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Preface to the New Edition

QC hen the first edition of 7he War Against Boys appeared in

2000, almost no one was talking about boys educational and
social problems. Now its hard to open a newspaper without
stumbling upon references to the multiple books, articles, studies,
and documentaries highlighting boys academic, social, and
vocational deficits. So is the war over? Not yet.

Although many educators recognize that boys have fallen far
behind girls in school, few address the problem in a serious way.
Schools that try to stop the trend, through boy-friendly
pedagogy, literacy interventions, vocational training, or same-sex
classes, are often thwarted. Women’s lobbying groups still call
such projects evidence of a “backlash” against girls’ achievements
and believe they are part of a campaign to slow further female
progress.

The recent advances of girls and young women in school,
sports, and vocational opportunities are cause for deep
satisfaction. They should not, however, blind us to the large and
growing cohort of poorly educated young men in our midst, boys
who are going to be lost in our knowledge-based economy. To
address the problem, we must acknowledge the plain truth: boys
and girls are different. Yet in many educational and government



circles, it remains taboo to broach the topic of sex differences.
Gender scholars and experts still insist that the sexes are the same
and argue that any talk of difference only encourages sexism and
stereotypes. In the current environment, to speak of difference
invites opprobrium, and to speak of boys special needs invites
passionate, organized opposition. Meanwhile, one gender
difference refuses to go away: boys are languishing academically,
while girls are soaring.

In the first edition of 7he War Against Boys, 1 focused
primarily on how groups such as the American Association of
University Women, the Wellesley Centers for Women, and the
Ms. Foundation were harming our nation’s young men. These
organizations and their doctrines are still very much with us. But
in this revised edition, I describe the emergence of additional
boy-averse trends: the decline of recess, punitive zero-tolerance
policies, myths about juvenile “superpredators,” and a misguided
campaign against single-sex schooling. As our schools become
more feelings centered, risk averse, competition-free, and
sedentary, they move further and further from the characteristic
sensibilities of boys.

However, in the fourteen years since 7he War Against Boys was
first published, England, Australia, and Canada have made
concerted efforts to address the boy gap. In these countries, the
public, the government, and the education establishment have
become keenly aware of the increasing number of underachieving
young males. In stark contrast to the United States, they are
energetically, even desperately, looking for ways to help boys



achieve parity. They have dozens of commissions, trusts, and
working groups devoted to improving the educational prospects
of boys. Using evidence and not ideology as their guide, these
education leaders speak openly of male/female differences and
don’t hesitate to recommend sex-specific solutions.

Success for Boys, for example, is an Australian program that
has provided grants to 1,600 schools to help them incorporate
boy-effective methods into their daily practice.! In Great Britain,
ten members of Parliament formed a Boys' Reading Commission
and published a comprehensive report in 2012.2 It offers
educators a “tool kit” of successtul practices. Paul Capon,
president of the Canadian Council on Learning, acknowledges
the political temprtation to avoid or deny the problem of male
underachievement. Still, he says, “You have to ask what is
happening, and you have to ask why. Its a head-in-the-sand,
politically correct view to say there’s no problem with boys.”3 In
the United States, our education establishment remains paralyzed
with its head in the sand.

The subtitle of the first edition was “How Misguided
Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men.” The emphasis on
misguided—I] did not intend to indict the historical feminist
movement, which I have always seen as one of the great triumphs
of our democracy. But some readers took the book to be an
attack on feminism itself, and my message was lost on them. In
this edition, I have sought to make a clearer distinction between
the humane and progressive womens movement and today’s
feminist lobby. That lobby too often acts as a narrow, take-no-



prisoners special interest group. Its members see the world as a
zero-sum struggle between women and men. Their job is to side
with the women—beginning with girls in the formative years of

childhood.

Most women, including most equality-minded women, do not
see the world as a Manichean struggle between Venus and Mars.
The current plight of boys and young men is, in fact, a women’s
issue. Those boys are our sons; they are the people with whom
our daughters will build a future. If our boys are in trouble, so
are we all.

In the war against boys, as in all wars, the first casualty is
truth. In this updated edition, I give readers the best and most
recent information on “where the boys are.” I say who is warring
against them and why; I describe the best scientific research on
the issues in debate; and I show readers the high price we will pay
if we continue to neglect academic and social needs of boys. I also
suggest solutions.

This book explains how it became fashionable to pathologize
the behavior of millions of healthy male children. We have
turned against boys and forgotten a simple truth: the energy,
competitiveness, and corporal daring of normal males are
responsible for much of what is right in the world. No one denies
that boys™ aggressive tendencies must be mitigated and channeled
toward constructive ends. Boys need (and crave) discipline,
respect, and moral guidance. Boys need love and tolerant
understanding. But being a boy is not a social disease.



