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This book is dedicated to

Marsha and Sarah—
who have taught me how to genuinely listen

My parents and grandparents—
who heard this boy’s voice

and

The boys themselves and all who love them—
they opened up their inner lives to us, courageously baring
their hearts and souls with genuine voices.
They await our response.




    AUTHOR’S NOTE   

All of the voices contained in this book are derived from my ongoing Real Boys’ Voices research project. However, names, places, and other details contained in these materials have been altered to protect the privacy and anonymity of the individuals to whom they refer. Therefore, any similarity between the names and stories of individuals described in this book and those of individuals known to readers is inadvertent and purely coincidental. The one exception is the chapter discussing the courageous boys of Littleton, Colorado, whose names and stories have become public for the most tragic and unfortunate of reasons.
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    INTRODUCTION   

LISTENING TO BOYS’ VOICES


“Boys are supposed to shut up and take it, to keep it all in. It’s harder for them to release or vent without feeling girly. And that can drive them to shoot themselves.”

—Scotty, 13, from a small town in northern New England



IN MY TRAVELS THROUGHOUT THIS COUNTRY—FROM THE inner-city neighborhoods of Boston, New York, and San Francisco to suburbs in Florida, Connecticut, and Rhode Island; from small, rural villages in New Hampshire, Kentucky, and Pennsylvania to the pain-filled classrooms of Littleton, Colorado—I have discovered a glaring truth: America’s boys are absolutely desperate to talk about their lives. They long to talk about the things that are hurting them—their harassment from other boys, their troubled relationships with their fathers, their embarrassment around girls and confusion about sex, their disconnection from parents, the violence that haunts them at school and on the street, their constant fear that they might not be as masculine as other boys.

But this desperate coast-to-coast longing is silenced by the Boy Code—old rules that favor male stoicism and make boys feel ashamed about expressing weakness or vulnerability. Although our boys urgently want to talk about who they really are, they fear that they will be teased, bullied, humiliated, beaten up, and even murdered if they give voice to their truest feelings. Thus, our nation is home to millions of boys who feel they are navigating life alone—who on an emotional level are alone—and who are cast out to sea in separate lifeboats, and feel they are drowning in isolation, depression, loneliness, and despair.

Our sons, brothers, nephews, students are struggling. Our boy friends are crying out to be understood. But many of them are afraid to talk. Scotty, a thirteen-year-old boy from a small town in northern New England, recently said to me, “Boys are supposed to shut up and take it, to keep it all in. It’s harder for them to release or vent without feeling girly. And that can drive them to shoot themselves.”

I am particularly concerned about the intense angst I see in so many of America’s young men and teenaged boys. I saw this angst as I did research for Real Boys, and then again in talking with boys for this book. Boys from all walks of life, including boys who seem to have made it—the suburban high school football captain, the seventh-grade prep school class president, the small-town police chief’s son, the inner-city student who is an outstanding cartoonist and son of a welfare mother—all were feeling so alone that I worried that they often seemed to channel their despair into rage not only toward others but toward themselves. An ordinary boy’s sadness, his everyday feelings of disappointment and shame, push him not only to dislike himself and to feel private moments of anguish or self-doubt, but also, impulsively, to assault, wound, and kill. Forced to handle life’s emotional ups and downs on their own, many boys and young men—many good, honest, caring boys—are silently allowing their lives to wither away, or explode.

We still live in a society in which our boys and young men are simply not receiving the consistent attention, empathy, and support they truly need and desire. We are only listening to parts of what our sons and brothers and boyfriends are telling us. Though our intentions are good, we’ve developed a culture in which too often boys only feel comfortable communicating a small portion of their feelings and experiences. And through no fault of our own, frequently we don’t understand what they are saying to us when they do finally talk.

Boys are acutely aware of how society constrains them. They also notice how it holds back other boys and young men, including their peers, their male teachers, and their fathers. “When bad things happen in our family,” Jesse, an astute twelve-year-old boy from a large middle-class suburb of Los Angeles, recently told me, “my father gets blocked. Like if he’s upset about something that happened at work, he can’t say anything and we have no idea what he’s thinking. He just sits in front of the television, spends time on the Internet, or just goes off on his own. You can’t get through to him at all. He just gets totally blocked.” Of course, Jesse is learning to do the same. And if we don’t allow, even teach boys like Jesse to express their emotion and cry tears, some will cry bullets instead.

A NATIONWIDE JOURNEY

I began a new nationwide journey to listen to boys’ voices last summer in my native Massachusetts. In one of the very first interviews, I sat down with Clayton, a sixteen-year-old boy living in a modest apartment in Arlington, a medium-sized suburb of Boston. Clay introduced me to his mother and older sister, and then brought me to his attic hideaway, a small room with only two small wooden windows that allowed light into the room through a series of tiny slits. Clay decided to share some of his writing with me—poetry and prose he had written on leaves of white and yellow paper. His writings were deeply moving, but even more extraordinary were the charcoal sketches that, once he grew comfortable with my presence, he decided he would also share. His eyes downcast, his shoulders slumped inward, he opened his black sketchbook and flipped gently through the pages.

On each consecutive sheet of parchment, Clay had created a series of beautiful images in rich, multicolored charcoal and pastels. “You’re a talented artist,” I said, expressing my real enthusiasm.

