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Praise for THE LAST BOYS PICKED

“An important and relevant addition to the parenting bookshelf. It offers insightful and practical advice for helping all boys—those who don’t play sports as well as those who do—navigate the sometimes difficult journey of boyhood.”

—Michael Gurian, author of The Wonder of Boys

“Clear, well-written and engaging… Essential reading for everyone who works with, lives with, or cares about boys who do not fit the stereotype of ‘masculinity.’”

—Linda Knauss, assistant professor of clinical psychology,
Widener University

“The Last Boys Picked is rich with illuminating case examples and practical advice that will be of inestimable value to mothers and fathers… Sasson Edgette and Margolis Rupp have helped to lay the groundwork not only for improved family life, but for a society that can and must become more responsive to and respectful of the unique attributes of children and adults of both genders.”

—Dr. Brad Sachs, psychologist and author of The Good
Enough Child and The Good Enough Teen

“A thoughtful and helpful guide to steering boys through a world that often values prowess with a ball and bat more than thoughtfulness, kindness, and intellect. Here is the balance and wisdom parents need.”

—Rabbi David Wolpe

“Meaningful guidance on how we adults can be more thoughtful in our behavior and in our conversations with all children. It is a great book with practical approaches for improving the arenas—sporting and non-sporting—in which children play and assisting them in growing up with both a strong sense of worth and fairness.”

—Billy Cunningham, NBA All-Star and coach

“A well-researched, yet practically grounded book that offers academics, parents, and educators insights and strategies into helping to understand and cater to boys who are not overly interested in sports. It fills a much needed gap in the literature on boys and schooling.”

—Dr. Natasha Ridge, executive director, Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al

“A vital resource for building inclusion, compassion, confidence, and humanity in every child’s life… I will return to this book again and again and don’t know a single family or school that couldn’t use it.”

—Homa S. Tavangar, author of Growing Up Global

“Full of real-life stories and everyday solutions as well as remarkable thought leadership, [The Last Boys Picked] demonstrates how to engender all children with nonconformist, nonaggressive values that support relationships, creativity, introspection, well-being, compassion, justice, and an expanded concept of success.”

—Dr. Joni Carley, Leadership Edge Consulting & Coaching

“A powerful reflection on the pernicious personal, social, and political consequences of a constricted construction of masculinity in a world that cries out for new definition.”

—James Jerry Clark, academic research and communications
specialist, American Reading Company

“Filled with practical information and ideas, this book can be a vital resource for school and mental health professionals, as well as parents and caretakers.”

—John McCarthy, director, Center for Counselor Training
and Services, Indiana University of Pennsylvania

“A must-read for all parents, educators, counselors, and coaches… It is our responsibility as adults to start the process of changing society’s outdated view that all boys should be coerced into athletic interests and team sports. What better way to start his process than by reading The Last Boys Picked?”

—Gary McClurg, teacher, guidance counselor, coach
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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON



This book is dedicated to you, Jake,
with enormous appreciation and respect.
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AUSTIN AND JAKE

And for my brother, Phil.

Two months before my brother passed away from liver cancer, he invited me out to dinner. I don’t remember Phil and me ever going out to eat before like that, just ourselves. I told him about this book I was writing—about boys who aren’t so into sports and all—and he abruptly put down his fork and threw his head back, blindsided by memories. Seemingly out of nowhere, Phil began telling me about his memories of our mother watching the tennis matches at Wimbledon every summer:

“She watched only the men,” he said, sharing with me the fixed image he had of her even after forty years: Mom with her coffee cup suspended in midair, her mouth agape. “I asked her once why she was so fascinated with tennis players,” my brother said. “‘Because they’re athletes!’ she exclaimed. “As if this was supposed to be an obvious thing to me, her son, who loved music and science and whose closest connection to baseball was my kick-ass baseball-card collection.”

—Janet Sasson Edgette

•    •    •

To my husband, my partner,
a good and fair man, the love of my life.
—Beth Margolis Rupp
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AUTHORS’ NOTES

I was in my study facing away from the door when Jake, my nine-year-old son, walked in.

“Mom, what are you doing?” he asked.