To appreciate the growing divide between our educational
establishment and the world of boys, consider this rare entity: a
boy-friendly American school. In June of 2011, I visited the
Heights School, an all-male Catholic academy outside
Washington, DC. As I approached, I saw a large banner that said
“Heights School: Men Fully Alive.”

The school is thriving. There is new construction and a
population of 460 fully engaged male students, grades three
through twelve. Competition is part of the everyday life of the
students, and awards and prizes are commonly used as incentives
—but this competition is deeply embedded in an ethical system.
The younger boys (ages eight to ten) attend class in log cabins
filled with collections of insects, plants, and flowers. They
memorize poetry and take weekly classes in painting and drawing.
At the same time, the school makes room for male rowdiness.

The day of my visit, the eighth-grade boys were reenacting the
Roman Battle of Philippi in 42 BC, which they had studied in
class. The boys had made their own swords and shields out of
cardboard and duct tape, emblazoned with dragons, eagles, and
lightning bolts. For more than an hour, they marched, attacked,
and brawled. At one point, a group of warriors formed a classic
Roman “tortoise’—a formation with shields on all sides. Another
battalion charged full-speed into the tortoise. Younger boys
gathered on the sidelines and catapulted water balloons into the
fray.

I asked the principal if the boys ever get hurt. Not really, he



said. Anyway, one of his first lectures to parents concerns the
“value of the scraped knee.” There weren't even scraped knees in
the battle I observed—just boys having about as much fun as

there is to be had.

The Heights School is an outlier. Sword fights, sneak water
balloon attacks, and mock battles hold a special fascination for
boys, but most of today’s schools prohibit them. Play swords and
shields? Those, even in miniature, invite suspension. Boys
charging into each other? Someone could get hurt (and think of
the lawsuits). Young males pretending to kill one another? A
prelude to wife abuse. Gender scholars have spent the past twenty
years trying to resocialize boys away from such “toxic” masculine
proclivities. And a boys school? The American Civil Liberties
Union has recently joined forceswith a group of activist
professors to expose and abolish the injustice of such invidious
“segregation.” For them, what I saw at the Heights School is not
“men fully alive”—it is gender apartheid.

The war against boys is not over. It is fiercer than ever. But
the stakes have risen, the battle lines have become clearer, and
here and there one sees signs of resistance and constructive action.
My second edition is dedicated to inspiriting the forces of reason
and, eventually, reconstruction.



1
Where the Boys Are

Aviation High School in Queens, New York, is easy to miss. A

no-frills, industrial-looking structure of faded orange brick with
green aluminum trim, it fits in comfortably with its gritty
neighbors—a steel yard, a plastics factory, a tool supply outlet,
and a twenty-four-hour gas station and convenience store. But to
walk through the front doors of Aviation High is to enter one of
the quietest, most inspiring places in all of New York City. This
is an institution that is working miracles with students. Schools

everywhere struggle to keep teenagers engaged. At Aviation, they
are enthralled.

On a recent visit to Aviation, I observed a classroom of
fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds intently focused on constructing
minijaturized, electrically wired airplane wings from mostly raw
materials. In another class, the students worked in teams—with a
student foreman and crew chief—to take apart a small jet engine
and then put it back together in just twenty days. In addition to
pursuing a standard high school curriculum, Aviation High
students spend half of the day in hands-on classes learning about
airframes, hydraulics, and electrical systems. They put up with
demanding college preparatory English and history classes



because unless they do well in them, they cannot spend their
afternoons tinkering with the engine of a Cessna 411 parked
outside on the playground. The school’s two thousand pupils—
mostly Hispanic, African American, and Asian from homes below
the poverty line—have a 95 percent attendance rate and an 88
percent graduation rate, with 80 percent attending college.! The
New York City Department of Education routinely awards the
school an “A” on its annual Progress Report.2 And it has been
recognized by U.S. News ¢ World Report as one of the best high
schools in the nation.3 Aviation High lives up to its motto:
“Where Dreams Take Flight.” So what is the secret of its success?

“The school is all about structure,” Assistant Principal Ralph
Santiago told me. The faculty places a heavy emphasis on
organization, precision workmanship, and attention to detail. No
matter how chaotic students’ home lives may be, at Aviation, they
are promised five full days per week of calm consistency. The
school administrators maintain what they call a “culture of
respect.” They don' tolerate even minor infractions. But anyone
who spends a little time at the school sees its success is not about
zero-tolerance and strict sanctions. The students are kept so busy
and are so fascinated with what they are doing that they have
neither the time nor the desire for antics. Many who visit the
school are taken aback by the silent, empty hallways. Is it a
holiday? Where are the kids? They are in the classrooms, engaged
in becoming effective, educated, employable adults. “Do you
have self-esteem programs?” I asked, just for the fun of it. “We

don’t do that,” replied the principal.