“I haven’t shown these to too many people,” he said, blushing. “I don’t think anyone would really be too interested.”

Clay’s pictures revealed his angst, and in graphic, brutal detail. There was a special series of drawings of “angels.” They were half human, half creature, with beautiful wings, but their boyish faces were deeply pained. Soaring somewhere between earth and heaven, the angels seemed to be trying to free themselves from earthly repression, striving for expression, longing to reach the freedom of the skies. They evoked the mundane world where Clayton’s psychological pain felt real and inescapable, yet they also evoked an imaginary place where he could feel safe, relaxed, and free.

In our conversation, Clayton revealed that his inner sense of loss and sadness had at times been so great that on at least one occasion he had seriously contemplated suicide.

“I never actually did anything to commit suicide. I was too afraid I’d end up in a permanent hell … but that’s how bad I felt. I wanted to end it all.”

I thought to myself that maybe that’s what these tortured angels were about—a combination of heavenly hope mixed up with a boy’s suppressed “voice” of pain.

Clayton then revealed “The Bound Angel,” a breathtaking sketch of one of his winged, half-man creatures bent over in pain, eyes looking skyward, but trunk and legs bound like an animal awaiting slaughter.

Clayton explained, “His hands are tied, and his mouth is sealed so he cannot speak. He’s in pain, but he has no way to run from it, to express it, or to get to heaven.”

“Your angel wants to shout out his troubles to the high heavens, but he is bound and gagged. He wants to move toward someone, but he is frozen in space. He needs to release his voice, but he cannot, and fears he will not be heard. That’s why he’s so tortured.”

“Yes, exactly,” he said.

“I guess if he’s tied up long enough,” I responded, “and can’t release that voice, he’ll want to die, like you did.”

“I think so,” Clay said.

There is no reason we should wait until a boy like Clay feels hopeless, suicidal, or homicidal to address his inner experience. The time to listen to boys is now.

MOMENTS OF DOUBT

As devoted as our country is gradually becoming to changing things for boys, society remains ambivalent about giving boys permission to express their feelings. I was recently speaking at a Congregational church in a small New Hampshire town. It was a bright October Saturday morning and I was there to talk to boys and their parents about my Listening to Boys’ Voices project. Gazing out at the rows and rows of boys and their parents, I explained that several research associates and I were going across the country to interview and capture the unique voices of adolescent males ranging in ages eleven through twenty. I told the audience, “I hope this project will be just the beginning, that we will all find a way to reconnect with boys, listen to them carefully, and get to know what’s really happening inside their minds and hearts.”

“That’s not so easy,” a young, well-dressed woman said from the pews. “I have four sons,” she continued, “and, with all due respect, Dr. Pollack, let me tell you something. Number one: my husband is not so hot on my trying to sit down and get all emotional with our sons. I’m not so sure he’s going to encourage me to do that. And number two: these days, I don’t think our boys are capable of saying much about anything other than girls and sports, and girls and sports.” People chuckled throughout the church.

“How old are your sons?” I asked.

“Eleven, thirteen, fourteen, and seventeen,” the woman said.

“Do you wish you could reach inside them and get to what they’re really feeling and thinking about? Is this something you would like to do?”

“If I could,” she said intently, “I would.” Looking around at the other boys and parents in the audience and shaking her head incredulously, she added, “I don’t think many of the people in this room really feel in touch with their kids, especially not their boys. To be able to do that, we’d have to all decide we’re going to give boys a break. Otherwise, nobody in this room is going to take the first step. Nobody wants his or her kid to be an outcast. So I’m not sure any of us are going to take that first step.”

“I’m not so sure I agree with you,” I said. “The fact that you showed up today to talk about boys is itself one of those first steps. In fact, everybody in this room decided to come here this morning because they care about boys and about making things better for boys. So everyone in this room actually is taking an important first step.”

“I guess you’re right,” the woman said. “So thank you. Thank you for coming way out here to talk to us.”

HELPING BOYS TO BE THEMSELVES

Ultimately, there is only one reasonable solution to this national dilemma: helping boys to tell us who they really are, and learning—in a new way—to listen and respond to this reality. Ophelia has been revived more and more. Ophelia speaks. Now we must find the opportunity to hear real boys’ voices. That is a fundamental aspect of my work, an important theme in my book Real Boys, and the central concept of this book: to help us hear what boys say when they share their “real” voices, open their souls to us; help us recognize the impediments that have blocked this process; to help parents, teachers, coaches, girlfriends, and buddies—all of us who love boys—find a new way to listen to boys, and give America’s sons a safe forum in which at last they may speak from more deeply inside themselves. Boys are inherently just as competent about their emotions as girls are, and they are as interested in, and yearning for, spiritual growth, close friendships, and connections.

When we use all our senses to perceive a boy’s signals, we may discover that he is replete with emotion, and that he will find all sorts of ways, some direct and obvious, others covert or subtle, to voice his inner feelings and experience. He may blast us with anger. He may bluster with false pride. He may cloak disappointment or shame with utter silence. He may enact his sadness and his despair in gruesome acts of violence or self-destruction. He may drink away his pain and longing. These feelings, and many others, are constantly present inside of him. And yet in many schoolrooms across the country, and within many genuinely warm, loving families throughout the world, so many of these intense feelings seem never to be heard or understood. So the reality of a boy’s life and inner world may go undetected or ignored.