I swiveled around in my chair and answered, “Thinking about writing a new book.”

“About what?”

“About boys who don’t like sports.”

“Oh,” he said, pausing, and then, “like me!”

“Yes, like you,” I replied, relieved by his favorable reaction. Jake’s story is central to the book, even though it plays in the background. Without him onboard, I wouldn’t have been able to tell it.

“Well,” Jake made a point to add, before leaving me to my project, “you better hurry up and write that book!”

Better than relieved, now I was inspired. I got busy writing, and stayed that way for the next seven years.

The Last Boys Picked is all about boys like Jake who don’t enjoy a lot of the physical activities that other boys their ages do. Sometimes it’s because they’re not good at sports or they find them boring. Sometimes it’s because their natures or personalities better suit other kinds of activities. To complicate matters, they may have trouble finding other boys who share similar interests and are occasionally, and almost always erroneously, subject to suspicions about their sexuality. These boys are often pushed to play sports or join sports teams, despite their objections or obvious discomfort. Their genuine aptitudes often go unrecognized, and they are rarely part of the popular crowd. With their less fashionable and less physically vigorous interests, they are poised to be marginalized by their own peer group. In the end, there’s just no being smart enough or good enough at anything else to keep these boys out of that small pool of kids left for last on the gym floor when playing teams are chosen.

The American masculine ideal has always been one of a rather fearless, independent, no-holds-barred kind of guy. Conceived surely out of that frontier spirit with which historians and novelists and romantics imbue our early pioneers, this model for males has served to shape everything from our advertising icons (the Marlboro Man) to our movie stars (John Wayne, Al Pacino, Bruce Willis) to our comic book heroes (Superman, Iron Man). It’s no wonder then, really, that the nonphysical skills of boys and men in this country are more background material than foreground, the ones guys discount when jockeying among themselves for position. It’s bigger than just a “guy thing,” though; our society at large places this same premium on physical aptitudes when appraising its males in all kinds of settings, at the inadvertent but overlooked expense of millions of boys whose interests and talents lean toward the linguistic, spatial, musical, or interpersonal, rather than kinesthetic.

For someone like me who is both a psychologist for children and teenagers, and the parent of a boy who doesn’t play sports, it’s surprising and disturbing that this entire subject matter has gone unexamined and unchallenged for so long. There is chatter about it here and there—a few books, and an occasional article or blog referencing the challenges faced by what are typically termed “nonathletic” boys, or, as Ken Corbett, author of Boyhoods: Rethinking Masculinities, artfully says, “the boys who are not in the park.” But there is little written on how to help these boys, and no call to action. It struck me as particularly ironic that on the heels of the Boys’ Movement, which pointed out a need to release American boys from our culture’s constricting definition of masculinity, there had been such little consideration of the population of boys who are socially penalized for not being “male enough.” After years of hovering quietly over our collective consciousness, this issue of how we treat boys and men who don’t conform to traditional masculine ideals is due for landing.

It was a natural step to invite my friend and colleague, Beth Margolis Rupp, to join me on this project. The mother of three boys herself, and an educator who for years and in a variety of settings championed youth leadership development through civic engagement and community service, Beth brought a perspective that included among a child’s natural resources his or her larger community of family, mentors, counselors, coaches, teachers, religious leaders, community youth leaders, recreational planners, curriculum developers, and camp directors, and all of their respective institutions. Together, Beth and I recognized the limitations of classical therapy, with its private conversations and off-site location, as the answer to helping non-sports-oriented boys grow up soundly in a culture that prizes physical prowess and a macho demeanor. We focus instead on the rich social networks that make up a child’s different communities, seeing them as having both the authority and the opportunity to affirm the masculinity, personal worth, and social credibility of these often underappreciated boys.

It was Beth who said to me that our society makes kings out of certain types of boys, and that we all know who they are. They’re the ones who are big and strong, confident and daring. We count on them to entertain us with their physicality, and do battle for us when we need them to. From the start, these types of boys have been our standard-bearers for all things masculine, an unfortunate anointing. A few of these boys (and men) play out the role honorably, but many don’t, and instead become bullies and opportunists who understand that kings don’t really have to follow the rules.

