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			Praise for How to Raise a Boy

			“Michael Reichert’s highly readable and important book reveals how we have failed boys by gendering our human capacities to think and feel, with the latter being considered girly and gay and thus put on the bottom of our hierarchy of values. He underscores the similarities between boys and girls, or among all humans, in their social and emotional needs and capacities. Recognizing this simple and empirically proven fact is key to his proposed solutions to foster boys’ natural capacities to connect to themselves and others. A must read for all who care about boys and men.”

			—Niobe Way, Professor of Developmental Psychology at NYU and author of Deep Secrets: Boys’ Friendships and the Crisis of Connection

			“Michael Reichert weaves a lovely tapestry of stories, experiences, insights and reflections acquired over a long, distinguished career guiding boys and young men. A must read—not only for parents of boys but also for educators, administrators, and counselors entrusted with the responsibility of championing boys’ education and development.”

			—David M. Armstrong, Executive Director of The International Boys’ Schools Coalition

			“From years of work with boys and young men, Michael Reichert is well positioned to explain the dire consequences of how we raise boys to be men. With deep compassion guiding both his work and his writing, he points to positive directions to bring change. A must read for parents, teachers and, really, for us all.”

			—Michael Kaufman, author of The Time Has Come: Why Men Must Join the Gender Equality Revolution

			“The battle for our sons’ souls rages on. Parents, policymakers, and teachers are worried, as they should be. Pundits debate whether boys should ‘man up’ or whether it’s manhood itself that is the problem. Into the debate Michael Reichert offers this bright light: boys need more connection, not less. They need care, not carelessness. They need parents, teachers, and all of us being courageous enough to let boys simply be the full-hearted human beings they want to be. And to love them and support them all along the way. How to Raise a Boy is a much-needed contribution to the discussion.”

			—Gary Barker, founder and CEO of Promundo

			“In this important new book, Michael Reichert draws on years of experience in the field and his vast knowledge of research on gender and adolescent development to present helpful ideas to parents and educators who seek to raise healthy boys and young men. Written in a sensible, clear, and compelling manner, this book is chock-full of wisdom and practical suggestions. At a time when we have so much evidence that many boys are in trouble, we finally have a book that offers the insights and practical guidance we need to raise boys!”

			—Pedro A. Noguera, PhD, Distinguished Professor of Education and faculty director, Center for the Transformation of Schools

			“This book is a must read for anyone who has, or expects to have, a boy in their life. Dr. Reichert punctuates theory and research with real life vignettes from his own extensive clinical practice, powerfully bringing the pages to life. He explodes many of the myths about boys that stand in the way of healthy relationships with their parents and peers. He carefully guides parents through strategies that enhance their positive influence on their sons, thereby ensuring that they can thrive in an increasingly confusing and complicated world.”

			—Dennis J. Barbour, Esq., president and CEO of The Partnership for Male Youth

			“Michael Reichert has spent three decades working to understand how boys think, feel, and act. In How to Raise a Boy, he distills that learning into ten chapters that focus on the challenges boys face today, and on how the adults in their lives can help boys navigate the risks and develop into good men. His advice: purposefully intrude on your son’s privacy to become part of his life! Boys are equal to girls in their capacity to commit their hearts—but only to those they trust. Highly recommended for all parents and educators.”

			—Dr. John Nagl, Lieutenant Colonel, US Army (retired), and ninth headmaster of the Haverford School

			“Through a range of topics including love, violence, integrity, self-respect, hope, social development, peer bullying, and peer support, Dr. Reichert has written a treatise for anyone seeking to know young men of today and to set in motion the necessary steps to improve the trajectory of young men’s lives.

			His analysis of the issues elevates our understanding of the power that relationships have to combat and better prepare the youth for an ever-changing society; strengthening their chances for safety, satisfaction, and success. . . . His good counsel speaks directly to the men and women of our nation providing a road map to move us away from old and false ideas and toxic stereotypes that do nothing but constrict, and replace them with fresh beliefs and empowering practices that redefine and enlighten masculinity in healthy ways.”

			—David C. Banks, president and CEO of The Eagle Academy Foundation, Inc.

			“Michael blends the wisdom of being a loving parent and a caring clinician to help us listen to, understand, and honor our sons and the boys in our lives, in order to assist them to be their best and truest selves.”

			—David L. Bell, MD, MPH, medical director of The Young Men’s Clinic at NewYork-Presbyterian, The University Hospital of Columbia and Cornell

			“Reichert has woven together a must read that thoughtfully describes how to support boys to thrive. He draws on findings from cutting edge research (his own and others), practice as a clinician and educational consultant, and first-hand experience as a parent, to illustrate their needs for us to appreciate them as individuals, and to work to have meaningful relationships with them.”

			—K. Ann Renninger, Dorwin P. Cartwright Professor of Social Theory and Social Action, Department of Educational Studies, Swarthmore College

			“How to Raise a Boy is a book of positivity and hope for navigating the complex and often fraught journey of raising boys to be good men in today’s world. Through fascinating stories from boys and their caregivers, it provides valuable and practical insight into the utmost significance of relationality and the power of connection in dismantling the harmful gender norms of the ‘boy code’ that compromises the lives of all of us.”