On the surface, many boys may appear to satisfy traditional notions about boyhood—they may seem cheerful, confident, bold, and athletic. They may appear to be cool and in control, unaffected by the pain and difficulties that surround them. But when we look beneath the surface, and when boys and young men feel safe enough to let us go to that deeper place inside themselves, we discover that there is so much more that they are feeling and experiencing. Underneath the buoyant public persona of many boys like these, there is a wealth and breadth of feeling.

Whether we are a buddy, a parent, a girlfriend, or a teacher of boys, it can be a remarkably positive experience to discover the rich, sometimes hidden (or quiet) ways in which a boy’s actions or words reflect his innermost thoughts and feelings. When we achieve this special understanding, we’re able to develop powerful, meaningful connections with boys. We come to know and empathize with them deeply. We learn to see and appreciate not only what the boy shows on the surface—not only the here-and-now outer self he presents to the world—but also the more vulnerable self, the true person inside, his unique soul. It is a wonderful feeling when we genuinely come to know and understand somebody. And, for the boy, it is truly a special experience to feel as though he has been fully heard and understood. To a large extent, feeling heard and understood for who you really are is the very essence of love.

We must get behind the “mask of masculinity,” a stance of male bravado and stoicism that many boys develop to cover their inner feelings of sadness, loneliness, and vulnerability. When life becomes too onerous for boys, sometimes the only pathway to safety is to hide the true self, and with it, the genuine voice beneath. This helps to explain why many girls may often use long, rich sentences to express a wide range of their feelings, while in stark contrast, boys seem to have a myriad of monosyllabic responses to questions about what appear to be their deepest experiences: “OK”; “I’m fine”; “No problem.” This paradox leaves our boys and all of us who love them at a terrible disadvantage. They become cut off from their deepest voices of vulnerable and loving feeling, missing out, often for a lifetime, on an essential part of themselves. And we, in turn, lose touch with the “real boy” in our midst.

REACHING OUT AND LISTENING TO BOYS: A NEW APPROACH

Reaching out to young and adolescent boys, getting behind the mask of masculinity, and helping them discover and express their genuine voices is an exciting and rewarding process. It is a wonderful feeling to know you can learn to help a boy transcend the forces of repression I discussed above, shake free of society’s straitjacket of gender, and speak their true hearts and minds. There are several steps that seem particularly important to this process: (1) creating a “safe space” for the boy; (2) giving him the time he needs to feel comfortable expressing himself; (3) seeking out and providing alternative pathways for expression, especially by engaging in “action talk”—i.e., talking and relating to the boy while you participate in action-oriented activity with him; (4) listening, without interrupting or judging, to everything he has to say; and (5) giving him affirmations and affection.

In an effort to facilitate this essential process, I have outlined, below, the reasons these steps are significant and offered suggestions about how they can be implemented:

Creating a safe space: the shame-free zone. Before a boy will let you into his inner emotional world, before he will share his true thoughts and feelings, he must first be made to feel safe. He must trust that he is loved and cared for, that nothing he expresses will lead him to be judged, teased, or shamed in any way.

A safe space is one, above all, that protects the boy against further embarrassment or humiliation. It is a “shame-free zone,” a place where the boy can talk about anything without fear that his peers, or others, will harass or bully him. As a practical matter, most boys will feel much more comfortable talking about their true thoughts and feelings in a space that is physically separate from, and outside the earshot of, his peer group. The boy needs to feel that he is speaking to you in confidence and that what he is sharing with you is his to bring up in the future. There are few people who enjoy sharing their deepest feelings and experiences with a listener who later “throws it back” at them. It is reassuring for the boy to be told by his listener, “I will not bring up whatever you tell me to anyone, even to you, unless you tell me to. We can talk about this now and you can let me know if you want to talk about it again in the future.” Giving the boy control over the information he is sharing builds his confidence that he will not subsequently be shamed, or otherwise punished, for his candor.

A safe space is one that allows for physical and emotional closeness. While the space can be located virtually anywhere—a school, in the home, the car, outdoors—it needs to be somewhere the boy and his listener can achieve a sense of intimacy and connection. There should be few major distractions or interruptions—a blaring radio or television, visits from other people, phone calls. The listener must make it clear that he or she is giving the boy his or her undivided attention. The message to the boy must be: “There is nothing that feels more important to me right now than listening to you.”

A safe space, too, is one in which a boy senses complete empathy. Even if he previously did or said something that might have offended or disappointed the listener—even if he concealed something important, acted irresponsibly, hurt or mistreated someone else, or behaved in some other way that seemed inappropriate or simply wrong—he needs to know that his listener is tolerant and forgiving, that he or she is now on the boy’s side. He must feel loved. While we may express “zero tolerance” for the unacceptable act, we must always remain compassionate and fully committed to the boy himself.

Time. Before a boy will allow us to listen to him, he often needs to take some time to think things through on his own. Once we signal to him that we are there for him, that he is free, whenever he would like, to talk with and confide in us, it’s important to be patient and permit the boy to decide when he is ready for this. For most anybody, it would probably feel upsetting to be told when to express his or her feelings. But boys often face an additional challenge: the Boy Code tells them that aside from conveying anger, they should rarely if ever express their emotions, especially their vulnerable emotions. Instead they are taught that they should bottle them up and hide their pain behind the mask of masculinity. According to the Code, talking about emotions and exposing the real self are signs of weakness, being a “sissy” or “feminine,” and therefore shameful steps to take.