This we can change, however. As adults, we are responsible for correcting the inequitable balances of power that we observe among children, and as a part of that we need to state more loudly and more clearly that the exclusion of certain children by others is not okay. Because by not intervening where we can—in the micro of the corner of a classroom where four cheeky boys surround a fifth, and in the macro of institutions whose policies continue to discriminate against boys who stray from the norm—we are in effect endorsing this junior monarchy in which the boys with brawn rule.

Children need both to know and to feel that they have some measurable degree of personal power. I’ll never forget the experience of sitting in my office with Marie, eighteen years old and a freshman in college. Marie had been a therapy client of mine the year before, during her senior year of high school. In town on one of her breaks, she made an appointment to come in for a follow-up visit.

Marie had enjoyed an active social life in high school, keeping the same group of friends throughout her four years. Never one to make waves, she fell into a pattern of simply going along with whatever her friends chose to do. Easily exploited for her agreeable and generous nature, however, Marie became to go-to girl for anyone needing a ride or cigarette money or a sympathetic ear. In all the months I saw Marie, I don’t recall ever hearing about a time when she stood up and said, “You know, guys, what I want matters, too.”

But sitting with Marie now was a whole different story. She filled the room with her presence, and captivated me with her stories about adjusting to college. At some point I told Marie how compelling I found her company. She nodded her head quickly and smiled at me with her eyes; she knew. “Something’s changed for you,” I said. “What is it?”

“I discovered that I have agency,” said Marie. “Being away at school, on my own, I had to do things for myself, including advocate for myself. So I developed a voice. And people listened to it. I found out that if I didn’t like something, I could do something to change it—most of the time anyway. I discovered that what I thought and what I said mattered, and, Dr. Edgette, it was huge.”

Agency. The power to influence others, to change things, to make something stop. It is huge, and all children should have at least enough of it to be able to protect themselves against exploitation by other children or by adults. But we’re not there yet, or anywhere close. I worry that, in the same way some parents allow themselves to feel reassured by the news that their teenager is (“at least”) not on drugs or in trouble with the law, the American community of adults, horrified by journalists’ and authors’ accounts of child slavery, child prostitution, and child soldiery, has become complacent about the status of children’s rights here in our own country.

There are still millions of kids in this country who are not free to learn multiplication or make new friends or walk to school without having to fear being victimized by some other child’s unsated appetite for violence or emotional torment. As parents and teachers and guardians of youth, we fail boys in our duty to protect whenever we dismiss these particularly mean or excluding behaviors as “boys being boys.” And I mean we fail all the boys—the ones who make up the inner circle as much as the ones who don’t. We fail them by virtue of passing on the opportunity to shape the social culture into a more respectful and humane form, as it manifests right under our noses. That’s exactly why Beth and I say that this topic of how we treat boys who don’t like to play sports is really much bigger than it might appear. Many people don’t see that it’s not “just” about those boys; it’s about all of us. Maybe that’s why it hasn’t gotten the attention it should have received by now. People tend to notice problems that make a lot of noise, and this one doesn’t.

So maybe that should be our starting point—helping these boys to make more noise. We can do that. We can help them insist that what they think and what they want to say, what they do, and who they are, matter very much. We can’t be everywhere all the time to intervene on their behalf, and kids do better when defended by their own voice anyway. We can also make more noise ourselves, in the process of connecting with others who similarly appreciate all the different ways in which a guy can be a guy. And there’s one other thing we can do to help: We can make a point of recognizing and applauding the boys and men whose elegant socialization reveals its success less in their having become better males than in their having become better human beings. In a real democracy, there may be no kings and no queens, but there still are plenty of places for a boy to be a prince.

Janet Sasson Edgette
Exton, Pennsylvania

•    •    •

Without realizing, we have witnessed and accepted the marginalization of boys by boys as a norm. Perhaps as adults we are immune, or have developed amnesia to the situation played out all over in our communities. Many boys and young adults quietly suffer, not even having a name for the pain. In our schools, communities, playgrounds and even in our homes, we, as a society, have unwittingly perpetuated the acceptance of rude, unkind, and sometimes brutal behavior from our boys. By saying and doing little or nothing, we teach tolerance for the wrong behaviors. Through our collective silence we have condoned bullying, which has resulted in the decay of innocence and loss of character. This decade is a turning point as we experience increased violence and suicide. We can no longer tolerate the systemic exclusion of anyone.