Study groups from as far away as Sweden and Australia have
visited and are now attempting to replicate Aviation in their
home countries. It would appear to be a model of best practices.
But there are very few visits from American officials. No one
from the US Department of Education has visited or ever singled
it out for praise. Aviation High is, in fact, more likely to be
investigated, censured, and threatened by federal ofhicials than
celebrated or emulated. Despite its seventy-five-year history of
success, and despite possessing what seems to be a winning
formula for educating at-risk kids, it suffers from what many
education leaders consider to be a fatal flaw: the school is 85
percent male.4

'The women students at Aviation High are well respected, hold
many of the leadership positions, and appear to be flourishing in
every way. But their numbers remain minuscule. They know
their passion for jet engines makes them different from most girls
—and they seem to enjoy being distinctive. One soft-spoken
young woman whose parents emigrated from India told me she
loves the school, and so do her parents: “They like it because it is
so safe.” She is surrounded by more than seventeen hundred
adolescent males in a poor section of Queens, yet she couldn' be
safer.

Principal Deno Charalambous, Assistant Principal Ralph
Santiago, and other administrators have made efforts to reach out
to all prospective students, male and female, but it is mostly boys
who respond. From an applicant pool of approximately three
thousand junior high pupils from across the five New York City



boroughs, the school makes about 1,200 offers and fills 490 seats
in its entering ninth-grade class. Admission is open to all, and the
school admissions committee looks at grades and test scores. But,
says Santiago, “our primary focus is on attendance.” Give us
students with a good junior high attendance record and an
interest in all things mechanical, he says, and Aviation can turn
them into pilots, airplane mechanics, or engineers.

“Why did you choose Aviation?” I ask Ricardo, a ninth grader.
“I liked the name.” The world of aviation—and classes with a lot
of hammering, welding, riveting, sawing, and drilling—seems to
resonate more powerfully in the minds of boys than girls. At the
same time, it is girls who are the overwhelming majority at two
other New York City vocational schools: the High School of
Fashion Industries and the Clara Barton High School (for health
professions) are 92 percent and 77 percent female, respectively.
Despite forty years of feminist consciousness-raising and gender-
neutral pronouns, boys still outnumber girls in aviation and
automotive schools, and girls still outnumber boys in fashion and
nursing. The commonsense explanation is that sexes differ in
their interests and propensities. But activists in groups such as the
American Association of University Women and the National
Women’s Law Center beg to differ.

The National Women’s Law Center has been waging a decade-
long battle against New York City’s vocational-technical high
schools—with Aviation High at the top of its list of offenders. In
2001, its copresident, Marcia Greenberger, along with two
activist lawyers, wrote a letter to the then—Chancellor of the New



York City Board of Education, claiming that girls' rights were
being violated in the city’s vocational public schools and
demanding that the “problem be remedied without delay.”5 The
letter acknowledged that girls prevailed by large margins in four
of the schools, but such schools, they said, do not prepare young
women for jobs that pay as well as the male-dominated programs.
“The vocational programs offered at these schools correspond
with outmoded and impermissible stereotypes on the basis of
sex.” The letter noted that “even the names assigned to vocational
high schools send strong signals to students that they are
appropriate only for one sex or the other.”

In 2008, prompted by the National Women’s Law Center,
the public advocate for the City of New York, Betsy Gotbaum,
published a scathing indictment entitled Blue School, Pink School:
Gender Imbalance in New York City CTE (Career and 1echnical
Education) High Schools. Why are there so few girls in vocational
schools for automobile mechanics, building construction, and
aviation? The report offered a confident reply: “Research shows
that the reluctance of girls to participate in such programs is
rooted in stereotypes of male and female roles that are imparted
early in childhood.”” In fact, the literature on gender and
vocation is complex, vibrant, and full of reasonable
disagreements. There is no single, simple answer.

I asked Charalambous, Santiago, and other administrators
whether Aviation High had received any official complaints.
They were vaguely aware of the 2001 letter and 2008 report, but

were confident that the stunning success of their school,



especially one serving so many at-risk kids, would allay doubts
and criticism. The educators at Aviation define equity as “equality
of opportunity’—girls are just as welcome as boys. They were
frankly baffled by the letters and threats and seemed to think it
was just a misunderstanding. But the activists at the National
Women’s Law Center, as well as the authors of the Blue School,
Pink School report, believe that true equity means equality of
participation. By this definition, Aviation falls seriously short.
There is no misunderstanding.