So imagine what it must be like when a boy is told by a sibling, a parent, or his girlfriend, in effect: “Let’s sit down right now and talk about what’s going on.” The boy, in such a case, doesn’t simply feel a loss of control; he feels like he’s being forced into a forbidden realm, that if he abides, he will surely fail to fulfill the Boy Code. He feels a profound sense of shame. But give him the chance to set his own schedule and take the time he needs to get comfortable—give him what I call “timed silence”—and he will virtually always return to you. He will almost always come back and seek connection.

When he reaches out again in this unique, boylike way, his signals may be subtle. He may ask you a mundane question, such as “Is lunch ready?” “What time is Dad coming home tonight?” or “What are we doing this weekend?” Or “Do you want to listen to the new CD I just bought?” But in almost all of these cases, although he may not be conscious of it, the boy is really saying, “OK. I’m ready. I’ve been able to shake off my feelings of shame. Now we can talk.” Even more, he’s truly telling us: “I need your help. I really need to connect—I need you to listen to me right now.”

In sum, the trick is to let the boy know that you’re available to talk to him whenever he would like. Then, after a time, keep an eye out for the subtle, often indirect ways in which he may signal that he is ready to take you up on your offer. When you notice this gesture, try to say something as simple (and nonthreatening) as “Hey, how about we go hang out in the living room and catch up on things?” Or “Say, what about going for a bike ride together?” By doing something together, the door for connection will be open.

Providing multiple avenues for expression: action talk. As the voices in this book reflect, not all boys express themselves in exactly the same way. Some boys are extremely comfortable talkers and find it relatively easy (in the right space and at the right time) to verbalize what they are feeling and experiencing. With these boys, we can forge a connection by engaging in thoughtful conversation and by listening closely to what they have to say to us.

Some boys express themselves more easily in writing. These boys can benefit enormously from being given the chance to draft poems, stories, essays, or entries in a journal or diary. What matters most in this context is not whether we have the chance to read what he has written, but simply that we encourage him to write, and to see writing as a viable outlet for self-expression. Tragically, too many boys are given the message that writing for yourself is something that mostly girls and women do. Conveying to boys that it is OK to express themselves through writing—that this does not make them any less masculine—is critically important both for their intellectual and emotional development.

Many boys, however, are best able to share themselves with others not by writing or speaking, but instead through action. Thus, as important as it is to encourage boys to talk to us, and to get their thoughts down on paper, it is also paramount to become aware of the ways that boys may communicate, and forge connections with others, through action. A boy who feels angry may whittle away at a twig with a knife, initiate boxing matches with friends, or punch holes in a paperboard wall. A lonely boy might draw a picture of a single fish exploring the deep blue sea, engage in a playful wrestling match with a peer, or knock on his parents’ door. A boy who feels afraid or anxious may isolate himself in his bedroom, act silly or rambunctious, tug on his dad’s coattails, or take an unusually long route on his daily walk to school. If we pay close attention to all of his behavior, we can discover many messages, some intentional and others completely subconscious, that indicate the boy’s deepest thoughts, feelings, and moods.

Boys often express themselves too through the confluence of talking and acting—“action talk.” Many boys feel far more comfortable opening themselves up to us if they are also busily engaged in some activity. If we simply ask a boy, in a nonactive setting, how he is feeling, his answer may be a disappointing “OK” or “great.” But go for a walk with the same boy, play hoops with him, or take him out in the car for a quick drive or errand, and often you will find that he is far more comfortable talking with you. The mask will come off and he may pour out his feelings. The same person who was taciturn and self-protective in a passive, nonactive setting can become remarkably open and expressive when engaged in activity.

ZACH’S STORY

When I think about the effectiveness of “action talk,” I remember Zachary, a fourteen-year-old boy from the Midwest whose parents and school recently asked me to meet with him. Zachary had been called to the principal’s office for the third time in a month, and this time he and his parents were informed that he was being accused of sexual harassment. Zachary and his parents would need to attend an upcoming disciplinary hearing, during which Zachary might be expelled from school.

Zachary could speak up for himself neither in the office nor later when he was staring into the eyes of his anxious and angry parents. They settled for sending him off to his room as punishment. “If you can’t talk about this,” they told him in frustration, “maybe you should go think about it alone!” Understandably, Zachary and his parents were secretly terrified. Each of them quietly wondered what would happen next week during the hearing. They turned to me for advice.

Before I arrived at their home I heard an earful about this formerly “nice” boy who had become “willful,” “sassy,” and “sullen.” I was told that Zachary was somebody whom no one could talk to. Given the seriousness of the charges and the negative descriptions, I confess that I, too, had begun to wonder whether we had a juvenile miscreant, perhaps even a budding criminal, on our hands.

But then I met Zach. He had short sandy hair, deep blue eyes, and the sad smile of a lonely fourteen-year-old boy. Zachary, I sensed, was in trouble way over his head. We spoke briefly about what had been happening with him at school—I gave him the lead in our conversation—and then I asked what activity he liked doing most. Zachary’s favorite pastime was hunting for frogs in the local swamp. That, I thought to myself, would probably have both its good sides and bad sides. Yet off we went! The ground was wet and muddy, and mosquitoes were buzzing about us everywhere. My khakis quickly looked like spin art. But for Zach the swamp was a safe zone, away from peers and family, away from the specter of shame, a place where he could take control and lead the way. Since I was quite rusty at frog hunting (it had been awhile since I took a net to tadpoles), Zach was able to become the “senior” explorer.

