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PREFACE

IT’s A BAD TIME to be a boy in America. As the new millennium begins,
the triumphant victory of our women'’s soccer team has come to symbol-
ize the spirit of American girls. The defining event for boys is the shoot-
ing at Columbine High.

“The carnage committed by two boys in Littleton, Colorado,” de-
clares the Congressional Quarterly Researcher, “has forced the nation to
reexamine the nature of boyhood in America.”* William Pollack, director
of the Center for Men at McLean Hospital and author of the best-selling
Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood, tells audi-
ences around the country, “The boys in Littleton are the tip of the ice-
berg. And the iceberg is all boys.”?

Hundreds of boys attend Littleton’s Columbine High. Some of
them behaved heroically during the shooting there. Seth Houy threw his
body over a terrified girl to shield her from the bullets; fifteen-year-old
Daniel Rohrbough paid with his life when, at mortal risk to himself, he
held a door open so others could escape. Later, heartbroken boys attended
the memorial services. At one service, two brothers performed a song
they had written for their lost friends. Other young men read poems. To
take two morbid killers as being representative of “the nature of boy-
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hood” is profoundly misguided and deeply disrespectful of boys in gen-
eral.

This book tells the story of how it has become fashionable to attrib-
ute pathology to millions of healthy male children. It is a story of how
we are turning against boys and forgetting a simple truth: that the en-
ergy, competitiveness, and corporal daring of normal, decent males is re-
sponsible for much of what is right in the world. No one denies that
boys’ aggressive tendencies must be checked and channeled in construc-
tive ways. Boys need discipline, respect, and moral guidance. Boys need
love and tolerant understanding. They do not need to be pathologized.

That boys are in disrepute is not accidental. That did not happen all
at once. For many years women'’s groups have been complaining that
boys are benefiting from a school system that favors boys and is biased
against girls. “Schools shortchange girls,” declared the American Associ-
ation of University Women.> “Teachers ... pay more attention to
boys—their learning styles, needs and futures, than to girls in all grades
and all subjects,” complains the Ms. Foundation for Women.* A stream of
girl-partisan books and pamphlets cites research showing that boys are
classroom favorites given to schoolyard violence and sexual harassment.

The research commonly cited to support the claims of male privi-
lege and sinfulness is riddled with errors. Almost none of it has been
published in professional peer-reviewed journals. Some of the data are
mysteriously missing. Yet the false picture remains and is dutifully
passed along in schools of education, in “gender-equity” workshops, and
increasingly to children themselves.

In this book I try to correct the misinformation and to give an accu-
rate picture of “where the boys are.” A review of the facts shows boys,
not girls, on the weak side of an educational gender gap. Boys, on aver-
age, are a year and a half behind girls in reading and writing; they are less
committed to school and less likely to go to college.® In 1997, college full-
time enrollments were 45 percent male and 55 percent female. The U.S.
Department of Education predicts that the ratio of boys’ entry into col-
lege will continue to worsen. But none of this has affected the “official”
view that our schools are “failing at fairness” to girls. Diane Ravitch, a
fellow at the Brookings Institution and former assistant secretary of ed-
ucation, has aptly remarked, “When will it be fair? When women are 60
percent or 75 percent of college enrollments? Perhaps it will be fair when
there are no men at all.”
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In the mid-nineties, the new and equally corrosive fiction that boys
as a group are disturbed was already accompanying the myth of short-
changed girls. How our culture binds boys in a “straitjacket of masculin-
ity” had suddenly became a fashionable topic. Prominent intellectuals,
wielding great influence in education circles, gave respectability and
power to the burgeoning save-the-males movement. There are now con-
ferences, workshops, and institutes dedicated to transforming boys.
Carol Gilligan, professor of gender studies at Harvard Graduate School
of Education, writes of the problem of “boys” masculinity . . . in a patri-
archal social order.”® Barney Brawer, director of the Boys’ Project at Tufts
University, told Education Week: “We've deconstructed the old version
of manhood, but we’ve not [yet] constructed a new version.”” In the
spring of 2000, the Boys’ Project at Tufts offered five workshops on
“Reinventing Boyhood.” The planners promised emotionally exciting
sessions: “We'll laugh and cry, argue and agree, reclaim and sustain the
best parts of the culture of boys and men, while figuring out how to
change the terrible parts.”®

Questions abound. What sort of credentials do the critics of mas-
culinity bring to their project of reconstructing the nation’s schoolboys?
How well do they understand and like boys? Who has authorized their
mission?

American boys face genuine problems that cannot be addressed by
constructing new versions of manhood. They do not need to be “res-
cued” from their masculinity. On the other hand, too many of our sons
are languishing academically and socially. The widening education gap
threatens the futures of millions of American boys. We should be look-
ing not to “gender experts” and activists for guidance but to the example
of other countries that are focusing on boys’ problems and dealing with
them constructively.

Like American boys, boys in Great Britain and Australia are
markedly behind girls academically, notably in reading and writing.
They, too, get most of the failing grades and are more likely to be alien-
ated from school. The big difference is that British educators and politi-
cians are ten years ahead of Americans in confronting and specifically
addressing the problem of male underachievement. The British govern-
ment has introduced a highly successful back-to-basics program into
primary schools called the Literacy Hour. Its explicit purpose is to help
boys catch up with the girls. The British are also experimenting with all-
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male classes in coed public schools. They are again allowing “gender
stereotypes” in their educational materials. They have found that boys
enjoy and will read adventure stories with male heroes. War poetry is
back. So is classroom competition.’

The plight of Britain’s schoolboys was an issue in the 1997 election.
Estelle Morris, a Labour MP who is now the British Education Minister,
said, “If we do not start to address the problem young men and boys are
facing we have no hope.”*° So who in the United States is working to im-
prove boys’ achievements? No one. No national organizations alert the
public to boys’ academic shortcomings, no politically powerful groups
lobby Congress to help boys. The climate for American boys is un-
friendly. The mood in Great Britain is constructive and informed by
plain common sense. The mood in the United States is contentious and
ideological, and shaped by the girl advocates.

In the war against boys, as in all wars, the first casualty is truth. In
the United States, the truth about boys has been both distorted and
buried. I begin by showing how the plight of boys came to be buried and
by whom. I then report on actual condition of boys, giving readers docu-
mented accounts of how boys are faring and suggesting what we can do

to brighten their prospects. Boys badly need our attention. It is late, but
not too late.