			—Amanda Keddie, Professor of Education, Deakin University (Australia)

			“In the ten years since my book about boys’ troubles came out, I have spoken to countless parents and educators about their worries. Over this same period things have not gotten any easier for boys—in fact, it is more important than ever for families to nurture men of character, emotional intelligence, and resilience. In his groundbreaking book, Michael Reichert combines a unique blend of research, clinical insight, and personal experience to offer an encouraging approach to raising our sons. If you have a son, or a grandson, or a nephew or a brother, buy this book.”

			—Peg Tyre, New York Times–bestselling author of The Trouble with Boys

			“No one writes more powerfully about how much boys need loving relationships to become healthy men. With the training of a researcher and the soul of a clinician, he has looked deeply into their hearts and lives; he sees behind their underachievement and gaming addictions and recognizes their yearning for connection and friendship. If you are the parent or teacher of a boy, if you love a boy, you should read Michael Reichert’s How to Raise a Boy.”

			—Michael G. Thompson, PhD

			“How to Raise a Boy gives parents a thoughtful, honest, and ultimately hopeful map for raising a son today. Without shying away from the tremendous challenges boys face, Michael Reichert does what he has done for so long for so many: give brilliant insight and advice that help so many boys become confident men of purpose and character.”

			—Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabees and Masterminds and Wingmen and founder of Cultures of Dignity
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			CHAPTER 1
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			CONFINED BY BOYHOOD

			A few years after my first son was born, I began work at a historic boys’ school outside Philadelphia, the Haverford School. The school had long been dedicated to the care and education of boys, but nearly one hundred years after its founding had begun to question its core mission. Market studies indicated that many families were leery of educating boys apart from girls; conversion to coeducation swept the country as concerns grew that schools for boys violated the spirit of gender equality.

			Prior to any thought of a formal role at the school, I had been asked to give a talk to parents about boys’ vulnerability to chemical dependency and other risk behaviors, a specialty of my clinical practice. Afterward, I had a conversation with school administrators about a high-profile student who struggled with drug use, leading ultimately to an intervention, inpatient treatment, and a very public hug with the head of the school at graduation expressing gratitude for the lifesaving support he had received.

			By that point, I had assisted many boys and their families through similar challenges, informed by an experience of my own—a terribly painful one some years before. In the late spring of my twenty-fourth year, my younger brother was killed in a car accident. Though he’d had troubles throughout adolescence—drinking, drugs, and disconnection from both school and family—things had begun to look up. There were many signs of healthier choices as he turned eighteen. That evening, he’d been hanging out with a friend. They had been drinking, perhaps also drugging, and he’d gotten into the passenger seat of his friend’s car heedless of the risks. The friend lost control while speeding down a hill and crashed into a large, old tree in a neighbor’s front yard. I will always remember the doorbell ringing at two in the morning, the policeman asking if this was where my brother lived, and the searing image he described of my brother and his friend inside the fiery wreck now wrapped around an unyielding tree.

			Earlier that same year, I had begun my first postcollegiate job as a counselor at family court, assigned to the juvenile presentence unit. Through the revolving door of the court came a deluge of adolescent males caught up in various delinquencies: stealing, fighting, not attending school, running away from home, robbery, car theft, and even homicide. It fell to me to consider their trajectories, weigh their struggles and strengths, and make appropriate recommendations to the judge regarding consequences. I would read through the often heartbreaking police and school reports, meet with the youths and their caregivers, and try to imagine how they might avoid future trouble.

			In those days just after the accident, while my brother clung to life in the hospital intensive care unit, and my family kept a bedside vigil, I grappled with what was happening. There was a common thread—an unspoken tragedy—at work in both my brother’s and my clients’ stories: their maleness. In each case, a confounded sense of self, some degree of numbness and cluelessness, disconnection and mental isolation, lay behind choices that ranged from self-defeating to self-destructive. In the mid-1970s, there was little understanding of what the Canadian activist and scholar Michael Kaufman would memorably describe as a “strange combination of power and powerlessness, privilege and pain” in male development.1 And there was even less appreciation for boys’ fundamentally relational human natures—the reality that human development happens in relationships with those offering care.

			But, buoyed by the successes of the women’s movement, a men’s movement had begun to sprout. Though still inchoate and fitful, the movement was premised on the idea that boys and men suffer costly losses. As caregivers—parents, teachers, communities—pass traditional masculine values along to male children, what results, according to Harvard Medical School psychologist William Pollack, is “the traumatic abrogation of boys’ holding environments.”2 Too many boys lose their intimate connections and emotional voices early in their lives. Once detached from their relational anchors, boys are vulnerable to the temptations of the times and lose touch with their sense of who they are.

			That is what I was seeing in my days at family court, what I saw in my own brother, and, later, what I saw in the young man I helped into rehab. Each was affected by a Darwinian masculine code that is corrosive for their human development, their virtue, and their well-being.

			I felt called upon to do something. After that talk to parents, and with the loss of my brother in the back of my mind, when the school asked me to come on as its consulting psychologist, I accepted, believing it would provide an opportunity to focus on another new role, as father to a son. Through the late eighties, nineties, and into the new century, while my son grew to manhood, and I grew in understanding as his parent, the school also evolved. Following a searching strategic planning process, it recommitted to boys with new rigor and established a program called On Behalf of Boys. We launched it in 1995 with a national advisory board, new educational programs for parents, and wide-ranging research projects.

