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Praise for Jump-Starting Boys


“For parents who want to be sensitive to the struggles in their boys’ lives, here are wise words from two parents who have been through these trials and lived to tell the tale. Jump-Starting Boys is loaded with hints from the experts, but it never strays far from the experience of raising boys in a world that is less and less responsive to their needs.”


—Michael Sullivan,


author of Connecting Boys With Books 2: Closing the Reading Gap


“In an age when the culture of childhood is defined by digital screens, consumerist messaging, and cynically violent and sexualized media, Jump-Starting Boys provides sage advice on what parents can do to help kids—particularly boys—grow into responsible, happy, and well-rounded individuals. Encourage reading, help with homework, and limit screen time—these simple measures have proven effective time and again, as Pam Withers and Cynthia Gill show. A must read for parents, teachers, and anyone else concerned about children.”


—Joel Bakan,


author of Childhood Under Siege: How Big Business Targets Your Children


“Pam’s books have wide appeal to boys and girls, to avid and reluctant readers, to teens and to younger children who are looking for a challenging high-interest book.”


—The Bookmark, newsletter of the British Columbia Teacher-Librarians’ Association
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Dedicated to our father, Richard S. Miller, and our late mother, Anita Miller, who both instilled a lifelong passion for reading in their children.




un·der·a·chiev·er: a student who performs less well in school than would be expected on the basis of abilities indicated by intelligence and aptitude tests.


Jump-Starting Boys: Help Your Reluctant Learner Find Success in School and Life offers positive, practical solutions to parents of preteen and teen boys who are underperforming in school and in life. With this upbeat guide, parents can stop despairing and start working with their child to help him be the best he can be.




FOREWORD: READ AND SUCCEED


IF YOU HAVE A SON WHO IS HAVING PROBLEMS at home and school, don’t panic. Pam Withers and Cynthia Gill have bottled so much wonderful reassurance, advice, and practical wisdom into this informative gem of a book that will help turn your struggling child’s life around. I keep a copy of Jump-Starting Boys on my shelf and I highly recommend it to every mom and dad who is raising a son.


Young adolescents grow tremendously; their bodies undergo so many changes so quickly that it’s easy to forget their brains are growing and changing at the same breakneck pace. Remember what it was like to be a teenager, addled with hormones and bursting with the desire to make your way in the world, all while having to deal with algebra homework and annoying parents? It’s easy to forget how stressful that is!


Many of my patients are teenage boys who can’t remain focused in the classroom or don’t care about school at all. One of the most common reasons for their problems are endless distractions—TV, video games, texting, mindless time-sinks on the Internet—and their parents need help with these twenty-first century issues. Is it any wonder, then, that many teen and tween boys lag behind their peers?


In my book The Available Parent, I implore parents to check in on their kids when they’re not in school. Don’t smother your kids (and spoil their fun) by being overbearing—just check in a couple times a day to let them know you’re interested in what they do during their spare time. I promise you won’t regret it, and it could reveal habits or activities that are holding your children back.


My point—along with Pam and Cynthia’s—is that I think all teenagers have dormant passions that can only be uncovered through acknowledgment and listening. Your teen may be afraid to speak of his interests for various reasons, but if you stay curious, the outlines of his passions will evolve and change shape as they come into focus.


The story of how Pam and Cynthia came to research and write Jump-Starting Boys never fails to amaze me. Pam is an author whose young adult books became popular among teen boys. She discovered that they preferred her novels because the stories were full of action and matched their maturation levels. This inspired Pam to rise to the challenge of encouraging boys to read and succeed. Pam spoke to her sister, educator Cynthia Gill, about the phenomenon of underachieving boys, and together they researched and interviewed experts about what it takes for boys to get excited about reading.


Jump-Starting Boys is their solution. This book is filled with more than two-hundred methods parents can use to work with their sons to discover their learning styles, ignite their passion for reading, and ultimately succeed in school and in life.


I’ve worked with hundreds of teen and tween boys over my career as a clinical psychologist. I can absolutely confirm that helping your child cultivate a love for reading and lifelong learning is one of the best things you can do for him as a parent. Following the advice that Pam and Cynthia provide in Jump-Starting Boys will give you the tools you need to help your child grow into a competent, confident person.