We must all be “willing to fight,” exclaimed Marcia
Greenberger at a 2010 White House celebration of the Title IX
equity law.8 To an audience that included Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights Russlynn Alj,
and White House senior advisor Valerie Jarrett, she noted that
Title IX could be used to root out sexist discrimination in areas
“outside of sports.” Said Greenberger, “We have loads of work to
do!” She singled out Aviation High School as an egregious
example of continuing segregation in vocational-technical schools.
Ms. Jarrett concluded the session by assuring everyone in the
room that “We are hardly going to rest on our laurels until we
have absolute equality, and we are not there yet.”

Before Ms. Jarrett or the secretary of education or other
education ofhicials join Ms. Greenberger and her colleagues at the
National Women’s Law Center in their pursuit of absolute
equality, they need to consider Aviation High School in the
larger context of American education and American life.



Boys and Girls in the Classroom

In 2000, the Department of Education (DOE) published a long-
awaited report on gender and education entitled 77ends in
Educational Equity of Girls and Women.® 'The research was
mandated by Congress under the Gender Equity in Education
Act of 1993.10 Women’s groups such as the National Women’s

Law Center and the American Association of University Women
lobbied heavily for the 1993 law and DOE study. Their own
research showed that girls were being massively shortchanged and
demoralized in the nations schools. The AAUW, for example,

called the plight of adolescent young women “an American
tragedy.”!! It was because of such claims that Congress was
moved to pass the Gender Equity in Education Act, categorizing
girls as an “underserved population” on a par with other
discriminated-against minorities. Hundreds of millions of dollars
in grants were awarded to study the plight of girls and to learn
how to overcome the insidious biases against them. Parents
throughout the country observed Take Your Daughter to Work
Day; the Department of Health and Human Services launched a
self-esteem enhancing program called Girl Power!; and, at the
United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing
in 1995, members of the American delegation presented the
educational and psychological deficits of American girls as a
pressing human rights issue.!12

In 2000, women’s groups eagerly awaited the DOE study. It
promised to be the most thorough assessment of gender and



education yet. Solid and unimpeachable statistics from the federal
government would be a great boon to their campaign on behalf
of the nation’s young women.

But things did not go as planned. The shortchanged-girl
movement rested on a lot of unconventional evidence:
controversial self-esteem studies,!> unpublished reports on
classroom interactions,' and speculative, metaphor-laden
theories about “school climates” and female adolescent malaise. 15
Here, for example, is a typical pronouncement: “As the river of a
girl’s life lows into the sea of Western culture, she is in danger of
drowning or disappearing.”16 Those portentous words were
uttered in 1990 by feminist psychologist Carol Gilligan, a leader
of the shortchanged-girl movement. The picture of confused and
forlorn girls struggling to survive would be drawn again and
again, with added details and increasing urgency. By 1995, the
public was more than prepared for psychologist Mary Pipher’s
bleak tidings in her bestselling book, Reviving Ophelia: Saving the
Selves of Adolescent Girls. According to Pipher, “Something
dramatic happens to girls in early adolescence. . . . They crash
and burn.”17

'The DOE’s Trends in Educational Equity report was based on
more straightforward criteria: grades, test scores, and college
matriculation. By those standards, girls were doing far better than
boys. The DOE’s National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) analyzed forty-four concrete indicators of academic
success and failure. About half of the indicators showed no
differences between boys and girls. For example, “Females are just



as likely as males to use computers at home and at school,” and
“Females and males take similar mathematics and science courses
in high school.” Some favored boys: they do better on math and
science tests, and they enjoy these subjects more and demonstrate
greater confidence in their math and science abilities than girls.
Trends in Educational Equity found that the math and science
gaps were narrowing, but they still singled them out as areas of
concern. On the whole, however, girls turned out to be far and
away the superior students. According to the report, “There is
evidence that the female advantage in school performance is real
and persistent.”!8 As the study’s director, Thomas Snyder, told
me almost apologetically, “We did not realize women were doing
so well.”

A few sample findings:

 “Female high school seniors tend to have higher educational
aspirations than their male peers.”

 “Female high school seniors are more likely to participate in
more after-school activities than their male peers, except for
participation in athletics.”

e “Female high school students are more likely than males to
take Advanced Placement examinations.”

* “Females have consistently outperformed males in reading
and writing.”

e “Differences in male and female writing achievements have
been relatively large, with male 11th graders scoring at about



the same level as female 8th graders in 1996.”
* “Females are more likely than males to enroll in college.”

e “Women are more likely than men to persist and attain
degrees.”

Figure 1: Average GPA of 12th Graders, by Sex
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Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Transcript Study (HSTS), 2000, 1998, 1994, 1990.