			Frankly, I was worried about my son and what life might have in store for him. More alarms had begun to sound for boys—that they were falling behind in school and failing to get traction in their lives; that they were “at war” and “in crisis.”3 My commitment was furthered by the birth of a second son. By then, it had become clear that their mother and I could never circle our wagons tightly enough to stave off the seductive influences that sweep away many boys. The best we could do, I concluded, was to take a stand for the worth, innocence, and possibility of boys in a way that would be visible to our sons.

			Routine casualties are an inconvenient truth about boyhood. Boys from every walk of life do not pass successfully on to manhood, especially when masculinity is compounded by stresses such as racism and poverty. In a 2009 journal article titled “The State of American Boyhood,” psychologist Judith Kleinfeld of the University of Alaska was particularly concerned about “disconnected” youth, a group twice as likely to be male as female and more likely to be of color than white. In concrete and measurable ways, these disconnected males show up at the wrong end of gender gaps in education, employment, and civic participation. What’s more, as they reach maturity, many carry their disconnectedness into their lives as adult men. Particularly in the new world of knowledge-based, globalized economies and expanding gender equality, boys must be thoughtfully prepared. The historic model of boyhood, unchanging for generations, is woefully behind the times. Demographer Tom Mortenson of the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, a nonprofit research organization, has written, “Men are not adapting easily or readily to this new world. A growing share of men are not adapting at all, and, as a result, their lives are falling apart.”4

			What can be done to ameliorate the losses of boyhood? How can we protect the boys in our care from threats built into boyhood? How can we ensure that our sons are well prepared for and well launched to manhood? Over the course of my career as a psychologist, I have talked, studied, and worked with thousands of boys and young men since my brother’s accident. In my research, young males around the world have shared accounts of their hopes and hurts, successes and setbacks. These stories reveal how the lives offered to boys actually feel to them—how limited opportunities often chafe against their human natures; how they may be left feeling lonely and neglected or find themselves misunderstood and misdiagnosed.

			As a result of this compelling narrative evidence, I have come to agree with British sociologist Caroline New, who proposes that there is, indeed, a “systematic mistreatment” underlying boyhood, and that those of us responsible for its design and maintenance—not boys themselves—must fix its flaws.5 We will find ready partners in boys themselves, who have a keen interest in being seen as they are, hearts beating loudly behind the masks they must wear. But to repair boyhood, we must first acknowledge its problems and reach a common understanding of their causes.

			That is harder than it might seem. I expected On Behalf of Boys would be a welcomed program that would inspire more careful consideration of what boys need. But right from the start, things got complicated. Those members of the school community comfortable with tradition scorned the very mention of gender regarding boys, while those who were feminists feared a plot to take boys into the woods to trumpet their masculinity. A columnist for the local paper, catching wind of the controversy, mocked the initiative and invoked an underlying fear: “Boys shouldn’t have to be brave. They shouldn’t have to strive to produce. Boys should be more like . . . well, girls, I guess.”

			The truth is that prejudice and stereotypes show up very early in a boy’s life, shaping and skewing how even the best intentioned of us think about him. In her intensive study of four- and five-year-old boys, Stanford University psychologist Judy Chu observed how parents and teachers limit “how it is possible for boys to be.” She witnessed a hardening of identity in some of the boys, a closing off of options, and an “overcompromise” with cultural norms and pressures that build in their relationships. Over the two years of her immersion in their classrooms, open and authentic boys became more guarded and less spontaneous. She wrote, “What is often perceived and described as natural to boys is in fact not a manifestation of their nature but an adaptation to cultures that require boys to be emotionally stoic, aggressive, and competitive if they are to be perceived and accepted as ‘real boys.’”6

			In my own experience, I find that masculine stereotypes are ubiquitous and unconscious, and influence how we regard boys nearly from conception. A friend, a high school biology teacher, was pregnant some years ago with twins and said to me, “I know which one is a boy.” Curious, I asked how she knew. She explained, “He’s the one who kicks me.” Niobe Way, a developmental researcher at New York University, concluded from her research that popular ideas about boys have little basis in evidence and even less in their actual needs. Contrary to the conventional belief that boys prefer autonomy and are not interested in close bonds, those in her studies told her they would die or go crazy without their friends. She warns that cultural clichés about boys lie behind flawed family and educational practices and the tired, familiar failures of underperformance, isolation, addiction, and bad behavior.7

			Early in my first go at being a parent, cultural prejudices I was hardly aware of came to the fore, sometimes awkwardly. Our family lived in one of the row house neighborhoods for which Philadelphia is famous. Right down the street was a small playground where gangs of pre-teen boys gathered daily for games of stickball and basketball. My son was an eager athlete and loved playing, but he was unprepared for what came to pass as the boys he played with grew older and approached adolescence. Despite years together, laughing and riding big toys up and down the block, several grew angry and mean and seemed to forget their friends. Ultimately, the group, spurred by them, turned against my son, excluding him and sending him from the playground. He trudged home, tail between his legs, time after time.

