial for them, like earning good grades to get into an Ivy League school) by giving them the freedom to be boys: to simply enjoy pick-up games of basketball in their neighborhoods, to find that safe acreage of woods where they can hike and imagine, and to have that home library where classic adventure books await.

Your boys need a refuge, because it’s a harsh world out there. Here is an overview of the current state of boyhood in America:
EDUCATION


• 21 percent of boys in grades one through five are identified as having a learning “disability” (including speech impediments and emotional problems)1 

• ADHD is diagnosed seven times as often in boys as in girls (8 to 10 percent of school-aged children are diagnosed with ADHD)2 

• 65 percent of boys graduate from high school compared to 72 percent of girls3 

• Fewer than half (46 percent) of black and half (52 percent) of Hispanic boys graduate from high school4 

• 56 percent of college undergraduates are women, 44 percent are men5 


• 58 percent of graduate school students are women6 



DEPRESSION

• 12 percent of boys have seriously considered suicide7 


ALCOHOL


• 11 percent of boys admit to drinking and driving8 

• 27 percent of boys admit to heavy drinking (more than five drinks in a row)9 

• 29 percent of boys drank alcohol before the age of thirteen10 



TOBACCO


• 31 percent of boys use tobacco11 

• 18 percent of boys smoked before they were thirteen12 



WEAPONS


• 29 percent of boys admit carrying a weapon (gun, knife, or a club)13 

• 10 percent carried a weapon to school14 

• 43 percent of boys have been in a fight recently15 



SEXUAL ACTIVITY


• 42 percent of white boys, 57 percent of Hispanic boys, and 74 percent of black boys have been sexually active before they graduate from high school16 

• 8 percent of boys admit to having had intercourse before they were thirteen years old17 

• 16.5 percent have had intercourse with more than four partners  18 



PHYSICAL HEALTH


• 16 percent of American boys are overweight19 

• 40 percent of boys do not attend PE class regularly in school20 








Seeing these numbers is disturbing. And there are many more such numbers. Within my lifetime doctors have gone from having to worry about only two major types of sexually transmitted diseases to worrying about more than thirty; and we now find them in epidemic numbers of patients, and increasingly in younger patients. For example, one in five Americans, (the number soars to nearly half of African Americans), over the age of twelve is Herpes 2 positive;21 nine out of ten men who have genital herpes don’t know it; and the costs of such an epidemic are counted not only in my waiting room, not only in depression (which afflicts 20 percent of high school students),22 but in the havoc it wreaks on our young men’s character, which in turn leads to all sorts of other pathologies.




HOW TO TURN THINGS AROUND 

The foundation of any boy’s life is built on three things: his relationships with his parents, his relationship with God, and his relationship with his siblings and close friends.

If these three are strong, any boy can thrive in the midst of academic and athletic challenges, a toxic culture, and harmful peer pressure. So set aside for the moment thinking of your son in terms of his grades or his athletic performance. Think of him as a person, complete and whole. He has, like any of us, deep needs that have to be met, and if we as parents don’t meet them, his character and the decisions he makes will be up for grabs; they’ll be shaped by the people who do. The most important people in a boy’s life are his parents. You should never feel powerless with your son. No one is more important to him than you are.

Your son needs more time with you: time to talk and time to play. He needs less Internet time, more outdoor time. He needs to know that God exists and that his life is no accident. He  needs—and wants—the benefit of your wisdom, life experience, and maturity. Let’s look at a few places where you can begin.




KEEP FIRST THINGS FIRST 

Boys need strong relationships with their parents. Period. Every boy, without exception, wants a better relationship with his mother and his father because his physical and emotional survival depends on you.

Boys spend far too little time with parents and they suffer because of it. And we all know it. In one survey, 21 percent of kids said that they needed more time with their parents. But when the parents of these kids were polled, only 8 percent responded that they needed more time with their children.23 We become so absorbed with keeping up with our daily lives that we miss seeing what our boys really need, which is simply more of us: our time and our attention.

In our earnestness to make up for lost time, to help our boys, we give them all the wrong things. But our boys don’t need  things, they need us, even just being around us, watching how we handle life, how we talk, listen, help others, and make our decisions. Every son is his father’s apprentice, studying not his dad’s profession but his way of living, thinking, and behaving.