Over the past twenty-five years, my professional focus has been in developing constructs in support of the socially responsible individual/citizen. Experience with private and public schools, faith-based communities, community-based organizations, and governmental agencies has given me a deep understanding and appreciation of the varying needs of individuals within society. Working with many thousands of students and teachers who have heeded the call to civic engagement, leadership, and social improvement has provided me with an optimistic perspective on youth. Utilizing community-based service learning methodology as the best practice in character, leadership, and citizenship education, I have helped to create tools that engage students in a combination of learning and action that encourages intellectual, social, emotional, spiritual, and physical development. According to Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, acting president and CEO of the Search Institute, “They learn that they can make a real impact on resolving social challenges, problems, and needs. Also, they experience enhanced problem-solving skills and develop greater planning abilities; as well as enhanced civic engagement attitudes, skills, and behaviors. A new generation of caring and experienced citizens, activists, and volunteers is cultivated.” This approach to teaching and community building has become a framework for strengthening the individual and society.

As a mother of three boys, I have learned from my children to empower each boy to excel and contribute from their strengths. My first son, Zander, was not an athlete. He was and is an outdoorsman, happiest when covered in mud, digging for frogs and snakes. His greatest strength is his passion for the environment and he recently graduated university with a degree in art and environmental studies. Nathan is an all-around athlete—lean, strong, and active. He played U8 and U9 community travel soccer and was the goalie. In 2000, he was never scored on—a shut-out year in the net. The pressure to win from the team and, most of all, from the coach provided a level of intensity that broke his desire to compete. He stopped playing soccer at the end of the season. Through high school he played on the school teams and was even a captain. He played for fun, competition, the camaraderie, and the exercise. He even liked the laps. He never wanted or needed to win again. Ethan was born ten years after Nathan. He is now eleven years old and growing up in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, learning about being a global citizen. He loves to play football (aka soccer in the United States) and win. He also sings in the school choir and made the school musical. Each boy is profoundly different, and profoundly similar, sharing a core set of values.

My husband, who is an architect, provided our sons the early childhood experiences of working alongside him and learning to build furniture, repair roofs, doors, and windows, and paint. Participating with their father helped them bond to him and to each other while learning new life skills. Establishing family rituals, camping, caring for pets, and chores have helped to solidify and engage us as a working family that lives and celebrates their talents and values.

Each of us can individually affect those boys closest to us but we must do more. This book is an opportunity for me to play a role in changing the rules, the referees, the audience, and the game as a whole, to create a level playing field to ensure all boys can play as champions. Some boys overcome, some minimally adapt to the unbearable, but they can find themselves able to tackle new situations with grace and courage. I suspect this comes from self-knowledge and a deep sense of self-worth thanks to a caring friend, adult, or simply their own resilience and emotional intelligence. However, some boys lack the internal skills or safety nets and become targets for abuse and self-abuse. Until there is a shift in how we define play, winning, success, and competition, there will be a profound cost to the boys, the community, and the society.

Collaborating on this book gave me a place to contribute my voice as a mother and as an educator concerned about raising children for a civil society.

Along with Janet, I have examined the many conversations, narratives, and undeclared policies on boys in our lives. It is my sincere belief that the roles we play as parents, educators, therapists, and coaches will shape future citizenship and our communities. I am invested in the making; this book is a call to action, to reframe the experience of growing up male. Coauthoring this book gave me an opportunity to shout out about the pain of witnessing the loss of boys to bullying and contribute to the field of raising gentlemen.

I am honored to work with Dr. Janet Edgette and contribute to the lives of our readers.

Beth Margolis Rupp
Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates


CHAPTER ONE
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Living in Dread of Phys Ed

Jake is my light-framed, animal-loving, ten-year-old son and he doesn’t care much for contact sports. I saw him looking a little glum one day after school, so I asked him if something was the matter.

“We played kickball today at recess,” Jake replied. I asked him how it went.