			Rather than just let him sit watching television or playing video games alone, at first I played with him and tried to bolster his confidence so that he could try again at the playground. But one Saturday morning, as I recovered from an intense week, when he headed home from the playground once again I met him at the front steps and told him he could not come into the house. “You have to figure this out,” I said. “I’ll stay here with you as long as you need, but I cannot let you just give up.” He tried to push past me, humiliation and frustration quickly turning frantic and explosive. He exclaimed that he did not want to go back down the street and melted down, screaming and crying over and over, trying to slide by while I blocked his way. I kept saying, “You can do it. You don’t have to give up.” A neighbor came out, concerned about what must have sounded like child abuse.

			Was I helping? Or was I merely passing along the cliché that a boy should never shy from a fight? Was I teaching my son the terrible lesson that he must solve problems no matter how afraid or undone he feels? In responding to what I perceived to be a critical threat to my son’s future on our street, I was also responding to something deep within me. How much was I motivated by my own fear that my son might be driven from the playground, from boyhood’s pleasures, and exiled to a smaller life?

			I was lucky. I had found a way to answer such soul-searching questions. Shortly after college, I joined a peer counseling network, a serendipitous turn that changed my life and eventually led to my chosen career. I learned to listen to others and, in turn, to be listened to by them in a deep, patient, and straightforward way. I worked within this network of ordinary people to resolve tensions and prejudices that had interfered with our healthy functioning. That was it—a people’s movement for restoring the ability to be present and creative in relationships rather than bound by old relational patterns. As I took regular turns to talk, cobwebs cleared, long-held tensions eased, and my capacity to be honest with myself grew tremendously. From this practice of listening to others, I also became more attentive in general. Over the years, these opportunities to sort through my reactions, feelings, and thoughts helped me cope with hard challenges like my brother’s death and to gain perspective on biases built into my own boyhood that limited how I saw the world. I could even recognize when my reactions to my sons had more to do with my life than theirs.

			In this instance, after further self-examination, I realized that I was attempting to achieve a tricky balance between telling my son I was sorry his friends were mean to him and holding out a belief in his power to make his life work, whatever the obstacles. I wanted to pass along an important lesson I wished I had understood earlier than I did: that he could choose his own perspective, no matter how hopeless or stuck he felt. Later, in a calmer moment as we sat together, I tried to convey this message so that he could hear me without the upset, fear, and frustration he had been feeling, but I am sure some worry still came through. With so much upset of his own, mine may only have amplified the emotional volume.

			Parents of boys often feel urgent. Their son is behaving a certain way—lackadaisical in school, self-centered at home, defeated by his peer group, unkind toward his sister or brother, insufficiently aggressive on the sports field, anxious or angry or shy—and parents cannot take it anymore. They intervene with a hand heavy with worry or irritation. They try to give advice and become even more frustrated or alarmed when their sons cannot hear them.

			Fortunately, my son and I survived that moment on our front steps, though there would be many others to come. He has become a wonderful, patient teacher of boys and a warm father to a son of his own. I am not sure he got my intended message. But, like every boy, he has had many, many gut-check moments and has certainly had to find his own courage. Our relationship has survived many challenges, and I believe he understands that even when I go about it clumsily I am still willing to help him with life’s difficult puzzles.

			The Boys We Have

			In a group for parents of teenage boys, I posed this question: Can you tell me a time that someone—a teacher, a coach, or a mentor—made a positive difference for your son? Each mother and father came up with a heartening example. As they told these stories, the tone in the room warmed. All of us had said a common prayer, longing for our boys to have good lives, to be safe, to plant deep roots, and to reach upward for their dreams. To find help was the greatest of blessings!

			I was struck by how strong parents’ emotions were as they told their stories of someone giving their sons a hand. One father spoke about a time his son lied to a teacher after being caught doing something wrong. He made no excuses for his son’s behavior; he had been worried about this bad habit and how it might hold his son back. As the boy’s luck went, he was assigned to the same teacher the following year for math. But instead of harboring a bad impression of the boy, the teacher let him know that he had simply made a mistake and would be given a fresh slate. He made himself available for extra help and spoke to the boy about how sure he was that he could do really well in the class. At the end of the year, the boy had achieved higher grades than ever, had developed new self-confidence as a mathematician, and regarded the teacher as one of his favorites.

			Another parent told about a time her son became ill and needed extended hospitalization. During the time in the hospital, not only did his teacher communicate with him regularly about his schoolwork, helping him to keep up with the class, but he also came to visit the boy, bringing with him notes from the other classmates. The mother explained how she felt toward that teacher:

			“It just made me feel that his dad and I weren’t the only ones worrying about him; that there were others out there who cared as well. This person went out of his way to visit him on his own time and see how he was doing. He didn’t have to do that. I knew he was a fantastic kid, but it was the knowledge that other people also knew he was special that struck me. I’ll be forever grateful to him.”

			Yet another mother told a story about a coach who had taken special trouble to help her son master the skills of the sport, to a point that he achieved notice from coaches at the regional level. When I asked what she had felt as she observed their relationship, she said, “Relief.”

			“Relief?” I asked. She explained:

			“What it’s done is given him a belief in himself. My greatest fear is that he wouldn’t identify what it is about himself that is special. Now I believe he has something in his life: a reminder that he can forever recall.”