Boys need to see fathers who behave as good men so that they can mimic that behavior. They need to see men at work. They need men who set standards—and if you don’t give them standards to live by, they’ll pick them up where they find them: MySpace, YouTube, or the wrong kids at school. A father needs to give his son the model of a man to measure up to. That’s what a son wants from his dad; he wants to admire him and be like him. That’s a lot of pressure to put on a father, but that’s what being a dad is all about; and the good news is that all dad really  needs to do is to be available for his sons; to share time with them and let them watch him and learn from him.

When Jason was ten he came in to see me for his annual physical. I have become so convinced of the central role that healthy parental relationships play in a child’s overall health, that I began asking questions about life with his father early on in his appointment.

“How’s your dad?” I asked as I peeked into his ear.

“Good,” he said, succinct as only ten-year-old boys can be.

“What do you like to do together?”

“Anything. Just stuff I guess. Problem is, dad’s got a new job and he’s really, really busy.... ”Jason’s voice grew quieter as his sentence trailed off.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I bet his new job is hard for you. I bet you miss him a lot.”

“Oh, he’s not gone. That’s the good part. He’s home more. But he’s just busy with his work while he’s at home. He’s on his laptop all the time. I hate it. So does my mom. She complains a lot. She shouldn’t, you know; he’s just doing what he needs to do.”

Then, in his wonderful boyish wisdom, Jason said something quite extraordinary.

“Here’s the thing: you know, Dr. Meeker, dad and I used to do a lot of chores outside when he was home. Like chop wood and stuff. He doesn’t have much time for that anymore but I guess it’s okay. The thing is, I can still be with him. When he goes into the living room to work on his computer, I go in too. I do my homework or read whenever he’s in there because, well, it just feels so good to be in the same room with my dad.”

That’s a ten-year-old boy who understands his dad has a very demanding job, and a dad who understands that letting his son sit with him as he works is one of the best things he could do for his son. What Jason needed from his father, he got. He had his presence. He worked alongside his father. They were, in a way, a team.

I can guarantee that nights doing homework beside his father made Jason a better student. Would their shared time have been more meaningful, more enriching, if his father had set his work aside and helped Jason do his homework or shot hoops with him in the driveway? Perhaps. But his father didn’t have much choice. Shooting baskets would certainly have been more fun, but the thing that matters is that Jason had his dad.

By the time their sons become teenagers, many parents feel intimidated at the prospect of spending time with them, or have unrealistic expectations about what that time requires. As a result, they often avoid their teen sons altogether, thinking they don’t need time with mom or dad any more. Don’t do this. Your teenage son needs you more now than he did when he was six. He just doesn’t want you to know it.

It’s also important that you don’t set yourself up to fail by treating time with your son as “teaching time” where you set him straight about his friends and his tastes. That almost always leads to nothing but frustration. So does expecting time with your sons to be consistently fun and light. Divorced fathers fall into this trap routinely. They want to create positive memories for their sons. They try too hard and when something inevitably goes wrong, or there is a conflict, life feels as though it is falling apart. But it isn’t. The reality is that stronger relationships are forged in painful times as well as joyful ones and parents must be willing to persevere. Stay with sons in the midst of battles. Resolve the battle, leave it behind, move forward, and create more enjoyment ahead.

The key thing is the simple thing: just resolve to spend more time with your sons, whether that time is filled with tension, argument, laughter, or silence. All of it is important. Nothing replaces life lived alongside of you, his mother or father, nothing. And don’t be fooled into believing that you can be substituted, because you can’t.

He doesn’t want you to buy him stuff, haul him to hockey games, or work longer hours to buy a nicer home (though he might try to convince you of all these things). He needs to see you smile when you are proud, see how you work through problems, and how you deal with tension and frustration. And most important, he needs to know that you will be there when he needs you. Once he knows this, the center of his world will feel tight and secure. Give him that security, and he will feel free to work hard at school, pay attention during his piano lessons, and enjoy all the good things that can be a part of boyhood.