“Well, everyone got mad at me because I missed the ball when Ryan kicked it to me.”

I could see it all clearly in my mind, but the only thing I could think of to say was, “Oh.”

Jake continued. “They made me team captain.”

“Really?” I wondered out loud. I was suspicious.

“Really. But I think they were just messing around because whenever I picked someone to be on my team, he’d say he wasn’t playing anymore, and then the other captain would pick the same kid and he’d say he was playing. I didn’t have anyone on my team, so I just went back inside.” My suspicions were founded.

Later on, around ten-thirty that night, I noticed Jake lying awake in his bed. We’d said good night over an hour before.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked.

“No,” he replied.

“Still thinking about the kickball game?”

“Yup. I want to go to sleep but I just keep thinking about it and wishing I’d caught that ball.”

“What do you think would have happened if you had caught it?”

“I think maybe some of them would have wanted to be on my team the next time I picked them.”

I smiled softly and let it go. Soon enough Jake would learn that he could have caught that ball one hundred times over and it still wouldn’t have changed the playground politics.

“Hey, you know what?” I said brightly. “I think this is the perfect time to do the read-something-boring-in-bed-and-see-what-happens routine.”

My son shot up in bed with an enormous smile on his face. “I know!” he called out. “I’ll look around for a Sports Illustrated for Kids—that’ll put me right to sleep!”

How I laughed: a boy’s perfect private revenge.

Of my three boys, two are twins. One of the twins, Austin, strapping and agile, is an exceptional athlete. Jake is the other twin. With his lankier frame and noncompetitive nature, he is more at home draped over the family dog than fielding fly balls. Jake isn’t particularly fast, and his hand-eye coordination is so-so. He likes to bike, hike, and swim, but avoids contact sports, high-risk activities, and anything involving a team. Austin and Jake are very close as brothers and spend a lot of time together at home, but outside of the home, they inhabit totally different worlds.

Big, strong, athletically gifted boys have always dominated childhood’s social landscape. Their physical presence alone trumps the clout of smaller, quieter boys, but it’s their love of sports and fierce desire to win anything and everything that really jettisons these boys to the top—especially in America, home of the Marlboro Man and seven-figure pro athlete salaries, and where it is assumed that being faster, stronger, louder, or mightier is always going to be better.

And then there are other boys, the boys about whom this book was written. These boys don’t match up very evenly with the standard-issue high-octane, sports-loving, risk-taking, heat-seeking missile of a kid most people in this country think of when they think of boys. Some of them have learned that they can create more magic with their imaginations than with their feet. Some simply eschew competition and other divisive activities in favor of ones that bring people together, showcasing empathetic and other nuanced interpersonal skills not typically seen until later adolescence or adulthood. Other boys in this group may love competing but find that their hand-eye coordination or visual-spatial processing skills aren’t very good, so they creatively and adaptively channel their competitive drive elsewhere—biking the farthest, having more songs on their iPod than anyone else, knowing obscure breeds of dogs.

There are, of course, all the boys in between the ones described above, variously parked toward one end or the other of the sliding scale of gender-normative behavior that, for the conversation at hand, we’re calling play. And also, lots of boys with feet in both camps, for no other reason than that they like a broad range of activities, some sports-oriented and some not. Beth’s middle son, Nathan, is one of these: He played the lead in his school musical, founded the school’s literary magazine, and was cocaptain of its lacrosse team. Earlier, in primary school, he’d trained to be a peer mediator. Nathan wasn’t trying to be some kind of Renaissance kid; he just loved doing those things and he did them well. It is easier for some children than others, though; confidence, vitality, a broad and recognizable skill set, and opportunity play crucial roles. So do the educational institutions that kids attend. A Quaker school taught Nathan to mediate, and the play and magazine and lacrosse all took place on the grounds of a small private Waldorf school, one of an association of independent schools providing students with interdisciplinary, experiential learning opportunities that take into account children’s intellectual, practical, and spiritual development. Both Nathan and his schools are anomalies.

As a rule, in our nation’s culture, a boy’s nonconformance with schoolyard measures of masculinity will, early and quickly, set him sharply apart from the other boys on the block.