Sloshing through the swamp, Zach with two frogs already in the net and me having only gotten covered with mud, I waited quietly for the right moment to talk. Quietly and casually, in as nonthreatening a manner as I could muster, I slowly opened up a conversation about the troubles Zach had been having at school. “So I hear things have been a bit rough at school lately,” I offered.

Zach, who just an hour earlier had been as taciturn as he was uncooperative, now lay bare his soul. He spoke to me with what seemed not only ease but eagerness. The harassment, he explained in some detail, consisted of telling a girl peer, on about three occasions, that she was cute. The girl apparently rejected these “advances” and then complained to the teacher, who subsequently raised the issue with the principal. Zach, of course, had already been on the school administration’s negative list for the “trouble” he’d been getting into lately.

“What sort of trouble have you been in? Doesn’t sound like too much fun,” I said, conveying my genuine empathy.

Zach explained that he felt so sad so much of the time that often he had to find a private spot on the playground where he could cry unnoticed. Often other boys would try to hassle him. When they wouldn’t give him space—“They never leave me be,” Zach told me—minor skirmishes broke out and Zach ended up getting blamed.

“I guess I’m just an angry kid, like they say,” Zach said morosely, reaching for a squirming frog.

“Maybe,” I replied. “But I doubt it. I think the frustration builds up because of your fear of shedding tears around your classmates.”

“Oh, if anybody sees you crying, they just call you a fag,” he responded instantly.

“Yeah, but it’s important to deal with the sadness you’re feeling. You shouldn’t have to go through it alone. What do you think the sadness is all about?” I asked.

“Well, I’m not sure, but I have been lying awake at night worrying whether my mother’s new diabetes treatment will work. Do you think she could die?”

Apparently neither Zach’s parents nor the school had talked with him about this medical problem, seeing it as under control and finding no way to imagine that this “bad” boy was sad and acting out his pain. “Did anybody else ever talk with you about this?” I asked.

“Nope. They just gave me pink slips and told me to stop causing trouble.”

“I don’t think you’re a bad kid,” I told Zach directly. “I think you are sad but have no safe space to show it, no one to reach out to. So it builds into anger. When you finally do express your anger, when you do try to connect, it’s misunderstood. Then you’re punished—and then you feel bad about yourself, and that’s not fair.”

“Exactly.”

“You know what, Zach? The grown-ups in your life need to know what you’re afraid of, give you some answers and some extra time to go frog hunting.”

“That would be good,” Zach said, his face brightening.

“Can I tell them about your worries and make some suggestions?” I inquired.

“Sure, that’d be great.”

After our meeting together in the safe zone of the swamp, I followed up with Zach’s parents, telling them about Zach’s underlying pain. We spoke about the action talk and shame-free approaches I had used to reconnect with their son. I suggested they try these approaches, and I also advised them about how to deal with the school.

Two weeks later, Zach sent me an e-mail, thanking me on behalf of the whole family. He told me that his mom was making his dad read my book and “it must be working,” he wrote, because “now they spend more time in the swamp talking with me.” Zach wrote that the folks at school were being nicer to him, and he asked whether I’d been practicing my frog-catching technique. I thought to myself that Zach had improved at connecting with people much more than I will ever improve at hunting frogs.

Genuine listening without judgment or interruption. When a boy takes the risk to share his vulnerable core self with the wider world, what is most important, more than any other thing, is that we stop what we are doing and listen to him.

When we put aside our own agendas and concerns, stop in our tracks, and turn our attention to the boy, when we listen to everything he is telling us without interrupting him, he gains confidence that we care about him, that we are invested in his fate, that we want things to go his way. We also show him that we take him seriously, that what he says really matters. I find there are four important components to listening: body language, facial expression, attitude, and tone.

When we listen to a boy, he notices everything we say to him, including our body language. If we truly wish to connect with him, our body language should communicate that: “I am here for you. I’m your friend. I care about you.” Of course it’s important to pay attention to him, but not to be overbearing, recognizing a boy’s sensitivity to shame. We simply need to be there, so that he can come as close to us as he would like.

When a boy shares his feelings with us, he also notices how our facial expressions indicate how we are responding to what he is telling us. The best listeners use their faces to demonstrate that they fully understand what the boy is saying to them. This means that when a boy conveys his joy, we smile, our eyes widen, and we nod our heads. When he speaks about sadness and fear, our eyebrows join at the center; our foreheads wrinkle up, our lips and chin shift upward to show how concerned we are about what he has experienced. When he expresses his shock or anger at life’s unfairness, we shake our heads in shared disbelief and allow our faces to reflect our dismay. Our expression should show that we have not missed a single beat, that we hear exactly what he’s saying and know just what he means. Sometimes, too, boys may need moments to shift their eyes away from us. We should not interpret these moments as disgust or disinterest on their part. Rather, boys may simply need some time away from the intensity of our gaze. We should give them this space while continuing to use our facial expressions to show our patience and empathy, our unwavering desire to connect with them.