			Perhaps these are common sentiments whenever parents talk about their children. But it seemed to me that there was a particular charge because we were talking about boys. What was unsaid was the great uncertainty parents feel about boys, particularly today. There are so many ways things can go wrong with a son. According to David Stein, author of Unraveling the ADD/ADHD Fiasco, boys’ behavior often elicits severe consequences. For example, he reports that five boys are diagnosed with some sort of psychological “disorder” for every one girl.8 A 2012 paper on the sex preferences of adoptive parents found that girls were favored nearly 30 percent more than boys. The researchers’ explanation: girls are viewed as “less risky.”9

			Particularly in these new times, when expecting fathers learn that they will have a son, it can be unsettling. The actor Justin Baldoni, best known for his role as Rafael Solano in the CW show Jane the Virgin, shares in talks and writing about the time his wife was pregnant with their son. “There was another emotion building inside me as my wife’s belly expanded: terror,” he wrote recently. What was so frightening? Playing the part of a matinee idol male, Baldoni confessed that he developed an unhealthy relationship to his body and was worried that his son would emulate him. “I didn’t want him to be anything like me. I want him to know better, feel better, and do better than I do.”10

			Everyone has a story of a boy who has run into trouble. Like this one involving a seventh-grade boy.

			At the time his mother called me, David was wildly out of control: though very bright, he was failing in school due to little effort and frequent misbehavior; he was defiant to his parents, and mean, sometimes abusive, toward his younger sister. His mother had tried a parenting support network, but their suggestions of tough love only escalated her conflicts with her son. When I met privately with David, I discovered that he truly believed that his mother did not like him, much less love him. In the heat of their bitter arguments, she would lose self-control and say things like “I hate being your mother.” It had apparently been like this for some time, and as David entered adolescence, he grew more vehement in rejecting her efforts to parent him.

			I met alone with Lily to ask how she felt toward her son, and she admitted that he had been difficult for her from the beginning, while her daughter, coming several years later, had been a dream. As she discussed her first birth and David’s infancy, it became clear that Lily had experienced a postpartum depression and that her son’s needs had felt like nails on the blackboard to her. Scared and overwhelmed, when David would cry out for her, Lily often felt irritated and withholding. The relationship she established with her son on these terms simply increased in volume and anger as he grew to become a teenager.

			David was actually quite likeable alone with me, and over time we forged a bond. He could tell that I enjoyed talking with him and thought he was talented and decent. We would laugh together, and I was careful not to blame him for his fights with his parents, his poor marks, or his conduct problems, instead offering that he had done the best he could, all things considered. Eventually I was able to leverage our connection to point out the self-defeating nature of his behaviors, and he was able to acknowledge that he wished things were better. I also intervened with David’s parents, recommending a moratorium on coercion and punishment and coaching his mother, in particular, to rebuild the relationship by summoning her delight in her son. Given that her son was a strong, physical boy who loved to roughhouse, I encouraged her to start pillow fights and lighthearted roughhousing with him.

			Things went up and down. David remained skeptical of his mother’s commitment to him, and Lily struggled not to condemn him for his disrespect and lack of appreciation for her efforts. But as he grew and became more interested in relationships with girls, I upped the ante. I explained that the kind of relationship he had with his mother—his attitude toward her, his experience of closeness and trust with her—would set a frame-work for other relationships. I recommended a healthier intimacy in order to put their painful past fully behind him. I also proposed zero tolerance for any mistreatment of his sister. Over time, with his mother cheering him on, David was able to overcome the bad relational habits that he had acquired during their early years.

			At Thanksgiving time in ninth grade, after not having seen him for some months, I received the following email from his mother:

			
				I just wanted to touch base with you about David. It’s been a good thing that I haven’t been in touch sooner. Anyway, he is doing fantastic. I hope I’m not jinxing myself by sending you this email. But I often think of you and how much progress we made while working with you. And now, finally, the fruits of my labor are paying off. He is much more involved with his dad and me. He’s a little bit nicer to his sister. (I don’t think he’ll ever be really nice to her until he is an adult.) Also, he takes more responsibility for his actions and admits when he’s wrong. Most importantly, he is allowing me to be his mother. I can’t thank you enough for all your help. It has been absolutely priceless!

			

			This family was in trouble, and David was on the verge of going south in ways that could affect the rest of his life. In the course of my assessment, I concluded that the family’s crisis was the result of a bad theory: the parents believed that their son was willfully misbehaving and was simply testing their limits in an angry contest for power. Their theory led them to believe that force and moral blame were the best responses.

			My intervention went in an opposite direction, suggesting that there is a hardwired need for boys to form trusting attachments to their parents. I regarded David as traumatized by his mother’s rejection, ambivalence, and withholding, and talked with them both about how Lily’s early parenting struggles had gotten their relationship off to a bad start. Validating David’s sense of being wronged while also validating his mother’s lovingness and right to be respected allowed both to feel that I understood. I was then able to take a hard stand with David for better behavior, calling upon him to be the type of man—older brother, son, student, athlete—he really wanted to be.