Your son will also want you to teach him about God, and you should. It’s a fact of life that children and teenagers with a strong religious faith do better in school, are at less risk of dangerous behaviors, and are more likely to be happy and well-adjusted. It’s worth reiterating here that research has consistently shown that religion:
• Helps kids stay away from drugs24 

• Helps keep kids away from sexual activity25 

• Helps keep kids away from smoking26 

• Gives kids moral guidance 27 

• Gives them significantly higher self-esteem and more positive attitudes28 

• Contributes to their growing maturity as they pass from childhood through adolescence29 

• Helps them set boundaries and stay out of trouble30 

• Helps teens keep a good perspective on life31 

• Helps teens feel good and to be happy32 

• Helps teens experience fewer depressive symptoms33 

• Helps most teens get through their problems and troubles34 

• Helps kids feel better about their bodies and physical appearance35 

• Helps increase “learned competence” in leadership skills, coping skills and cultural capital36 





Some parents are uncomfortable with the subject of religion, but religious belief and practice is one of the best protections you can give your children. God matters to boys, as it matters to many people, because it provides an anchor, an ultimate authority to whom they can turn, a sense of purpose, a way to place themselves in the cosmos. As such, faith in God builds confidence, is a powerful guard against depression, and provides moral instruction. Having a moral framework is extremely important for boys. As we will discuss in later chapters, boys intuitively have a moral code. Even at age three boys know what is right and wrong. They gain security by having that moral code defended and enforced.

Spending time with your son and teaching him about God are two vital steps to putting first things first. But there’s one more. Your job as a parent also entails maintaining a stable home with a minimum of sibling rivalries. Of course, all boys fight with their siblings. Normal sibling rivalry is part of the maturation process and can actually strengthen a boy’s character. But whether it helps or harms him depends in large part on how his parents handle the rivalry. If mom or dad acknowledges it, deals with it in a simple, non-threatening way as normal competition, that’s one thing. But if parents fuel the competition between siblings or ignore it when a son is consistently bullied by his brother or chided by his sister, the results can be devastating. Your son shouldn’t have to compete for a place in your heart; his hold on you shouldn’t feel tenuous and frail. If it does, he won’t enjoy school, his playtime will suffer, and his personality will become more brittle and fragile.

Boys must learn how to negotiate healthy relationships within a family. This experience sets the ground rules for his future relationships. Boys who feel rejected by their siblings, grandparents, and parents, will expect to be rejected by others. But if they grow up in a family where there is mutual trust and respect, where they feel like they fit in, they will grow into confident young men.  More important than succeeding at work is succeeding with your family. Of course, life is a balance between competing priorities, but mothers and fathers who want strong, healthy children should always put their family first.

Throughout a boy’s life, from preschool to high school, the most important things are keeping a healthy relationship with mom and dad, having faith in God, and having a solid family life. If we want to truly give our sons the best boyhood, the best preparation to become a man, this is it; these are the building blocks on which all else depends.





CHAPTER TWO

Bucking Peer Pressure


WE PARENTS ROUTINELY BLAME PEER PRESSURE for our sons’ behaviors. If Johnny didn’t mouth off at the kindergarten teacher, then our Sam wouldn’t. From the time our boys enter elementary school we fret about bad influences.

But there is one pressure far more important in a boy’s life than his peers’ behavior. That is, the pressure we experience as parents from our own peers.

How many fathers have watched their friend’s son make the varsity basketball team and succumb to the temptation to encourage their own son to practice more? How many mothers have signed sons up for one more tae kwon do session, or one more round of piano lessons, because their friend’s sons are busier than theirs? We all have.

We hyper-conscientious parents reel with a constant thought stream regarding what else we should be doing. We should get him a tutor, we should make him have a job at fourteen, we  should.... You fill in the blank. This is what we do best—fret over what else we can do for our sons. But that is exactly the wrong way to look at it. It’s far more important for parents to be, as in be around, and far less important for them to do, and certainly to buy, anything. In fact, what we should usually do is schedule fewer activities for our children (and fret less as well).

Take a critical inventory of what you do for your son and why. How many sports is he in? Does he enjoy them? Or are they really a way for you to assuage your inner restlessness that he isn’t “involved enough”?

The primary areas in which adult peer pressure really gets at boys are athletics, academics, and the arts. If Tom’s eleven-year-old son lifts weights for soccer, then we want our ten-year-old son to start lifting weights, because our son is tougher. If Paul’s son is in the top 10 percent of his class, we want our son to be in the top 5 percent. If Jim’s son is a concert level pianist, we book our son for extra lessons to catch up.