Contrary to the story told by the girl-crisis lobby, the new
study revealed that by the early 1990s, American girls were
flourishing in unprecedented ways. To be sure, a few girls may
have been crashing and drowning in the sea of Western culture,
but the vast majority were thriving in it: moving ahead of boys in
the primary and secondary grades, applying to college in record
numbers, filling the more challenging academic classes, joining



sports teams, and generally outperforming boys in the classroom
and extracurricular activities. Subsequent studies by the
Department of Education and the Higher Education Research
Institute show that, far from being timorous and demoralized,
girls outnumber boys in student government, honor societies,
and school newspapers. They also receive better grades,!® do
more homework,20 take more honors courses,2! read more
books,22 eclipse males on tests of artistic and musical ability,23
and generally outshine boys on almost every measure of classroom
success. At the same time, fewer girls are suspended from school,
fewer are held back, and fewer drop out.24 In the technical
language of education experts, girls are more academically

“engaged.”

Figure 2: Percentage of High School Sophomores Who
Arrive at School Unprepared, by Sex
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of
Education 2007, Indicator 22.

If all the data from the Department of Education had to be
condensed into a single anecdote, it could be this one about a
parent-teacher conference in a middle school in New Jersey in
2010:

A sixth-grade boy, whose mother asks he be identified as Dan,
squirms as his teacher tells his parents he’s not trying hard enough in
school. He looks away as the teacher directs his parents to a table of
projects the class has done on ancient Greek civilization. Some
projects are meticulous works of art, with edges burned to resemble
old parchment. Dan’s title page is plain and unillustrated, and he’s
left an “e” out of “Greek.” “You'll never get anywhere if you don't
try,, says Dans father as they leave the classroom. “I dont
understand,” says Dan’s mother, whose two older daughters got

straight A’s in school without her intervention.25

But Don’t Boys Test Better?

Boys do appear to have an advantage when it comes to taking
tests like the SAT. They consistently attain higher scores in both
the math and verbal sections, though girls are well ahead in the
recently added essay section.2¢ But according to the College
Board, the organization that administers the SAT, the boys’
better scores tell us more about the selection of students taking
the test than about any advantage boys may enjoy. Fewer males
than females take the SAT (46 percent of the test takers are male)

and far more of the female test takers come from the “at risk”



category—girls from lower-income homes or with parents who
never graduated from high school or never attended college.
“These characteristics,” says the College Board, “are associated
with lower than average SAT scores.””

There is another factor that skews test results. Nancy Cole,
former president of the Educational Testing Service, calls it the
“spread” phenomenon. Scores on almost any intelligence or
achievement test are more widely distributed for boys than for
girls—boys include more prodigies and more students of
marginal ability. Or, as the late political scientist James Q.
Wilson once put it, “There are more male geniuses and more
male idiots.” The boys of marginal ability tend not to take the
SAT, so there is no way to correct for the high-achieving males
who show up in large numbers.

Suppose we were to turn our attention away from the highly
motivated, self-selected two-fifths of high school students who
take the SAT and consider instead a truly representative sample
of American schoolchildren. How would girls and boys then
compare? Well, we have the answer. The National Assessment of
Educational Progress, mandated by Congress in 1969 offers the
best measure of achievement among students at all levels of
ability. Under the NAEP program, 120,000 to 220,000 students
drawn from all fifty states as well as District of Columbia and
Department of Defense schools are tested in reading, writing,
math, and science at ages nine, thirteen, and seventeen. In 2011,
eighth-grade boys outperformed girls by 1 point in math and 5
points in science. But in 2011 and 2007 respectively (the most



recent year for this data), eighth-grade girls outperformed boys
by 9 points in reading and 20 points in writing. (Ten points are
roughly equivalent to one year of schooling.28)

The math and science gap favoring boys has been intensely
debated and analyzed. In 1990, at the beginning of the
shortchanged-girl campaign, young women were even further
behind. (Seventeen-year-old females, for example, were then 11
points behind males in science.) It is likely that the women’s
lobby was helpful in drawing attention to the girls’ deficits and in
promoting effective remedies. But what is hard to understand is
why the math and science gap launched a massive movement on
behalf of girls, and yet a much larger gap in reading, writing, and
school engagement created no comparable effort for boys. Just as
hard to explain is the failure by nearly everyone in the education
establishment to address the growing college attendance gap.
Today, women in the United States earn 57 percent of bachelor’s
degrees, 60 percent of master’s degrees, and 52 percent of PhDs.

Figure 3: Percentage of All College Degrees* Female vs.
Male, 1966-2021
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According to DOE projections, these male-female disparities
will only become increasingly acute in the future. As a policy
analyst for the Pell Institute once quipped, only half in jest, “the
last male will graduate from college in 2068.”

Where Have all the Young Men Gone?

Trends in Educational Equity was a serious study carried out by an
unimpeachable source—highly regarded, apolitical statisticians at
the Department of Educations National Center for Education



Statistics. But it flatly contradicted the shortchanged-girl thesis.
Yes, it showed that young women needed special attention in
certain areas such as their performance on standardized math and
science tests; at the same time, it exposed the folly of calling them
“underserved” or “shortchanged.” How did the women’s groups
react?