—Dr. John Duffy,


author of The Available Parent: Radical Optimism for Raising Teens and Tweens




INTRODUCTION


“Boys are falling victim to an epidemic of…having the ability to read and no compulsion whatsoever to do so.”


—MICHAEL SULLIVAN, CONNECTING BOYS WITH BOOKS 21


EVERYONE KNOWS BOYS ARE FALLING BEHIND girls in education. And that has lots of people, especially educators and politicians, busy pointing fingers and engaging in loud discussions.


Largely left out of this discussion are parents of boys, who are perhaps more aware than anyone that their bright, eager sons hit an invisible wall somewhere near fourth grade, after which they go from engaged to unengaged, discouraged, and disaffected. By their teens, too many seem determined to be slackers in school regardless of parental pleas, incentives, or discipline.


There are lots of books on underachieving boys, but most address educators and come complete with intimidating graphs, case studies, academic-speak, and lists of remedies on which parents are powerless to act.


What about the average guilt-ridden, frustrated mother or father of an underachieving boy? Someone who wants to know in plain language what’s behind this trend and what they can do about it? What about mentors who crave positive support, not political shrillness?


Most existing books on “the boy problem” make parents feel even more helpless than the school system and their job demands have made them feel already. In Jump-Starting Boys, we have endeavored to empower parents and mentors, and to give them a sense of being able to reclaim the duty and rewards of helping their children.


Toward this end, we have heartwarming true stories and take-action checklists. Our aim has been to reassure and support, to turn fear and guilt into can-do confidence.


Who are we? Sisters who have raised boys, and sisters who have worked four careers between us: teacher, family therapist, journalist, and author. Pam is the award-winning author of young adult books particularly popular with boys (including Peak Survival, Skater Stuntboys, and First Descent). Cynthia, a former teacher who now counsels troubled families, speaks regularly at parents’ groups and women’s gatherings.


We firmly believe that reading confidence is a keystone to educational success, which in turn increases one’s chances of a more stable, satisfying life. We hope you’ll find insight in Jump-Starting Boys.




ABOUT THE AUTHORS


PAM WITHERS AND CYNTHIA GILL ARE SISTERS.


PAM WITHERS


Pam Withers is a former business journalist and bestselling, award-winning author of more than a dozen adventure books particularly popular with teen boys. They include First Descent, Peak Survival, Skater Stuntboys, and Vertical Limits. She is also coauthor with John Izzo of the highly acclaimed Values Shift: The New Work Ethic and What It Means for Business (Prentice Hall Canada, 2000).


Pam travels North America extensively, speaking at schools, librarians’ and writers’ conferences. The second of six siblings, she spent her growing-up years trying to measure up to her smarter, better-looking older sister, Cynthia. (She has just about outgrown that.) Pam and her husband, a university professor, live in Vancouver, Canada, where they recently completed raising a high-energy son who spent his adolescence as the official teen editor of Pam’s teen adventure novels. Her website is www.pamwithers.com.


CYNTHIA GILL, MA, LMFT


During her thirty-year career as a high school teacher, Cynthia Gill worked on innovative curricula development and served as an academic dean, while winning acclaim for her work in the classroom. She completed her master’s degree in Adlerian psychotherapy and counseling in 2006, and has since worked with families, adolescents, and children as a licensed marriage and family therapist. Her website is www.cynthiagill.info.


Cynthia has taught as an adjunct faculty member at Globe University and enjoys public speaking, particularly on parent education. She has led numerous groups of students on educational and service trips to Russia, Germany, and Latin America. A former homeschooling mom, Cynthia also served as a consultant to homeschooling families with an accrediting organization. She and her husband live in Minneapolis and like to bicycle and travel. They have three grown sons, two daughters-in-law, and five grandchildren. As the eldest child, Cynthia admits to being bossier than Pam.






            CHAPTER ONE


            WHO’S UNDERACHIEVING NOW? YES, BOYS. WHO SAYS AND WHY?