As listeners, our attitude must be encouraging and nonjudgmental. When our boys are baring their souls to us, we want to convey the feeling that “The more I listen to you, the better I understand you and the more I like you. Thank you for trusting me and sharing your feelings with me. You are a great person.” Criticizing the boy, chastising him, even giving him well-intentioned armchair advice is almost always unhelpful. These things are the equivalent of physically pushing the boy away. Even if in your heart you feel you know what is right for the boy, even if you think you can put your finger on the solution to a boy’s problems or provide the antidote to his pain, listening well means conveying that you understand him—not that you want to pass along your judgments and advice.

What may be helpful, if it is genuine, is sharing a similar problem from your own childhood or linking it with one in your adult life. This lets boys know they are not alone, or strange or odd. It also telegraphs the sense that by sharing their inner feelings with a listener, that listener, in turn, will feel more comfortable reflecting back on his or her own sources of pain and vulnerability. As critical as it is not to lecture the boy, sharing a quick story about your own painful experiences can help strengthen your bond to him.

Tone is the last important component of listening. When you share your thoughts with the boy and reflect back that you are indeed hearing him, the tone you use matters tremendously. Just as we can use our facial expressions to convey our empathy, we can use tone—the words we choose and the sounds we make with those words—to show that we understand exactly what he’s feeling. So if he’s angry we might say to him, using an emphatic tone, “Wow, that’s just not right! How unfair!” If he’s sad, we might offer in a gentle, soft voice, “That really sounds hard. I’m so sorry.” What seems like just a simple shift in tone can go a long way toward displaying your empathy and compassion.

Giving recognition and affection. When a boy decides to talk and tell you what he is feeling, often he is seeking not only your understanding, but also your capacity, as his friend, his mentor, his parent, or his loved one, to remind him that he is good, that he matters to you and to others, that the future is full of hope and possibility, that one person indeed can make a difference. He is seeking these affirmations and all of the love and affection you can muster.

The Boy Code comes down hard on boys and men who ask for help, who show their weakness, or who seem to need even a modicum of nurturing from others. Subconsciously boys fear that if they reveal they have these kinds of basic human emotional needs, they will betray how much they miss the “holding environment” they enjoyed as very young boys, the warm, protective, nurturing world that traditionally mothers (and increasing numbers of fathers) created for their sons. Boys feel as if they are failing at being “manly” when they ask for love or affection, or expose their fundamental emotional needs and desires. They feel ashamed of themselves for seeking out these supposedly “feminine” kinds of fulfillment.

But almost every boy craves to be recognized and to receive affection from others. Listening to what boys are saying is of fundamental importance. But they will return to us as listeners, and they themselves will learn how to listen to us, only if we make the experience of sharing their emotions a thoroughly positive one. We must make boys feel that they are good and special people. We must seize every opportunity we can to say, “Nice going.” “Good job.” “You’re a great person.” “I think you’re cool.” “I love you, friend!” “You’re a real boy.”

Here, in summary form, are steps to getting behind the mask of masculinity and to helping boys speak with and discover their true voices:


GETTING BEHIND THE MASK

ACTION TALK


	Honor a boy’s need for “Timed Silence”—to choose when to talk.

	Find a safe place, a “shame-free zone.”

	Connect through activity or play (an activity the boy likes).

	Avoid shaming—boys are shame-phobic.

	Make brief statements and wait—do not lecture.

	Share your own experiences (if relevant). It lets your boy know he’s not alone.

	Be quiet and listen.

	Convey how much you admire and care about and love the boy.



ENCOURAGING BOYS’ VOICES


	Give your boy regular periods of undivided attention and listening space.

	Don’t prematurely push him to be “independent.”

	Encourage the expression of a full and wide range of emotions.

	Let him know that “real boys” and “real men” do cry and speak.

	Express your love as openly as you would with a girl (although in different ways, at times).

	When you see aggressive or angry behavior, look for the pain behind it.

	Let him know he doesn’t always have to be tough and strong.





THE REAL BOYS’ VOICES PROJECT

The process of conducting this new phase of the Real Boys’ Voices research project was itself a personally moving experience. I and several research associates met with boys from across the nation, sometimes in their schools, sometimes in their homes, and sometimes elsewhere, and gave them each the chance either to provide an oral story or craft a written piece—an essay, poem, or other piece of writing—to capture their unique voice as boys or young men. We met with boys as young as ten and with young men as old as twenty. We worked with school systems, clubs, grassroots organizations, and Internet family sites to recruit a wide range of boys. Most of the boys were in middle, junior, or high school. Some of the boys came from privileged backgrounds; others lived in some of our country’s poorest communities. We spoke with boys and young men of many races and ethnic backgrounds—white, African-American, Asian, Dominican, Puerto Rican, Chicano. Some of the boys were in serious trouble, facing significant psychological or educational hurdles. Most were ostensibly ordinary boys—the “every boy,” the “boy next door” I spoke of earlier.

In some cases, the boys created written compositions on their own. They worked alone, or with a mentor, to shape a written piece that they felt represented who they were or what was most important or relevant to them at the time. In other cases, we held one-on-one interviews with the boys, transcribed these interviews, and provided just the minor editing necessary to translate to the written page each boy’s unique voice.