Inidally, they ignored it. But so did most journalists,
educators, and public officials. The Education Department
wasnt comfortable with its own findings and gave them little
publicity. (One official told me, off the record, that some of the
staft worried that it would deflect attention away from worthy
womens causes.) A few months after the study appeared, I asked
its director, Thomas Snyder, why the Department of Education
had not alerted the public to its findings. After all, the misleading
AAUW report How Schools Shortchange Girls generated hundreds
of stories by journalists and newscasters across the country.
Shouldn’t Trends in Equity in Education have received more
publicity? “We were probably more guarded than necessary,” he
said, “but we are a government agency. . . . In retrospect, we
should have done more.”

So what finally slowed down the girl-crisis parade? Reality
struck. The “left the € out of ‘Greek’ ” phenomenon became
impossible to ignore. Teachers observed male fecklessness and
disengagement before their eyes, day after day in their classrooms.
Parents began noticing that young women were sweeping the
honors and awards at junior high and high school graduations,
while young men were being given most of the prescriptions for



attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.29 College admissions
officers were baffled, concerned, and finally panicked over the
dearth of male applicants. A new phrase entered the admissions
office lexicon: “the tipping point”—the point at which the ratio
of women to men reaches 60/40. According to insider lore, if
male enrollment falls to 40 percent or below, females begin to
flee. Ofhcials at schools at or near the tipping point (American
University, Boston University, Brandeis University, New York
University, the University of Georgia, and the University of
North Carolina, to name only a few) feared their campuses were
becoming like retirement villages, with a surfeit of women
competing for a tiny handful of surviving men. “Where Have All
the Young Men Gone?” was a major attraction at a 2002 meeting
of the National Association of College Admission Counseling.

Throughout the 2000s, stories of faltering schoolboys
appeared in almost every major magazine and newspaper in the
country. My own book 7he War Against Boys was published in
2001, accompanied by a cover story in 7he Atlantic, “Girls Rule:
Mythmakers to the Contrary, Its Boys Who Are in Deep
Trouble.” These were followed a few years later by articles in
Newsweek, BusinessWeek, The New Republic, and U.S. News &
World Report. Programs such as 60 Minutes and 20/20
dramatized the plight of boys, as did data-filled books such as
Why Boys Fail and The Trouble with Boys. 3° In addition to this
steady flow of news stories and books, various state commissions
and policy centers issued reports on the precarious state of
schoolboys.3! In 20006, for example, the Rennie Center for



Education Research and Policy, a nonpartisan Massachusetts
think tank on education, released Are Boys Making the Grade?
Initially, its researchers wondered if the media stories about
disadvantaged boys were exaggerated. They asked, “[I]s the
picture as one-sided as the media portray?” Their final answer: a
resounding, unequivocal yes. “The gender gap is real and has a
negative effect on boys.”32 With obvious surprise at their own
findings, the Rennie researchers reported, “In Massachusetts, the
achievement of girls not only exceeds the achievement of boys in
English language arts at all grade levels, girls are generally
outperforming boys in math as well.”33 The study concluded,
“Boys are struggling in our public schools.” It suggested several
reforms such as more experimentation with single-sex classrooms,
a heightened focus on male and female learning styles in teacher
training programs, and special attention to black, Hispanic, and
other subgroups of boys.

The same year, 20006, the California Postsecondary Education
Commission (a group of business leaders, educators, and public
policy experts that advises the governor) published 7he Gender
Gap in California Higher Education. It showed women from all
major ethnic groups moving well ahead of men throughout the
University of California (UC) system.34 In the professional
schools, once dominated by men, women were earning 57
percent of degrees in law, 62 percent in dentistry, 73 percent in
optometry, 77 percent in pharmacy, and 82 percent in veterinary
medicine. Just like Thomas Snyder in the Department of
Education and the Rennie researchers in Massachusetts, the



California Postsecondary Education Commission authors seemed
both surprised and alarmed by their findings. “The magnitude of
the issue [of male disadvantage] is large.”3> And they noted the
potential harm the growing gap could wreak in the US workforce
and in the nation’s “competitiveness in the global economy.”3¢

By the middle of the 2000s, the precariousness of boys and
young men in American schools was one of the most thoroughly
documented phenomena in the history of education. Groups like
the National Womens Law Center and the AAUW might have
been expected to return to the drawing board to look for ways to
address the special needs of girls, while acknowledging the
considerable vulnerabilities of boys. That did not happen.