            “Almost everywhere in the industrialized world, in places where boys and girls have equal access to education, the underperformance of boys is not just an uncomfortable fact but a real and pressing problem.”





—PEG TYRE, THE TROUBLE WITH BOYS2


RIGHT UP TO THE AGE OF NINE, EDDIE WAS A fireball of enthusiasm for reading, sports, and outdoor activities. He was a bright student, stable and happy, and not one to worry his parents—especially his mother, a bookstore employee and reading enthusiast. All that was true until he hit two walls at once: puberty, and the split-up of his parents. He withdrew into himself, and his grades began a downward spiral. It wasn’t that he’d lost the ability to thrive in school; he’d simply lost interest and motivation. He lived with his mother and saw his father much less than before. The more his mother fretted about his grades, the more sullen and resentful he became. Her lectures about the importance of good grades for getting into college and launching a career fell on deaf ears. His father just shrugged; he himself hadn’t finished college and had a decent-paying job, after all.


Eventually, former friends in the “brainy” clique avoided him, or he avoided them. He fell in with a new, less ambitious crowd that, in his mother’s opinion, was a bad influence. He still read, but less. He preferred computer time or running around with friends. His mother became increasingly distressed that a boy she knew to be highly intelligent would turn in barely passing grades. She breathed a sigh of relief when he managed—barely—to graduate from high school, but by then, the economy presented a dim job market, and the jobs that existed didn’t interest Eddie. Like many boys of his generation, he’d been raised to believe a job should be special, fun, and rewarding. So he quit jobs and training programs that weren’t, working only now and then in construction.


The weeks of unemployment grew to years, and his self-confidence fell as he saw girls in whom he was interested favor boys who earned more money. He became increasingly self-destructive, despite attempted interventions on the part of both parents. Once or twice he applied for a program of study, only to find himself rejected for his low grades in high school. At the age of twenty-one he was living at his mother’s house on her expense, sleeping in till noon, playing video games much of every afternoon, and going out to party at night. Their relationship deteriorated, but she feared if she kicked him out while he was unemployed, he’d spiral further downward.


Finally, on a counselor’s advice, she ordered him to get a job, do volunteer work, or move out. The volunteer work he reluctantly took involved coaching young soccer players. Connecting with the program’s male director as a much-needed mentor for himself, he received praise for his skill at working with kids, and found that getting out of the house each day revived his motivation to look further ahead. He eventually enrolled and was accepted in a community college.


“It used to be girls who underachieved in school. Now it’s boys,” his mother told us.


She’s right but that’s only half the story. For decades, boys have typically underachieved in elementary and high school, then thrived once they entered the workplace. Why? Check as many of the following as you think apply:


          [image: ][image: ]    the old-boys network of job referrals and workplace favoritism,


          [image: ][image: ]    a disconnect between school grades and skills that the workplace values,


          [image: ][image: ]    the widespread availability of high-paying jobs that don’t require higher education,


          [image: ][image: ]    a late (some would say belated) spurt of maturity and responsibility,


          [image: ][image: ]    a revived sense of self-esteem once they escape a school system that beat them down, or which they felt favored girls.


However many you checked, here’s the stark truth: The first three are going down the drain as the global economy makes the workplace more competitive, as we shift from an industrial to a service economy and as women break ever more glass ceilings. As our sons emerge from (or drop out of) high school, they’re looking at a whole different job landscape than their fathers did. And the longer and more tightly a boy has wrapped himself in an underachiever’s cloak, the less certain that the “late spurt of maturity” and “revived sense of self-esteem” will rescue him.