Many of the voices contained in this book are deeply personal. I would like to note that to protect the confidentiality of the boys and young men who contributed them, we felt it was appropriate in many instances to change the names of the contributors as well as other identifying details (such as their precise location or the names of the schools they attend). But the words, facts, message, and meaning of each and every entry contained in this book come directly from the boys. They are the proud authors of these poignant voices. With the consent of their parents and guardians, these courageous boys took the bold step of saying, in effect, “I am ready to be heard. Here is my voice. Here I am.”
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THE SECRET EMOTIONAL LIVES
OF AMERICA’S BOYS: WHAT
THEY’RE REALLY TALKING ABOUT

AS I LISTEN TO BOYS ACROSS AMERICA, I AM STRUCK BY the depth, compassion, and cry of their voices. They reveal a hunger for connection, a longing to be themselves, and a powerful yearning for change. These voices are a gift to us and to our country because they hint at ways in which our society can not only become a more caring and safe environment for boys, but also a more open and humane place for everyone. Our sons are telling us that the tremendous pressure they experience every day has become unendurable: they constantly feel prone to flunking out of school, becoming addicted to drugs, falling into depression, and to “snapping” with such intensity that at any moment their rage could spill over into violence. They feel lonely and disconnected, forced to fit into rigid and cruel school cliques, to accept lives of quiet desperation. They can never show weakness, they are constantly bullied, they live in a world in which violence can erupt at a moment’s notice, they have to prove themselves in classrooms, on playing fields, and in physical fights, and they must always appear strong. Their parents, particularly their fathers, and their teachers, coaches, and other mentors are offen much too hard on them. Although they have friends, they can’t truly talk to them. And yet they are eager to talk, eager to connect with all of us.

The Boy Code, which restricts a boy’s expression of emotion and his cries for help, has silenced the souls of our sons and paralyzed our natural instincts to reach out to them. Our boys are exceedingly isolated. And unwittingly, we—their parents, teachers, adult mentors, buddies, and girlfriends—are still leaving them out in the cold.

The most resounding message I hear is just how alone and disconnected these boys are and how pressured they feel to keep their true feelings secret, to hide huge parts of themselves from peers and family. Boys are telling us that instead of trying to appreciate them for who they really are and giving them “shame-free zones,” where they can go to voice their fears, confusion, and angst, society imposes upon them an impossible test of masculinity that they feel they will never be able to win. Whether the biggest bully in the school, the strongest wrestler on the team, or the boy with 1600 on his SAT scores—each, in some way, feels that he does not measure up, that he is a failure. A boy might win football or hockey trophies but have no friends in whom he can confide his embarrassment about being overweight. He might get A’s in science and history but secretly feel devastated about being teased for being short. The pressure to constantly appear tough and in control—and the pressure to keep those true feelings secret—have a cumulative negative effect. These pressures cause boys to have sex prematurely; to reject all things considered feminine, including the sharing of fear, sorrow, and sadness; to be overly concerned about the fitness and prowess of their bodies; to participate in bullying and violence; to abuse drugs and alcohol; to maintain a cool, impenetrable veneer that says, “I am on top; I need no help; nothing can hurt me.” And finally, these pressures lead to depression, suicide, serious violence in our schools and neighborhoods, even murder.

I am particularly struck by how many of America’s boys today are talking about Columbine and all of the implications that tragedy has had for them as young males in this world. The recent spate of school shootings, culminating in the tragic massacre of a teacher and students in Littleton, Colorado, has left our nation frustrated and confused about the threat of extreme violence and its connection, in particular, with boys. The shock of these crimes has been substantial, the repercussions pervasive. It has led to a syndrome whereby students, parents, and teachers have become extremely apprehensive about which boys among them are violent, who the next perpetrators might be, and who their victims will become. The consequence is that boys themselves are becoming increasingly anxious and afraid.

Perhaps more than ever before, America’s boys are terrified not only of being victimized by violence but of being misunderstood, or falsely accused, of having what it takes to perpetrate such deeds of destruction. Moreover, many boys themselves are beginning to worry if maybe, just maybe their own anger—and their own feelings of sadness and pain, which have been pushed underground by the Boy Code—could in fact cause them to lash out and seriously harm themselves or others.

The voices of the boys to whom I spoke carry a profound underlying message of alienation and despair: society is pushing them to be just one kind of person, nudging them at a very young age to disconnect from their loved ones and to sacrifice that part within themselves that is genuinely loving, caring, and affectionate. We are still allowing boys to be shamed for their sweet side, to go to school every day worrying when they will next be teased, assaulted, or even shot to death. But America’s boys are finally saying “Enough.” They want to be let back in. They want it to be okay to laugh, cry, cheer, and tremble. They want it to be acceptable to have bodies that are short, tall, round, or thin. They want to be able to show intellectual curiosity, show their fragility, discover beauty in words, images, tastes, and sounds. They want to find adults with whom they can honestly share and connect. They want to have close friendships and relationships with girls and with other boys based on emotional authenticity and intimacy rather than on bravado and disconnection. America’s boys want to be their real selves. America’s boys want change.

Glenn, an eighteen-year-old-boy from the Midwest who loves music, describes the male armor he has to put on every day: “You can never flinch. Like when you are heading to school and you are getting into that mind-set—now it’s time to be on for school—you start thinking to yourself ‘Do this, don’t do that.’ I’m always thinking, Don’t let your feelings show.”