The Empire Strikes Back

In 2008, Linda Hallman, the AAUW executive director,
announced her organization’s determination to continue to
“break through barriers” for women and girls and not to allow
“adversaries” to obstruct their mission:

Our adversaries know that AAUW is a force to be reckoned with,
and that we have “staying power” in our dedication to breaking
through the barriers that we target. . . . We ARE Breaking through
Barriers. We mean it; we've done it before; and we are “coming after

them” again and again and again, if we have to! All of us, all the

time.37 [AAUW empbhasis.]

This powerful and influential organization saw the new focus
on boys as part of an organized backlash against the gains of



women. A few weeks before Ms. Hallman’s declaration of war,
the AAUW issued a 103-page study refuting the idea that boys
were disadvantaged. According to Where the Girls Are: The Facts
Aboutr Gender Equity in Education, the boy crisis was a hoax. This
study, said Ms. Hallman, “debunks once and for all the myth of
the ‘boys’ crisis’ in education.”38 She described it as “the most
comprehensive report ever done on the topic.”3? As we shall see,
it did not come close to Trends in Educational Equity, or dozens
of other studies, in objectivity, soundness, or comprehensiveness.
But it did garner masses of publicity, including respectful
treatment in places such as the New York Times , Washington Post,
Wall Street Journal, and NewsHour with Jim Lebrer.40 On its
blog, the AAUW urged its more than 100,000 members around
the country to “Build Buzz on Where the Girls Are.” There was
no buzz machine behind the research on boys. What did the
AAUW find?

Chapter 1 of Where the Girls Are begins with a comment on
the motives of authors (this author included) who write about the

plight of boys:

Many people remain uncomfortable with the education and
professional advances of girls and women, especially when they
threaten to outdistance their male peers. . . . From the incendiary
book 7he War Against Boys . . . to more subtle insinuations such as
the New York Times headline, “At Colleges, Women Are Leaving
Men in the Dust,” a backlash against the achievement of girls and
women emerged.41

The report flatly rejects the idea that boys as a group are in



trouble. In fact, it asserts that young men are faring better today
than ever before. Todays young men, say the authors, are
graduating from high school in record numbers. “More men are
earning college degrees today in the United States than at any
time in history.” 42 Men have not fallen behind; it is simply that
females “have made more rapid gains.”43 The report does not
deny that there are serious inequities in education, but attributes
them to race and class—not gender. It calls for a refocused public
debate on the deep division among schoolchildren by race and
family income. Finally, it emphatically reminds readers of the
real world that awaits young men and women once they leave
school: “Perhaps the most compelling evidence against the
existence of a boys’ crisis is that men continue to outearn women
in the workplace.”44

It is hard to know how to respond to the suggestion that those
of us who write about the plight of boys are “uncomfortable with
the advances of girls.” The AAUW gives no evidence for it. The
same charge was made by two professors, Rosalind Chait Barnett,
a senior scientist at the Women’s Studies Research Center at
Brandeis University, and Caryl Rivers of Boston University, in
their 2011 book, 7he Truth About Girls and Boys: “The fact that
girls are succeeding academically touches a wellspring of psychic
fear in some people.” ‘They called the boys crisis
“manufactured”—part of a “backlash against the womens
movement.”45 Soon after the 2008 release of Where the Girls Are,
Linda Hallman told the New York Times that “conservative
commentators. were behind the “distracting debate” over



allegedly disadvantaged boys.4¢

But alarm over the plight of boys comes from parents,
educators, writers, research institutes, and commissions from
across the political and social spectrum. What we share is a
concern for all children, along with an awareness that boys appear
to need special help right now. That is not backlash; it is reality

and common sense.

What about the claim that boys are doing better than ever?
According to the AAUW report:

More men are earning college degrees today in the United States than
at any time in history. During the past 35 years, the college-educated
population has greatly expanded: The number of bachelor’s degrees
awarded annually rose 82 percent, from 792,316 in 1969-70 to
1,439,264 in 2004-05.47

[t is true that in absolute terms more boys were graduating
from high school and going to college in 2005 than in the
previous forty years. But that is because the population of
college-age males was much larger in 2005 than in the previous
forty years. In 1970, men earned 451,097 BA degrees; by 2009,
the number was 685,382—a 52 percent increase. In the same
time period, BA degrees conferred to women went from 341,219
to 915,986—a 168 percent increase.48 Good news all around,
says the AAUW. But was it? The picture changes when you
control for population growth and consider the raze of
improvement. Males stalled in the mid-1970s while females
rapidly advanced (see Figure 4).



Figure 4: Percentage of Population Ages 25-34 with 4 Years
of College, 1970-2009, by Sex
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The AAUW researchers point out that even if men are not
keeping up with women, they are doing better than in the past.
As Linda Hallman explained during a PBS online discussion,
“[Iln the percentage of boys graduating from high school and
college, boys are performing better today than ever before.”#
Technically true, but thoroughly misleading. In 2008, for
example, US Census data shows that among women and men
ages twenty-five to twenty-nine, 34 percent of women had a
bachelor’s degree—compared with 26 percent of men.>0 The
number of women with college degrees had increased by 14
percent from 1978; the men, by less than 1 percent (0.77
percent, to be precise). If the facts were reversed and young men



soared while women stalled, Ms. Hallman and her colleagues
would have a different outlook.