That being said, boys aren’t in crisis. They are the underdogs only when it comes to reading and writing. If they find their grades slipping relative to girls, it’s not because they’re less intelligent than girls, but because they’re less motivated. For a variety of reasons—some new to this generation, as we’ll explore—they don’t believe school (reading and writing in particular) is relevant to their long-term future. A generation ago, they may have had a point. The trouble is, boys are slipping in reading ability at a time when reading ability has skyrocketed in importance for long-term success in life. Comfort with reading is essential for graduating from high school or college, and today’s college degree is equivalent to last generation’s high school degree in the job market.3 Parents are unaware of this, or they feel powerless to do anything about it. Getting your kid to read is the school’s job, right? Disaffection for reading and writing means poor grades, which means fewer and fewer males are being accepted for higher education. There’s now an approximately fifty-seven/forty-three percent split for university acceptance in women’s favor, and the gap is growing.4


In the past, men could often obtain high-paying jobs without higher education; they could still be the breadwinners. That was thanks largely to manufacturing, construction, and sales jobs. Unfortunately, the first two have taken a nosedive and sales jobs require ever more educational qualifications. But those trends are too new to have seeped into the consciousness of boys—or of many of the men who influence their lives. So the new circumstances have yet to make a dent in the attitude so pervasive among boys today.


Are young men ready to start playing second fiddle to the women in their lives? (For that matter, are women ready to accept it?) When their lack of education eventually catches up with the new workplace requirements, will they shrug their shoulders about earning less, working at lower-status jobs, suffering more periods of unemployment and underemployment? Will they happily opt for being stay-at-home fathers?


A few will. The rest will do what resentful, underemployed or unemployed men have done for centuries: turn to addictive substances, crime, and abuse of those they resent. Ignoring the growing reading gap does nothing to benefit females, as illustrated by our sidebar, “Why Tackling Boys’ Issues Helps Girls Too,” on page 9.


As we look for solutions, we can benefit from the wisdom of a little-known but highly influential pioneer in the field of child rearing, Alfred Adler. He was a medical doctor whose concern for children led him to examine how family members affect each other. His work laid the foundation for a growing field of “family systems theory,” and here’s what he had to say about boys who suffer a slide in achievement: “A misbehaving child is a discouraged child.”5


Adler and his disciple Rudolf Dreikurs (author of Children: The Challenge) have said every human has three needs—security, belonging, and significance—and that we’re all on a quest to overcome a sense of inferiority. Children’s portion of this journey is a natural stage; after all, they are surrounded by more capable adults. Adler, who coined the term “inferiority complex,” believed that as children attempt to replace a sense of inferiority with one of superiority, they often do so in less-than-useful ways. Who do they learn these ways from? From us, their parents, many of whom haven’t completed the journey out of inferiority ourselves.


Here are some not-so-useful ways we try to pursue a sense of belonging and significance: control tactics, “one-upmanship,” perfectionism, and becoming a people-pleaser. Others engage in victim mentality (“poor me”), give up, or try to prove that they’re the “best at being bad,” especially if they have a sibling who is “the best at being good.”


So what do we as parents of underachieving boys do with this information? We rethink how important it is to encourage and motivate them, and we depart from traditional ideas of how to do so. Chapters Four and Ten cover new and more effective parenting styles, which are also well explained by Jane Nelsen in her Positive Discipline books.


In a nutshell, effective parenting recognizes the child’s heart and emotional needs, rather than focusing only on behavior. Children’s needs for belonging and significance are vital, and they’re not addressed when parents say “Mind!” or “Be good!”


The good news is that a growing number of parents, parent educators, and schools are adopting this approach. For now, let the notion of more positive parenting be a glimmer of hope in the dark room of despair that every parent of discouraged sons feels.


SEVEN REASONS WHY BOYS ARE UNDERACHIEVING


Physical. Or, more accurately, denial that there’s a physical factor. In the age-old debate of nature versus nurture, it has become politically incorrect to acknowledge nature at all. In short, we’ve gone overboard in denying the physical differences between boys and girls and how this influences behavior, despite a growing body of studies replacing conjecture with facts.


Reading/writing gap. In our commendable effort to right the historical wrongs of how girls have been treated and educated, we’ve blindsided ourselves to the one solitary respect in which boys are disadvantaged: reading and writing. And we’ve let that slip dangerously even as other trends (including the shift from industrial to service jobs) have aligned to make it of skyrocketing importance. The following cannot be emphasized enough: Boys are not the new underdogs; they are not suddenly suffering in all respects—only in reading and writing. But more than at any point in the past, reading and writing have become the linchpin of success in life. Boys, not to mention many parents, don’t know this. And some parents, teachers, and librarians have been loath to address that increasing gap on the false assumption that focusing on it will necessarily mean a backward slide for girls just as girls have secured some hard-won progress. Yet, on the contrary, a backward slide for boys has ominous potential for females who, in the end, must share their world with males.