Seventeen-year-old Terry, a devout Baptist from the Midwest, expresses the fear that he will be laughed at by other boys if he doesn’t fit into the mold of acceptable male behavior. “Just being in a certain clique, being with your friends and making sure they like you and stuff, can be stressful. If you know that every day you are going to be made fun of, you might get pushed over the edge.”

Finally, Michael, a seventeen-year-old from a small town in the Midwest, claims that after fulfilling all the demands of the Boy Code, he no longer knows who he truly is. “In some ways, I feel like I don’t have a personality. I feel like who I am is just school and soccer and music, just whatever I do. I don’t have any time to just be myself. Sometimes, I want to be who I really am, instead of just a collection of all the things I do.… Sometimes I just wish I had more time to myself. But I don’t really feel in charge of making that happen. There’s all this external pressure and internal pressure. And sometimes I keep myself so busy that I don’t even think about it. I guess part of being busy may be to avoid feeling so terrible.”

Boys have told me that one of the biggest tests of their masculinity is sex: Given the macho boy culture, they are swiftly ostracized and made to feel unmanly if they disclose how confused they really are about when to become sexually active and when (or if) to lose their virginity. Many feel that society forces them to have sex before they truly want to. Jeff, a sixteen-year-old in the Northeast, describes this relentless pressure. “Your virginity is what determines whether you’re a man or a boy in the eyes of every teenage male. Teenage men see sex as a race: the first one to the finish line wins. Your virginity is the single most important thing that determines your social status in the eyes of almost every teenage male. In high school, virginity is a self-demeaning label that you want nothing more than to get rid of. It is almost inconceivable to think that your virginity, your one and only innocence, could be your worst enemy. I will never forget the first time I was asked if I was a virgin. I still remember the fear that the question struck in me—the fear of not being accepted by my friends, the fear of not being able to get with girls.”

Winston, a seventeen-year-old Southerner, told me, “I’m a virgin and I try to stay pure because of my religious beliefs, but there is a lot of pressure on guys to have sex with girls. If you haven’t had sex yet, there’s something wrong with you.”

Although having sex with girls is a crucial test of masculinity, many boys say that appearing vulnerable—and thereby, by definition, “feminine”—is the biggest taboo of the Boy Code. The worst insult a boy can experience is to be called “wimp,” “fag,” “homo,” or “wuss.” Interestingly enough, these words are as much an expression of homophobia as they are a fear of or repulsion toward any display of dependency or need—so-called female traits. This taboo places even more restraints on how a boy can present himself to the world, thereby pushing him into deeper fear and isolation.

Jacob, a seventeen-year-old living in a suburb outside of Boston, says, “Guys have this notion that if you like reading and don’t like wrestling and you’d rather go to an art museum than play football, then that means you are gay. And that’s just wrong.” Jacob’s schoolmate Carlos, a twelve-year-old who is an excellent student and loves sports, explains why boys are barred from showing any emotional display. “If I was upset by something at school, I might not cry there because the other boys will stare at me. Or they might call me ‘girly.’ So boys will save their crying for home.” Seventeen-year-old Brett, from the South, states that boys can’t form close friendships for fear of seeming feminine. “You can never get close with another guy because it’ll look like you’re gay, you’re feminine. And it’s not acceptable to be at all feminine when you’re a guy. At school they would call you fag and stuff like that.”

“I don’t cry in front of people,” said Teddy, a sixteen-year-old from Tennessee. “I’ll do it sometimes when I’m in my own room or talking to one of my good friends on the phone. But not in front of the guys. I feel really embarrassed when I cry in front of guys. They look at you as a wimp. It comes off as physically weak. You just don’t amount to much as a guy if you cry in front of others. When I get upset about things, I usually just go to my room and isolate myself.”

Because they want to ensure that they never appear weak and that others never shame or reject them, boys are very conscious of their body image. Jason, an eighth grader at an inner-city public school in the Northeast, says, “When I was little, I was a chubby kid. In third and fourth grades, I weighed almost as much as I do now that I’m in eighth. I was a big kid. I ate a ton of food. I’d always have third and fourth helpings of food. I got teased a lot, bullies called me names. Name-calling and picking on me in the hall, and making fun of me. It would bring tears to my eyes but I really wouldn’t let them watch me cry because I didn’t want to further embarrass myself. In gym class, if we did running or anything, I’d always be the one trailing behind. Everyone would be saying, ‘Why do we have to wait for Jason, he’s so slow.’ I couldn’t put up with that. I just had to be up with those kids. So, in fourth grade I decided, I’ve got to shape up. I can’t go on like this.” Across America many boys like Jason are spending countless hours dieting, pumping iron, and doing aerobic exercise, all in an effort to transform the size and shape of their bodies.

Another way for boys to adhere to the Boy Code and protect against vulnerability is to cruelly tease, bully, and fight, exhibiting physical strength and force over other boys. Sixteen-year-old Vinny from Massachusetts says, “I don’t think of the fights I’ve had as violence. For me, fighting is about trying to establish authority for myself.” Twelve-year-old Eric, from an affluent town in the Northeast, explains it this way: “It’s fun to tackle people. It’s not bullying. You’re going out there and you know you will get hit. And even if you’re pumped up and then you get hit or tackled, then you’re mad, so you get even more pumped up until you just
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