In my experience, every good parent intuitively knows what is good and not good for his sons. The problem is, we ignore our intuitions and jump on the train loaded with mothers and fathers pushing their sons to outshine the others. Get off of that train.


Take a hard look at what you want your son’s character to look like when he is twenty-five and focus on helping him build that character. Do you really want your son to be a pro-baseball player first and a man of integrity second? Or do you want the order reversed?

Once we identify our motives and our goals, we are half way home in keeping boys on track. The pressure for parents is intense. And I will say that parents of affluence have a terribly difficult time refraining from over-scheduling and over-buying. Resist the temptation. Remember, more than anything else, your  son wants you, and it is counterproductive to keep him scheduled in activities that take him away from you.




FIVE PARTS LOVE, ONE PART DISCIPLINE 

Parents consistently lament that sons won’t listen and behave. Their discipline falls on deaf ears and stony hearts. Well, there is a secret to disciplining boys. Boys will do virtually anything their fathers want them to do. Even at three years old, every boy wants to feel loved, accepted, and valued. The quickest way he knows to get there is by seeing mom or dad happy with him. That doesn’t change. A parent’s job is to understand this need and meet it. It gets hard because most parents get exhausted. And when the teen years hit, and our boys are home less, we feel pressured to get our points across quickly and emphatically.

In short, we speak (or lecture) too soon, too frequently to our sons and fail to give them an ear. No boy listens to a parent who lectures before he listens. No son wants his father’s advice if he is repeatedly interrupted or criticized. The truth is most sons know already the point a mother or father wants to drive home. Sons know what you like, dislike, want, or expect from them. That’s why, when dealing with a teenager, it’s less important to talk than to listen.

Many have heard the adage that for every criticism made to a child, seven compliments must follow. In the teen years, it is equally important that your son has seven times as much positive time with you (listening to him) as he has negative time (criticizing or correcting him).

Sons listen to people (parents) whom they respect, like, admire, or fear (in a healthy way). They reject words from adults who only criticize, deride, or push them. If you are a parent who compulsively criticizes and rides your son, stop. For one month  stop doing it. You are wasting your energy, pulling your son down, and harming yourself as well. Chances are excellent that the way you communicate to your son is exactly the way your parents communicated to you as a child. Parents act out what is familiar, not what they want.

Fifteen-year-old Lincoln and his father, Brent, came into my office because Brent was concerned about Lincoln’s behavior. He was mouthing off at his father, sneaking out of the house at night and dabbling with drugs. His grades were plummeting. What, he wondered, was he to do with “this boy,” as he called him.

For the first ten minutes I let Brent talk. Clearly he needed to vent.

“I just don’t get it” he said. “I give the boy everything. He takes driver’s ed, plays hockey, and goes to a private school. He just won’t step up to the plate and work hard. He’s running around with a bad group of kids and lies. I never would have lied to my dad. I would have been much more respectful.”

Then Lincoln spoke. He was hesitant and quiet. His father refused to look at him as he started, acting frustrated and disgusted.

“My dad—he just doesn’t get it. I mean, I’m a good kid. He doesn’t give me a chance. He never believes me.... ” His father interrupted him.

“Why should I? All you do is lie!”

I made him stop.

“See what I mean? He hates me. He’s on me all the time. Nothing I do is right. I’m not smart enough. I’m back-up goalie and he even fought with my coach about making me first goalie on my team. How embarrassing is that?” Lincoln paused.

I flashed the palm of my hand toward his father, motioning him not to interrupt. “What do you want from your dad?” I asked.

He dropped his head and paused longer.

“Nothing, just nothing.” he mumbled.

Brent’s face went ashen.

“Brent,” I asked, “how did your father talk to you?”

“My dad—let me tell you—my dad was not one to take any nonsense from any kid. Not like I do from this boy.”

“That’s not what I asked. How did your father speak to you?”

His eyes widened and he looked frightened. He stared at me, ignoring Lincoln. The tone in the room changed. Somehow it softened. Lincoln looked up at his dad to see his response. Suddenly he was interested to hear about what his dad had to say.

“Pretty bad, actually. Pretty bad. He criticized me constantly. He wanted me to be tough and strong and he never stopped letting me know. I guess he thought that by pointing out my faults that I would get better. It didn’t work. It made me stop trying—at anything I guess.”