Home structure. An increasing number of boys are growing up in households with limited or no access to positive and involved male role models. While there are ways to minimize the potential negative impact of this, many parents are unaware of the implications and of some solutions, which we cover in upcoming chapters.


School structure. The overwhelming majority of teachers and school librarians are female, and we’re also seeing an increase in female principals, education board members, legislators, and other education policymakers. Perhaps it is only natural, then, that classroom approaches, school policies, and sometimes the laws affecting education have shifted to formats that (often unwittingly) favor girls. Some eighty-five percent of children’s authors as well as most editors are also female, which means that the vast majority of people writing and editing and selecting books for school libraries are female. Parents are typically unaware of this, or feel they can do nothing about it. We believe awareness is important, and outline what parents can do. Of course, many of these biases are subtle and unintended. Female staff, like mothers in general, are well intentioned, but their hidden biases are no longer sufficiently countered by males at home and at school.


Fear-based backlash. Because males are overrepresented among criminals and those who do females physical harm, individuals and sometimes organizations treat normal young boys’ tastes in reading and writing (war heroes, etc.) as unacceptable. This can be counterproductive to persuading them to read and write.


Morals. Due to laws, education policies, societal changes, and multiculturalism, the onus for disciplining school-age children and giving them moral guidance has shifted from schools to the home. However, children spend more waking hours in school than at home, and parents are often unwilling or unable to provide the moral lessons that might help stem the bullying and violence that take place at school. This typically works against education, especially for boys.


Parenting styles. For a generation or two, parents have been bombarded with the message that above all, they must build self-esteem in their children. Dutifully, they offer encouraging words as often as possible, repeatedly telling their beloved offspring that they can be something special. The result, say a growing number of experts, is children who grow up knowing deep down that many episodes of praise were unearned, which breeds insecurity rather than self-esteem. And the focus on self-esteem robs them of something more important for both work and personal life: empathy. So, more children feel entitled to special treatment, special jobs, a special life. Is it unreasonable that this sense of entitlement, combined with the factors outlined above, might feed into boys’ rejection of school if school is a struggle for them?


Add to that, parents’ desire to keep their children safe, which can lead to overprotection and reduces kids’ opportunities to gain self-confidence and independence. Then there is the fact that some parents allow a child’s schedule to get so packed, structured, and parent-monitored that again, certain characteristics best nurtured by independent free time are stunted.


WHY TACKLING BOYS’ ISSUES HELPS GIRLS TOO


           “A rising tide lifts all boats.”


—JOHN F. KENNEDY


1)    This is the first generation of young men likely to achieve less education than their fathers and to find themselves on a lower rung of the socioeconomic ladder.6


2)    Men now account for only four of every ten undergrads.7 8


3)    The more educated a woman is, the more reluctant she is to “marry down” in terms of education and lifetime earning potential.9


4)    Where there is a large educational gap between partners, divorce is more likely, and the struggles of children who go through divorce are well documented.10


5)    College-educated people of both genders are more likely to get married and are much more likely to stay married.11


6)    The decline in marriage rates has been greatest among men with less education.


7)    Those without a college education find it harder to stay employed in a rapidly changing work environment.12


8)    Roughly three-quarters of the job losses inflicted by the 2008 U.S. recession fell on men.13


9)    Marital conflict usually occurs when a man works less than his wife, or becomes unemployed.14


10)  One in three married, working women today outearns her husband—up from one in ten in the 1970s.15


11)  Men who are economically dependent on their female partners are more likely to cheat on them. Women dependent on male partners are less likely to cheat.16


12)  Two-thirds of all divorces are legally initiated by women.17


13)  The poorer the household, the more likely parents are to send a girl rather than a boy on to college. This abrupt change from previous times reflects the parents’ desire to apply limited resources to the child who does best in school.18


And finally, highlighting the ominous long-term effects of an imbalance: Children of unemployed fathers seem particularly vulnerable to psychological problems, are more likely to repeat a grade in school and to earn less as adults.