			For families seeking help with their sons, it is important to frame their crises as an opportunity to rethink ideas that are not working. A more accurate set of assumptions is called for. Once it is understood how things have gone awry, a new approach can be devised—one likely to include a deeper reckoning with the boy’s need for connection. In many families, a pronounced disconnect can arise between what parents had hoped for in a son and who a boy actually is. Dependent on their parents’ acceptance and love, boys have little choice when these come with a price. Most initially work hard to fulfill their parents’ hopes and expectations; some conclude that their best efforts will likely fail and look elsewhere to meet their needs. But conformity and striving to please have a downside: a boy’s cynical conclusion that his home in the world is contingent upon satisfying other’s needs. The conditional nature of parents’ love leaves many boys feeling insecure.

			It is as if parents believe that they can order up a particular type of boy to fit their dreams or, barring that, force the one they have into a preferred mold. How many boys have heard from their parents some version of the message that they need to “man up”? “Try harder” at school or sports. “Achieve.” “Suck up” their feelings and show more “grit” and determination? Old-school masculine ideas that trying harder is the answer to everything ignore scientific insights about how grit develops and how motivation is deeply interwoven with a boy’s emotional state. The problem with trying to fit a boy into a predetermined identity is the message he receives about the person he actually is: that he is not good enough.

			The Man Box

			The British writer and author of 1984, George Orwell, was a policeman in colonial Burma as a young man. In his 1936 essay “Shooting an Elephant,” basely loosely on this experience, a policeman struggles with the assignment to kill an elephant running amuck through the streets. Not only must he shoot the animal but also he must appear coldly efficient and free of any conflict as he does so. A quote from this story opens the movie The Mask You Live In, an official selection of the 2015 Sundance Film Festival that “follows boys and young men as they struggle to stay true to themselves while negotiating America’s narrow definition of masculinity.” As Orwell wrote, “He wears a mask and grows to fit it.”11

			Actually, the metaphor of a mask downplays the extent of boys’ losses. A study released in 2017 by Promundo-US, a global leader in educational and community-based programs for men and boys, employed a stronger image: the act-like-a-man box. What’s in or out of the box is determined by behaviors that are okay and not okay for males: self-sufficiency, acting tough, physical attractiveness, homophobia, hypersexuality, aggression, and control are all in. The researchers surveyed a representative sample of men aged eighteen to thirty in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Mexico, and found striking differences in levels of violence, bullying, sexual harassment, depression, and suicidal thoughts between young men “in” and “out” of the box. The research team concluded, “The troubling effects of the Man Box are severe, real, and troubling. The majority of men who adhere to the rules of the Man Box are more likely to put their health and well-being at risk, to cut themselves off from intimate friendships, to resist seeking help when they need it, to experience depression, and to think frequently about ending their own life.”12

			Early gender researchers such as Sandra Bem, who pioneered the study of polarized gender roles and stereotypes, established that boys are held more rigidly to gender norms than girls are. It is one thing for a girl to be a “tomboy,” but another altogether for a boy to be a “sissy.” Both in homes and on playgrounds, boys are corrected more strenuously if they veer off the prescribed course. In her book The Courage to Raise Good Men, family therapist Olga Silverstein cited a research study in which a mother holding an infant—dressed in white, and not readily identifiable as either a boy or a girl—sat in a doctor’s waiting room. When the nurse called for the mother, the woman politely asked others in the waiting room if they would mind holding “my daughter” or “my son” while she briefly consulted with the doctor. A hidden camera recorded what happened. When identified as female, the infant was held close, talked to, and played with; when identified as male, often the child wound up on the carpet playing with a set of keys.13

			Mothers play an important part in the masculinizing drama. For her 2013 book The Mama’s Boy Myth: Why Keeping Our Sons Close Makes Them Stronger, journalist Kate Stone Lombardi interviewed mothers of sons to explore how cultural pressures influenced their relationships. She learned that there are strong prejudices bearing down on mothers to push their sons away, even against their better judgment. She wrote, “For at least a century, the common wisdom about mothers and sons has been something like this: a mother who stays emotionally close to her son after he reaches, say, the tender age of five, is acting inappropriately. She’s that smothering mother destined to prevent her boy from growing up to be a strong, independent man.”14

			The Promundo study asked about different sources of pressure to conform to traditional masculine norms. Among young men in the United States, 60 percent agreed with the following statement: “My parents taught me that a ‘real man’ should act strong even if he feels nervous or scared.” In terms of the lessons of their boyhoods, there was remarkable consistency between what families and the broader society asked of them. Three in four respondents agreed, “Guys should act strong even if they feel scared or nervous inside,” and 68 percent agreed, “A guy who doesn’t fight back when others push him around is weak.”15

			A boy’s training in masculinity, begun in his family, accelerates in school. Observing her group of four-to-six-year-olds through preschool and kindergarten, Judy Chu witnessed how boys transitioned from being direct, articulate, attentive, and present in their relationships to pretending and keeping things to themselves. They became, according to Chu, “cynical” and “sober,” less “exuberant” and more “discontented.” Boys’ development, she concluded, proceeds from “presence to pretense via posturing” as boys realize it is not who they are but how they play the part that matters.16

			Boys’ losses extend well beyond pretending. Exaggerated ideas about masculinity, pervasive in the culture and conveyed by media images, games, and television, goad boys to extreme behavior. In Chu’s study, the boys formed a “Mean Team” and set out “to bother people”—particularly the girls in the class. Whatever feelings of empathy individual boys might have harbored were overridden in their groupthink.