Surprise and sadness swept over Lincoln’s face. As Brent and I talked, it became apparent to all of us that he was doing to Lincoln what his father had done to him. He realized now how he was sabotaging Lincoln, and he apologized.

Was he responsible for Lincoln’s dishonesty, his drug use, or his failing grades? No, not completely. But his constant criticism most certainly set Lincoln up for failure by making him feel alienated, deadening his interest in anything his father said, and leaving him vulnerable to finding other sources of affirmation (in drugs and bad company). Brent made two enormous changes after he realized what he was doing. Rather than drift in guilt, he challenged himself. He checked his anger and knee-jerk responses. He made a point of listening, and then listening more, before he spoke. And when he spoke, he offered sage advice—advice he expected himself to follow—rather than simply criticizing. He also committed himself to spending more time with Lincoln (with his son’s agreement) and purposely avoided lecturing him. Instead, they tried to spend time together doing things  they enjoyed. They camped, fished, and occasionally skied or snow-shoed. The times weren’t long, but they were fun. In fact, about a year later, Lincoln told me he gave up a few hockey practices so the two of them could go off alone together.

The best news was that Lincoln stopped lying. He stopped sneaking out of the house at night. He made efforts to improve.

Time, attention, affection, and approval: they are what every boy needs in abundance from his parents. I can guarantee that if the majority of parent-son interactions are focused around these four things, then correction and discipline will work when they are required. Sons try to please their parents when they know they can please their parents. Without balancing love and discipline, boys are lost.




DON’T LET HIM BE SOMEONE’S DUMPING GROUND 

Boys love fun, pleasure-seeking, and risk-taking. They are fun to be around because they embrace mischief and excitement. In response to their propensity toward fun, we American parents indulge them in order to fuel that fun. We do so because we want our boys to be happy. Ask any parent of an eight- or eighteen-year-old son what he hopes for his son’s future, and chances are excellent that he will respond by saying that he simply wants his son to be happy.

The question is, however, is happiness enough? Is aspiring to raise a son to be happy more important than raising a boy to be  good?

In an effort to help our boys be happy, we provide for them. We give them toys, clothes, money, and entertainment. We inadvertently teach them that it is better to receive than to give. And gadget-producing corporations have our number; they play on our guilt, fears, and pocketbooks. But we forget that the happiness that comes from receiving things is fleeting, and worse, it  fuels a desire to get more. In very short order, boys who have $100 basketball shoes want $120 basketball shoes. More begets more, and we become obsessed with possessing. As parents, we have had enough shoes to know that they are only shoes. But when it comes to our sons, we allowed ourselves to be fooled. Maybe this Wii game, that soccer jersey, or that skateboard will bring him happiness, at least temporarily.

Be very, very careful. There is nothing wrong with boys being entertained, but the question is how they’re entertained. A laptop allows a son access to wonderful articles and research, but it also brings pornography into his bedroom. And pornography seriously endangers boys.

Many boys plead for televisions in their bedrooms. Teens want space, privacy, and a chance to make some decisions about what to watch. Is there a problem with a boy watching football on television in his bedroom? Of course not, but football is not all that’s broadcast into his bedroom. Who can watch an hour of television (particularly a sports event) without numerous doses of tawdry, soft porn? A boy sees breasts flashed, ugly language, sexual banter targeting twelve-year-olds, and he leaves his viewing ever so slightly different than he was before he watched. Any teen will insist that television has no impact on his thinking but let’s not be fools. Television is a dumping ground where callous advertisers and pop culture pimps pour their trash, hoping your son will find a few pieces appetizing.

When it comes to televisions and computers and phones, you need to be a diligent and fastidious filter for him. You need to set ground rules. Keep televisions and computers out of his room; they need to be used communally, for the family; that’s safer. There are many influences you can’t prevent, but what comes into your home you most certainly can.

Remember, watching more and being exposed to more demeaning conversations and almost adolescent sexual behavior through  media won’t make him happier. And it most certainly won’t help him become good.

Restraint will accomplish both. Limiting excess television, games, shoes, you name it will indeed help him become happier  and better. Too much is too much for boys. He doesn’t need more of anything but you.
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