On a more positive note, “When boys’ test scores go up, so do girls’ scores,” says therapist and educator Michael Gurian in The Purpose of Boys.19 When adolescent boys find education to be purposeful and relevant, they are less defiant and more willing to learn, which frees girls up from having to deal with hours and days of behavioral problems around them.


In upcoming chapters, we expand on the reasons boys are underachieving, and we offer solutions. We offer the stories of former underachieving boys we’ve interviewed. We also offer insights provided by literacy consultants, psychologists, teachers, librarians, and parents. If there’s an underachieving boy in your life, rest assured that you are not alone, and there are ways to turn your son around.


SEVEN WAYS TO HELP TURN YOUR SON AROUND


Yes, today’s kids are heavily influenced by school, peers, and the media, but parents can and should reassert control to ensure they prosper in work and in life. Here are some tips for concerned parents.


1)    This generation’s college degree is the equivalent of last generation’s high school degree. So talk with your son about how the world has changed since you were young—how decent grades are much more important, and how studies show that the more he reads, the better grades he’ll get. If a male relative or friend conducts the chat with him, even better for the role-model factor.


2)    Determine your son’s learning style (see Chapter Four) and adapt homework support sessions and teaching moments to it.


3)    Limit children’s total media time to no more than one to two hours of quality programming per day, as recommended by the American Academy of Pediatrics. (See Chapter Seven’s sidebar, “Screen Limits,” on page 136.)


4)    Engage in short family debates on a regular basis to sharpen his confidence with reasoning and words, and comment on his delivery more than content.


5)    Shift from a focus on building his self-esteem, independence, and individualism to one of modeling and promoting perseverance, humility, and community service. Jean M. Twenge, associate professor of psychology and author of Generation Me, writes that self-esteem without basis encourages laziness rather than hard work, and the ability to persevere and keep going is a much better predictor of life outcomes than self-esteem.20 Her book, The Narcissism Epidemic, includes a self-test for determining one’s degree of egocentrism, and suggestions for lessening it.


6)    Guard against overprotecting and over-scheduling your son, since many characteristics that lead to achievement are best nurtured by independent free time. Further, resist engaging in a sense of competition with other parents, which encourages him to compare himself with fellow classmates, often leading to lowered empathy and a lifetime habit of stress, frustration, and over-scheduling.


7)    Expand your tolerance for toilet humor and fighting scenes in books he selects, and don’t pressure him to abandon picture books or graphic novels (a classy version of comic books) before he chooses to. Literacy experts say these books can develop a child’s critical thinking skills in particular ways, and the vocabulary is often more challenging than in a chapter book.21


BOOK CLUB MAESTRO


Few people have put as much time and effort into figuring out what makes a book club successful as Christianne Hayward, who has been running them for sixteen years. As a single mother of two boys (one a keener reader than the other), she decided to apply her Ph.D. in education toward inspiring a love of reading in children of all ages. She started her first parent-and-youth book club at the local community center as a way to ensure that her sons had a literary group to socialize with. This book club was so well received that she added a new book club each year, culminating in seventeen parent-and-youth book clubs ranging from preschool to grade twelve. Today, her Lyceum of Literature and Art in Vancouver, Canada, provides a unique, cozy, and specialized learning environment that brings forth the best of afterschool reading and writing experiences for hundreds of children per week. Her book clubs are a family affair where parents read the books, attend the groups, and participate in the discussion along with their children.


Hayward serves as a consultant to educators and book club leaders around North America. What she finds most gratifying, however, is running into families of her grown students who say, “You made such a difference. Even though my child attended your club for only a year, he became a reader for life.” The Lyceum’s website is www.christiannehayward.com.


Q: What are some of the key ways you engage the boys in your clubs, as opposed to the girls?