			Though the late nineties brought growing concern that all was not right in boys’ lives, problems of boyhood persist to this day. According to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), parents of boys aged four to seventeen seek help from health care or school staff at rates nearly twice those of girls. In addition to impulsive risk taking, inattention, and conduct problems, boys lag behind girls in the social and behavioral skills that facilitate success in school; they are more often fidgety, disengaged, defiant, and unregulated. Being disruptive and unable or unwilling to heed adult limits, boys evoke corrective action from teachers. They are the primary recipients of disciplinary sanctions and medication prescriptions, even though, as the esteemed University of Minnesota child development researcher L. Alan Sroufe argues, “to date, no study has found any long-term benefit of attention-deficit medication on academic performance, peer relationships, or behavior problems.”17

			Boys are also far more likely than girls to act in ways that increase the risk of disease, injury, and death, to themselves and others: they carry weapons more often, engage in physical fights more often, wear seat belts less often, drive drunk more frequently, have more unprotected sex, and use alcohol or drugs more often before sex. The correlation between these masculine norms and uncivil behavior is troubling. In another crosscultural study, Stony Brook University anthropologist David Gilmore found that various practices of misogyny, which he terms a “male malady,” are best understood as a manifestation of the struggle to suppress whatever men perceive about themselves as feminine. He wrote, “Men who hate women hate themselves even more.”18

			Life within the box or behind the mask is not merely confining but also erodes boys’ goodness and virtue. Shielded by a mask, presenting an inauthentic front, boys become isolated and unmoored, losing the “true north” of connections to others for their moral compasses. Pretense trumps authenticity, a “cool pose” beats sincerity, and academic disengagement replaces commitment. Whatever parents teach their sons about fairness, integrity, and sincerity is undermined in a “bro” culture of peer policing and Animal House celebration. Compelled to conform, boys are vulnerable to forces designed specifically to co-opt their minds and hearts. Cut off from their families, for example, boys are more susceptible to the marketing pitches of a pornography industry that distorts human sexuality and love. The list goes on.

			The Good News

			Fortunately, there is a solution to the problems of boyhood. If we muster the courage, we can open ourselves to boys’ actual experiences and work to build a boyhood that permits our sons to be who they are. The spate of books about boys in the late 1990s offered important insights. But the books tended toward one or the other of two polarized views: (1) that boys are biologically driven toward rambunctious play, gratuitous aggression, and incessant risk taking or (2) that they are naïve innocents, victims of social oppression, suffering in silent pain. In both cases, boys are victims, either of their genetics or their social ecologies. What was missing is the lovely and inspiring part played by a boy’s own imagination for his life.

			But I am optimistic that a historic breakthrough is currently in the making. Though boys continue to be subjected to myths and prejudices rooted in the past, and new, healthier ways for being male have not yet replaced old paradigms, contradictions between economic realities, family dynamics, and traditional norms make boyhood’s reinvention inevitable. As new social demands reveal the stark limitations of the old boyhood, fresh ideas will gain currency.

			Here are several examples on a small scale hinting at what’s possible:

			When a historic boarding school went coeducational after 150 years as a school for boys, it developed an attrition problem it had never faced before. Just a few years after girls entered, ninth- and tenth-grade boys began dropping out. I was called in to meet with male students, their families, and their teachers to find an explanation for the boys’ new unhappiness. It wasn’t hard: under everyone’s noses—so taken for granted that it was practically invisible—was a hazing system that encouraged older boys to mistreat younger ones, but with no parallel among girls. Boys entered a school steeped in harsh man-making rituals, underwent considerable abuse, and received a promise that they could take advantage of the new boys who came after them. It was a proud tradition, defended as character building and tacitly endorsed by parents, teachers, coaches, and school administrators. Only, with girls having such a different experience, it was harder and harder for younger boys to tolerate. The way the school had always done things, its model for the development of boys, was disrupted.

			I offered my evidence for a link between hazing and the attrition problem, and school leaders took strong action. They restructured their program for younger boys, emphasizing safety and mentoring, and made steady progress eliminating its peer hazing tradition, the “rat” system. Though stubbornly resistant to change, hazing gradually receded from boys’ relationships, and the school’s attrition rate fell. Today it is on a strong footing as a modern institution.

			A second example arose in the question-and-answer period following a talk I gave to parents. It was clear that what had brought them out on a wintry weeknight was hope for help with boys they worried about. Both mothers and fathers shared quite personal stories of anxiety, loss, frustration. One mother raised her hand. She explained that she was a single mom, separated from the boy’s father, and that her son had become harder and harder to deal with. He was withdrawn, surly, and rejected her authority to place limits on him.

			She asked, “Is this normal, and should I just let his father take care of him now that he is a teenager?”

			There were nods of understanding and even agreement across the audience. I have heard this question in some form or other from the start of my work and have come to expect it. I have even been on panels with experts who have confidently asserted that, of course, it takes another man to initiate a boy into the fraternity of manhood. One expert, in fact, has advised that it is the mother’s role to “build a bridge to the father” for her son.

