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			Book Presentation: Boys Adrift by Leonard Sax

			Book Abstract

			Boys in the United States are less likely to attend college, less likely to leave home in their 20s, and more disinterested in school and achievement than any other time during the last six decades. This troubling development is shaping the future of America and it is not confined to any single group of boys.

			There appear to be five factors critical to the development of underachieving boys and in Boys Adrift, Dr. Sax examines these factors and explores solutions to reverse this detrimental trend. Solving the problem will require cooperation across the nation.

			About the Author

			Founder of the National Association for Single Sex Public Education (NASSPE), Dr. Leonard Sax is a family physician and research psychologist. Articles by Dr. Sax have appeared in American Psychologist, Behavioral Neuroscience and the Journal of the American Medical Association. CNN, PBS, The Today Show, Fox News and NPR’s Talk of the Nation are a few of the television and radio venues that have featured Dr. Sax as a guest.

		

	
		
			Summary of Boys Adrift (Leonard Sax)

			Introduction

			Boys everywhere in the United States are losing motivation at school and enthusiasm for the real world and its activities. The proportion of male undergraduates within the collegiate student body has dropped from 70% in 1949 to 42% in 2006.

			Investigation into the cause of this male motivation deficit demonstrates that there are five problems that seem most likely to be very significant contributors to this alarming trend. The five major factors are:

			
					Changes at School

					Video Games

					Medications for ADHD

					Endocrine Disruptors

					The Loss of Positive Role Models

			

			Changes at School

			It is impossible to open a baby book that doesn’t emphasize that children develop at different rates. It is equally impossible not to feel that children who aren’t ready to sit like statues in kindergarten are somehow defective. Teachers routinely suggest that ADHD or ADD medications be given to children to jump-start their academic careers. It is not unusual for kindergarteners to take Ritalin or Adderall so that they can “sit quietly” and study. Unlike kindergartens of the 40s, 50s, 60s, and 70s – where children learned to paint, sing, dance, and socialize – today’s kindergartens focus of forcing children to learn to read and write. Traditionally, these had been skills reserved for first grade. Unfortunately, this change was made in defiance of the laws of nature regarding brain development.

			Beginning in the 1990s, neuroscientists have been routinely performing MRI scans on the brains of young children tracking how those brains changed over time. Approximately 2,000 children were followed from age 4 to age 22. Information from those studies began to be published in 2006, about 20 years after educational changes were implemented in the United States.

			These studies revealed the following:

			
					Academic learning cannot occur without appropriate brain development.

					Male and female brains develop very differently.

					Female brain development occurs in those areas which facilitate the development of empathy and support the female desire to please and cooperate rather than fight.

					Female language centers develop earlier and faster than males.

					Female brains develop keen visual skills – the ability to process multiple-source sensory data – faster than boys, but these advantages disappear with puberty.

					Male brain development in the same skills lags behind females until puberty.

					Male brains develop spatial perception and object recognition faster and earlier than females.

					Both male and female brains develop the ability to determine likes and dislikes early on and those decisions will affect receptivity in later years.

			

			These differences make boys perform behind their female counterparts and act less responsively towards teachers. It virtually ensures that their early exposure to an “academic” environment will be a negative, ego-diminishing experience.

			Unfortunately, studies at Stanford have found that children’s ability to determine likes and dislikes form very early. Once formed, these likes/dislikes form the foundation of a child’s “screening” process. When the child encounters another incidence of something that they are predisposed to dislike, they will react negatively. So, if boys are subjected to an “educational experience” that their brains are unequipped for, which causes them to feel like failures, they will develop a prejudice against school.

			Secondly, the male brain appears to be more oriented towards action, aggression, and play at an early age. Boys gravitate towards action. They like action cartoons, playing with guns, wrestling, and video games with actions. They draw pictures of such activities. They express themselves verbally in aggressive terms.

			In the United States, the fear of school shootings and other aggression has created a zero-tolerance level towards these activities. In other words, boys are being punished from their earliest years for biological drives that have nothing to do with a desire to harm others, but everything to do with their hormones and brain physiology. They then begin to see themselves as defective for having these interests. Further aggravating this situation is that many schools no longer have physical education, playground time, or other physical outlets for this inherent male drive to action.