A: First, you need a lot of humor. Boys respond well to a bit of lighthearted ribbing. Second, I serve food and hot chocolate, hot apple cider, or herbal teas; humans gather more willingly if food is involved. (At home, we all settle in with a comfort drink in a comfortable space to read.) Third, I put up lots of books with male protagonists and subjects to which boys can relate easily. A democratic voting system for selecting the books to be read, buys a certain ownership and involvement from all participants. Fourth, I use kinesthetic ways of learning: crosswords that test whether they’ve taken in details of the book we’ve just read, art projects connected to the book’s scenes, and breaks that feature food mentioned in the book. Finally, I let them move around. In a photo of a kindergarten story-time at the Lyceum, you can see the girls sitting straight and staring at the book, and the boys lounging on the pillows. But if you look closely, you can also see how incredibly engaged those boys are.


As for the older boys, I tell them that the best way to understand that strange group of people called “girls” is to read some books with a female protagonist. It’s amazing how they internalize that. Once I ran into a boy in second-year university who’d been in one of my book clubs years before. “You were so right about that!” he enthused.


Q: Some of the boys in your clubs come with their mothers, and some with their fathers. How important is the gender role-model factor?


A: For the boys to see a male involved in a book club is huge, but it doesn’t have to be their father. We often get uncles, older brothers, and grandfathers and everyone benefits from their presence. Boys who come with their mothers forge better communication with them than boys who don’t; book clubs allow the mothers to talk to their sons about difficult topics through a literary character. Dads who attend our clubs raise the bar for everyone, because they tend to be avid notetakers and they hate not doing well on the crosswords.


Most importantly, the youth see men reading and discussing reading, or what I call “socializing around reading.” Women do this more naturally, while men tend to socialize around sports or games instead. Since coaches don’t usually read books between periods, and guys don’t typically discuss books after a game, you have to find a way to expose them to this modeling, by making an effort at home or enrolling them in a book club.


Q: Roughly what percentage of boys are reluctant readers?


A: In my experience, it can be as high as forty percent. The divide begins in about fourth grade, and has to do with under-acknowledged brain differences, a lack of books that interest boys (especially after sixth grade if they’re not into fantasy), not seeing men socialize around reading, and a more auditory-driven education system. Boys often respond better to kinesthetic and visual learning: Pictionary, graphic books, charades, dramatizations, debates, crosswords, exercise balls for sitting, and art. At-home reading and book clubs can cater to these needs more easily than traditional classrooms. The optimal point at which you can make a big difference is in grades four, five, and six, by choosing books that are fun and engaging, by pumping up the number of graphic books you let him read, and by modeling and sharing your passion for reading at home.


Q: Some parents steer their kids away from picture books and graphic novels before the child wishes to give them up, on the assumption that these are unsophisticated forms of reading holding him back. What’s your advice?


A: Don’t get too stuck on this. Our youth have to be more visually literate than we were, able to deconstruct symbols in images and make meaning. Even PowerPoint presentations at CEO meetings today have more animation, logos, and visual symbols. When parents read a graphic novel, it seems choppy to them, but today’s children know how to bridge between cells in much the same way you do between lines of a poem. Graphic books engage a different type of literacy. This doesn’t replace textual literacy but is just as important.


If you keep throwing books at your boy that are too difficult, you’ll lose him. One of my sons didn’t read for enjoyment until age ten; it was a graphic novel that finally hooked him. He’d always been able to decode competently, and had been read to, but reading for enjoyment took longer to kick in. Get them graphic books, auditory tapes, interactive books online, whatever it takes. Keep them in the game until their maturity catches up with them.


Q: What’s your best advice to parents who want their child to be a keen reader?


A: Let him be involved in choosing what he reads, and continue reading to him even after he can read by himself. Where you apply your greatest influence in what your son reads is through the books you read to him. Start reading to him long before seventh or eighth grade; otherwise he might be less open to reading aloud experiences. Choose themes that interest him, books that have the hook within the first chapter. Read several chapters ahead yourself before sitting down with him, so you won’t stumble over names and if you start to lose his attention, you can synthesize what’s happening and take him forward to an exciting bit, closing on a cliffhanger if at all possible. This way, he’ll plead and beg you to read more, but don’t give in. Make him come to the book hungry the next day. Also, read to your kids when you’re fresh. For me as a single mother, being fresh meant early in the morning instead of at bedtime, and always in the same space with our comfort drinks in hand.