			There are problems with this view, on several levels. First, there is no evidence that only another man can support a boy to become a man himself. In fact, such mentoring most often ensures the perpetuation of traditional ideas. That’s not to say that boys cannot learn important things from rubbing shoulders with an older man: how he gets up, shaves, relates to his partner, conducts his affairs. Boys love to see what other males have figured out. In the absence of real contact, in fact, boys are more vulnerable to exaggerated views. But an emphasis on learning masculinity can obscure the more vital development of the boy’s humanity and his acquiring skills necessary for success in modern society.

			This is what I said to that mother: “As much as I value strong relationships between boys and their fathers, the idea that mothers should back away from their own relationships out of fear that they might spoil their sons’ masculinity—turn them into mama’s boys—violates everything developmental scientists understand about the child’s need for a secure, dependable attachment. Boys, just like girls, have basic human needs that are ignored only at peril. The child who does not have the unconditional acceptance and love of a parent—or someone, somewhere—will be less bold, less confident, more vulnerable to a host of negative influences.”

			“Please keep your son close to you,” I urged her. “Knowing that he has you standing right behind him as he goes out into the world will make all the difference to him.”

			There were nods from the fathers and looks of surprise, gratitude, and renewed confidence on the faces of the mothers. What struck me was how captive this mom was to bad ideas that violated nearly all of her parenting instincts—and how ready she was for permission to trust those instincts.

			The third example came in a violence prevention program developed for early-adolescent boys in neighborhoods in and around Philadelphia. Because the link between becoming violent and witnessing or experiencing violence is strong, my research team began by assessing boys’ exposure to violence: fights, witnessing shootings or hearing gunshots, directly experiencing crime and personal threats. The goal was to build a program grounded in real data about the frequency and severity of experiences that evoked the fight-or-flight response characteristic of acute stress reactions.

			We found chilling levels of violence. Despite the evidence of abnormal environmental stressors, we encountered skepticism from our funders and advisory board about whether these boys could benefit from an intervention that would aim both to protect them and help them recover from toxic stress. Some argued that the stresses were too severe, the boys too far gone, their resources too thin, community norms promoting violence too strong. Old racial, class, and gender prejudices were offered; ideas that would have kept things just as they were.

			But pressures to prevent at-risk boys from becoming twice victimized were persuasive. We organized after-school groups and found quickly that many boys were all too happy to meet with other boys and an adult leader to talk through how they felt about various aspects of their lives. Many boys showed up for years, in fact, to talk, play games, and generally work through tensions they were confronting at home, in school, and around the neighborhood. The open discussions allowed them to be honest about what they felt and, evaluation research confirmed, made them less vulnerable to blindly reenacting violent scenarios.

			When asked, many boys shared the sentiment voiced by Terrence, that though he sometimes had to defend himself with force, he “don’t love no fight.” A younger boy, Juan, elaborated on his view:

			“Usually, I’m a person that doesn’t like to fight. Like, I’m like a ladies’ man. I don’t fight. Usually, well, I’m a lover not a fighter, right? I write poems. I do different stuff.”

			Raising Good Men

			In each of these examples, a truer read of boys overcame historic prejudice. With a commitment to boys’ human development as the starting point, very different outcomes in families, schools, and communities come into focus. Ethicist Martha Nussbaum of the University of Chicago Law School has suggested the goal of “what people are actually able to do and to be” as a morally appropriate measure of whether a child receives proper care.19 In her view, what defines an ethical society is its creation of conditions—resources and relationships—that allow children to translate innate capabilities into actual abilities. What sort of boyhood might allow boys to realize their full human capacities?

			Converging lines of research point in a single direction. According to psychologist Niobe Way, “What makes us human is our relational and emotional skills, and we must figure out ways to strengthen these critical life skills.”20 Yet she observed a marked shift in the quality of boys’ connections from early to later adolescence. While younger boys were able to care, connect, and share intimacy and vulnerability with one another throughout much of their childhoods, cultural pressures became unavoidable for adolescent males. Pulling away from their close friends in response, boys lost touch with primary sources of connection and sharing. They even lost their willingness to express themselves emotionally for fear that they would be perceived as “gay.” Though they found life without their friends bleak and sometimes unbearable, few boys were able to swim against the strong currents. Most wound up in the familiar destination of emotional constriction, social isolation, and personal inauthenticity.

			Way’s research coincides with research from other, diverse fields. New studies into brain development underscore how far off base traditional assumptions have been. Psychiatrist Amy Banks of the Jean Baker Miller Institute at Wellesley University argues that how independence and individuality are conceived, at the heart of boyhood’s value system, goes against the very design of their human anatomy. She goes further, in fact, and adds that the relatively new field of relational neuroscience teaches that relationships are not merely nice, serendipitous extras, but are essential to human well-being. Every person, male as well as female, is “built to operate within a network of caring human relationships.”21 When people are cut off from their connections, a negative neural cascade results. Health and happiness are a function of the vitality of these relational connections.

			The proof is in our brains and bodies. Banks identifies four separate neurobiological systems designed to ensure that each person is in sync with others: the smart vagus system, that helps us respond with appropriate emotion in social contexts; the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, that moderates our responses to social exclusion and pain; the mirroring system, that helps us read others and respond emotionally to them; and the dopamine reward system, that governs experiences of pleasure in relationships. Such neuroanatomical insights have important implications for parenting.

			In their book Parenting from the Inside Out: How a Deeper Self-Understanding Can
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