He won’t be the only one affected either. Parents often suffer a bewildering helplessness that comes from seeing their child struggle socially and not knowing what to do about it. If they try to force their son to become involved in sports, they risk bringing the problem home. All that happens then is that boys, who while at home might have felt safe from the pressures of having to be athletic, are now at risk for feeling pressured around the clock, and by the people they want least of all to disappoint.

Neither are siblings immune to the emotional impact that chronic teasing or excluding can have on a brother. I had to work pretty hard to free Austin from a self-imposed responsibility he felt to protect Jake from the pranks and taunts of opportunistic schoolmates. I’ve seen siblings take the opposite approach, too. Finding it easier to blame the victim than stand and defend him, athletic brothers of nonathletic boys will in such cases join the ranks of all the other kids and occasional adults who wonder out loud, “What the heck is the matter with this kid who doesn’t like a good game of one-on-one?”
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“If you were going to be picked last you were better off not even showing up.”

Henry Dunow, The Way Home:
Scenes from a Season, Lessons from
a Lifetime
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The Last Boys Picked

In the interminable moments before his name is begrudgingly called, the last boy picked for kickball or flag football is getting a life lesson in what it means to be considered a liability. For anyone who remembers elementary school phys ed and its unlegislated twin, recess, it’s a familiar memory. If you happen to have been one of the boys left for last, it’s also a painful one. Alternating turns, the team captains—boys chosen for their athletic prowess or popularity or both—pick from among the rest of the bunch their next team player. Eventually, there are only three or four boys left. Then there’s just one.

“I was one of those kids picked only at the very end,” recalled Alan, an optometrist in his midfifties who grew up small for his age. “I spent elementary school and junior high feeling like there was this club and I was never going to be a part of it. I couldn’t keep up with certain things, like rope climbing in gym. I just didn’t have the arm strength. It was embarrassing. Plus, I wasn’t as developed as the other kids, and there’s no way to hide that when everyone is undressing in the locker room. Everybody looks. Everybody notices. You can’t hide it, it’s out there.”

I asked Alan what he wanted this book to accomplish. “What I would want this book to do,” he replied, taking his time to consider the question, “is to let these boys know that they are not alone, and that there are other things they’ll find they’re good at that matter at least as much as how high you can climb or how good you are at the foul line.” Alan gazed absently for a moment before quickly adding, “And that life gets better. Mainly, that life really does get better when you get older.”

Even without the unwitting assistance of teachers and coaches whose means for putting together sports teams included this cruel schoolyard draft, grade-school-age boys and girls have always managed, silently but unmistakably, to establish their own social order based on a number of factors, one of them being physical aptitude. It took Boys’ Movement authors Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson to say what kids in schools have known all along: that the coolness factor associated with being athletic has created a veritable caste system. In their book, Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, Kindlon and Thompson note that even in its mildest form, this system leaves nonathletic boys feeling undervalued. At its worst, they add, it means that the “biggest, strongest boys make lower-status boys suffer. And not only do unathletic boys suffer socially, they often watch from the sidelines as the star athletes win the hearts of the most popular girls at school.” The authors furthermore state that although our culture pays a lot of lip service to supporting the idea of sensitive males, “stereotyped images of masculinity are still with us… Neanderthal professional wrestlers; hockey “goons,” ready at the slightest provocation to drop their sticks and pummel an opponent; multimillionaire professional athletes in trouble with the law… angry, drug-using, misogynist rock stars.” Seems to us there’s more work to do.
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“Being up at bat was a horrible experience. My standards for a tolerable Saturday morning dropped over the course of a season. At first I thought, if I just got a few hits in each practice or game, and didn’t strike out too many times, it’d be okay. But by the end of the season, I wanted only to not be the worst player. I could deal with being the third worst or even second worst. But I remember praying every Saturday morning, “Oh please, God, please don’t let me be the worst.”

Alan
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Bad Boys Rule

“We parents like to believe that our sons really do enjoy getting sweaters for Christmas and that they’ll floss every day at summer camp,” says columnist Amy Dickinson in her January 31, 2000, Time article about the social regard boys get from being tough. But truthfully, Dickinson acknowledges, “in the real world, kids, like adults, are impressed by power.” And power, she adds, doesn’t always come in savory packages.