			Fifty years of research have established that there are different “learning” styles, yet today’s schools act as if there aren’t any differences. They don’t provide the type of tactile, aural, and visual learning that might give boys other means to learn. Using different teaching methods, particularly tactile ones, would (a) use some of boys’ excess energy in a rewarding way and (b) communicate information that boys cannot acquire through reading because their brains are not ready to. Some schools might point to the fact that they do provide multi-media via computers, but this is not a substitute for things like touching the bark of a tree to illustrate the word “rough,” for example.

			European schools emphasize using all the senses to learn. They also give children the time that they need for brain development. Finland is one case in point. Finland starts their child education at age 7 and those children learn faster, read more, and surpass American youth at every age level. Despite the attempts of some studies to justify the American teaching conventions via statistics, the test results that show more reading by boys at age 9 are completely reversed by age 16. Regardless of the age point selected, other countries are surpassing American children, particularly boys, in almost every subject.

			Finally, boys are not taught in a way that works with their innate drives, abilities, and interests. Trying to teach a boy the ability to empathize via a written assignment is not nearly as effective as letting them engage in team sports or team activities. Team activities necessitate that team members help one another to rectify problems so that the whole team can win. This teaches empathy and nurturing in a style that better suits males. Not only should boys play team sports, but they should be required to play sports/games that they are not good at. This will ensure that they end up receiving and giving empathy. They will also learn how to improve skills that they may not have. These activities allow boys to be boys in a safe, healthy, and rewarding way. They also prevent boys from becoming lonely, isolated, and self-loathing because they are part of a team.

			Boys with poor social skills can learn how to interact socially through a team environment. Unlike the boys at Columbine, who felt ostracized and cut off from any means to become part of the groups around them, boys brought up in schools that emphasize teamwork and playing together are automatically included. Inclusion builds self-esteem in boys. Exclusion does not.

			Video Games

			Boys who feel ill-equipped to read books or sit still before their brain is prepared for those activities find pleasure and reward in video games. Video games let them act out their urge to be active without causing problems with their parents. Video games reward them with sounds, visual stimulation, and response to their commands. They gain control, which many of them feel they lack in their lives and at school in particular.

			Many boys are labeled as “oppositional-defiant” which is a fancy way of saying that these particular individuals desire to express their independence and autonomy. They don’t want to sit down when the teacher tells them to. They don’t want to read when told to. What they do want is the power to control their world. Nietzsche dubbed this drive “the will to power.” Some might call this leadership or initiative. Whatever it is called, it comes from the character, emotions, and drives of that child. When schools try to drive this out of a child, that child will find another outlet, such as video games, where the child can excerpt control. Driving a child to video games is an undesirable outcome.

			Video games have a negative impact upon real world skills and intellect. Learning about the physical world in a real way – like understanding how to use a power tool, mow the lawn, or change the oil – actually conveys lots of information about things like volume, depth, viscosity, and other characteristics of liquids and hydraulic systems. Performing the same activity on a computer screen does not.

			Playing football on a video game doesn’t change the physical fitness of the player nor improve his coordination. It simulates actions that look like those, but are unrelated to the training that a muscle undergoes in acquiring the strength to throw a ball. It short-circuits the development of the brain to assess how much force is required. In short, by cutting out the reality of things via video games and computers, education and society are cutting out the physical learning that boys need to understand and control objects and machines in the real world. Worse, by making their school time unrewarding and ego-diminishing, boys learn to enjoy their fake video game world more. In those worlds, they receive rewards. In those worlds, they control the opposition, the timing, etc.

			It is in everyone’s interest to keep boys off of video games. Video games have a very disturbing physiological effect. They appear to dramatically reduce the blood flow to the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC). This part of the brain works in conjunction with the nucleus accumbens. The nucleus accumbens channel drive and motivation into action. The DLPFC helps to determine the context and set the goals for the action to be taken.

			Medications for ADHD

			When boys and girls fidgeted in kindergarten because they were physiologically not ready to learn, American conventional wisdom became that the problem could be bypassed by medication. Children everywhere, particularly boys, were given medications like Ritalin for ADHD. While the medication did appear to help boys focus and sit still, it arrests the development and function of the nucleus accumbens, which translates motivation or interest into action.

			More studies need to be performed on the impact of ADHD to determine the total impact of these medications. However, there is another way to help boys that doesn’t involve medication. Anecdotally, boys who
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