There are three kinds of reading: independent reading (he reads by himself, preferably books he has chosen; no more than one error per page), guided reading (he reads a page, you read a page; no more than four errors per page), and reading aloud (you do all the reading). There’s typically a two-year reading-level gap between expressive and receptive language development, meaning there is a dramatic spread between what he can read on his own and what he can understand orally. By reading aloud, you’re building the scaffolding that will make him a stronger reader, helping him understand patterns, reinforcing his ability to predict plotlines, helping him understand causal relationships, and exposing him to the cadence of oral language.


Q: Why is it important to learn to enjoy reading?


A: Reading is an investment in yourself, an education in itself. It nurtures curiosity and a thirst for learning more; it can be very addictive once you have a good experience with it. Literacy is incredibly important for accessing information, engaging personal growth, and nurturing breadth of knowledge. It supports emotional intelligence, which you need in order to excel at the top levels of industry. Emotional intelligence helps you relate to someone different than you at work. It helps you articulate your thoughts, which can boost your ability to speak in front of a group. Broad reading exposes you to other perspectives, which is very precious in a diverse society.


WHO’S THE BOSS?


Too many parents lack the security or skills to lead their children. They allow children to call the shots, especially in the battle of determining how much screen time they will have. Who is in charge here? Dr. Thomas Phelan, author of 1-2-3 Magic: Effective Discipline for Children 2-12 and a national authority on parenting, says parents make two mistakes: too much emotion and too many words. When you or the child are angry, limit your words to ten at the most! Lectures are simply wasted energy, flood the kids’ brains, fuel their anger, and drive you further from the solution.


Moms struggling with sons especially need to curtail wordy feedback: Educator and clinical counselor Barry MacDonald in Boy Smarts says that he is never discouraged by a non-response because he understands boys’ silence as processing time. “Productive conversations with boys come in fits and starts. Boys need space to digest what’s been said.”22


When Cynthia’s clients come to her with parenting struggles, she finds they are usually making one of the following mistakes: too many words, too much emotion, too little confidence, too much hovering, too much military-like barking-out of orders, or too little underlying relationship, which must be built up over time. Children trigger the issues we experienced while growing up, but we can learn to override those default settings.


Parents and mentors who want to pass values on to kids need to do it in an “up-close and personal manner,” as author Josh McDowell says. These adults must enter the youngster’s world and be aware of what is happening in their lives.23


HAPPY ENDING


           “I read some as a boy, mostly the Hardy Boys novels. But as I got a wee bit older, I wasn’t interested in reading anymore. I was more into running outside and playing. My sister embraced reading, but I was more fidgety and restless.


                 “My family didn’t watch much television and my parents certainly read a lot. There were always books around, and I remember my dad reading spy novels. But I figured I read enough at school, which was a challenge for me. I had a hard time concentrating. I didn’t have a learning disability; I was just averse to school. I did have one teacher who was a role model to me. He took me under his wing in grade four or five and paid me the extra attention I needed. That probably wouldn’t have worked if he hadn’t been a male.


                 “When I was nine or ten years old, I got interested in hockey, and my mom and dad bought me books on hockey. I started reading short stories and rule books and that is how I got back into reading for a while. But I dropped off again until I became a Big Brother (mentor) in my thirties.


                 “I’d just gone through a nasty divorce, and after I’d moved out and started living on my own again, I decided I had an opportunity to make some changes and give back to my community. When I met my ‘Little Brother,’ he had just turned nine. The first time we went for a walk, I asked him what kind of things he enjoyed. It turned out reading was one of his interests, and so we talked about reading as a conversation icebreaker. He talked about the books he was reading, so I started picking up books and reading as well. That way I could talk about the books I was reading. And given that I was going through so much personal change, I found I needed that chance to get lost in a book. Meanwhile, I found that being a Big Brother removed all of the ugliness from my divorce experience.
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Everyhing you need to know to stop your son from falling behind.
—Dr. John Duffy, naional poreniing exper for Steve Harvey
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