Who are the popular boys in grade school? Dickinson points out a study published in the Journal of Developmental Psychology that looked at 452 boys from a variety of backgrounds. 1 Many of the boys who were granted high social status by their classmates were smart, cool, athletic, and respectful. No surprises there. But a third of the boys who were considered popular, and who were held in higher regard, were kids considered to be “extremely antisocial”—tough kids who were mediocre students and who fought and dominated the classroom. Aggression, noted lead researcher Philip Rodkin, can make kids powerful and popular at young ages. But I wonder if it is the aggression per se that influences their popularity, or its contribution to a child’s athleticism and competitiveness, traits that are more easily understood as appealing? It’s not clear. There’s the other possibility, too, that the “popularity” of some of these aggressive, antisocial kids is really a function of feigned approval and superficial compliance on the parts of schoolmates looking to stay out of their line of fire.

A different study, conducted in Canada,2 also examined this connection between athletic skills and social acceptance in elementary school children, finding, too, that kids really do place a great deal of importance on athletic ability. Children seen as athletic by classmates were better liked and less likely to feel lonely, while unathletic kids often experienced sadness, isolation, and peer rejection.
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“To guarantee popularity in the average American high school, a guy must be able to claim either one of two assets: good looks or athletic prowess. Taken separately, only success in athletics can secure total acceptance, since physical appearance scores points only with the female constituency of the student body. Being a star athlete in high school is the quickest, most surefire way to ensure respect and admiration from all students.”

John Nikkah, Our Boys Speak:
Adolescent Boys Write About Their
Inner Lives
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What we find most disturbing, however, about this sad bit of human sociology are Thompson and Kindlon’s observations that these boy-on-boy cruelties are played out largely with adult sanction. When classroom teachers and phys ed teachers and resource room aids make excuses for the teasing and choose to look the other way (e.g., “…boys being boys,” “…part of being a kid”), dismiss it as inconsequential, or blame the victim for inducing it, targeted children are pretty much left to work their way free without the support of the adults hired to guide and protect them.

To be fair, however, a boy’s distress is not always so obvious. In his book Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood, William Pollack coins the term Boy Code, referring to the hand-me-down set of social rules for males dictating that boys be tough and invincible. Pollack considers Boy Code to be partly to blame for the perpetuation of the “culture of adolescent cruelty” that preys on nonconformist boys. “The problem for those of us who want to help,” says Pollack, “is that, on the outside, the boy who is having problems may seem cheerful and resilient while keeping inside the feelings that don’t fit the male model—being troubled, lonely, afraid, desperate. Boys learn to wear the mask so skillfully… that it can be difficult to detect what is really going on when they are suffering at school, when their friendships are not working out, when they are being bullied, becoming depressed…”

The fact that social ordering among children is a natural and largely unpreventable occurrence is not a reason for us to look the other way when we see it happening. Nor should we become complacent when Boy Code mutes the collective voice of boys who need help but don’t feel they can ask for it. “Being bullied is not just an unpleasant rite of passage through childhood,” says Duane Alexander, M.D., director of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. He adds, “It’s a public health problem that merits attention.” Unfortunately, the impact of bullying doesn’t necessarily get left behind with childhood. According to Alexander, “People who were bullied as children are more likely to suffer from depression and low self-esteem, well into adulthood, and the bullies themselves are more likely to engage in criminal behavior later in life.”3

Even those adults who are actively on the lookout for bullying behaviors miss a lot of what goes on between kids. It’s a smirk at the bus stop, a furtive exchange of glances during music class, a punch into the lower back while lining up to go to the cafeteria. Alan, the optometrist mentioned earlier, recalled some of his harassed, nonathletic friends fighting back in equally covert ways. “They became intellectual bullies,” he described, lending support to the mythic schism between intelligence and athleticism. “Some jerk would throw an insult their way and invariably these guys would come right back with a very witty remark that would crack everyone up, leaving the first guy standing there with nothing to say. That was my kind of hero growing up.”

Things do seem to get a little easier for boys like Alan once they get out of elementary and middle school. By high school, most boys have become more accepting of people
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