Most of the news stories conveyed the AAUW’s message that
there is no serious gender achievement gap in education—the
problem is race and social class. As one AAUW author told the
Washington Post, “If there is a crisis, it is with African American
and Hispanic students and low-income students, girls and
boys.”>! But here the AAUW obscures the fact that the gender
gap favors girls across all ethnic, racial, and social lines. Young
black women are twice as likely to go to college as black men; at
some of the prestigious historically black colleges the numbers are
truly ominous—Fisk is now 64 percent female; Howard, 67
percent; Clark Atlanta, 72 percent.52

When economist Andrew Sum and his colleagues at the
Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern University
examined gender disparities in the Boston Public Schools, they
found that for the class of 2007, among blacks, there were 191
females for every 100 males attending a four-year college or
university. Among Hispanics the ratio was 175 females for every
100 males. For white students the gap was smaller, but still very
large: 153 females to every 100 males.53

The facts are incontrovertible: young women from poor
neighborhoods in Boston, Los Angeles, or Washington, DC, do
much better than the young men from those same

neighborhoods. There are now dozens of studies with titles like
“The Vanishing Latino Male in Higher Education,” “The Latino



Male Dropout Cirisis,” and  “African-American Males in
Education: Endangered or Ignored?”54 When the College Board
recently studied 7he Educational Experience of Young Men of
Color, its conclusions were dismaying: “There is an educational
crisis for young men of color in the United States. . . .
Collectively, [our] data shows that more than 51 percent of
Hispanic males, 45 percent of African American males, 42
percent of Native American males, and 33 percent of Asian
American males ages 15 to 24 will end up unemployed,
incarcerated or dead. It has become an epidemic, and one that we
must solve by resolving the educational crisis facing young men
of color.”s5

What about those middle- and upper-middle-class white—or
young men of color from comfortable backgrounds? Clearly, they
are not in the same predicament as boys living near or below the
poverty line. But even these males are performing well below
their female counterparts. Consider, for example, the female
advantage when it comes to honor societies, enrollment in AP
classes, and earning As.5¢ Judith Kleinfeld, a professor of
psychology at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, analyzed the
reading skills of white males from college-educated families.
Using Department of Education data, she showed that at the end
of high school, 23 percent of the white sons of college-educated
parents scored “below basic.” For girls from the same
background, the figure was 7 percent. “This means,” Ms.
Kleinfeld writes, “that one in four boys who have college-
educated parents cannot read a newspaper with understanding.”>”



Gender is a constant. Kleinfeld found that 34 percent of
Hispanic males with college-educated parents scored “below
basic,” compared to 19 percent of Hispanic females. Isnt it
possible—or even likely—that if we found ways to inspire poor
black boys to read, those methods might work for Hispanic boys
or poor white boys—or even white middle-class boys?

What Motivates the Women’s Lobby?

It is not hard to understand why women’s groups have invested
so much effort in thwarting the cause of boys. When they look at
society as a whole, they see males winning all the prizes. Men still
prevail in the highest echelons of power. Look at the number of
male CEOs, full professors, political leaders. Or consider the
wage gap. As the AAUW says, “the most compelling evidence
against the existence of a boys crisis is that men continue to
outearn women in the workplace.”>8 Why worry about boys
doing better in school when they appear to be doing so much
better in life?

This is an understandable but seriously mistaken reaction.
First of all, most men are not at the pinnacle of power. The
“spread” phenomenon we see in testing shows up in life. There
are far more men than women at the extremes of success and
failure. And failure is more common. There may be 480 male
CEOs of Fortune 500 companies (20 women), 438 male
members of Congress (101 women), and 126,515 full professors
(45,571 women). But consider the other side of the ledger. More



than one million Americans are classified by the Department of
Labor as “discouraged workers.” These are workers who have
stopped looking for jobs because they feel they have no prospects
or lack the requisite skills and education. Nearly 60 percent are
men—~>636,000 men and 433,000 women. Consider also that
that more than 1.5 million (1,500,278) men are in prison. For
women the figure is 113,462.59

Finally, a word about the infamous “wage gap,” which
represents one of the most long-standing statistical fallacies in
American policy debate. The 23-cent gender pay gap is simply
the difference between the average earnings of all men and
women working full-time. It does not account for differences in
occupations, positions, education, job tenure, or hours worked
per week. When mainstream economists consider the wage gap,
they find that pay disparities are almost entirely the result of
women’s different life preferences—what men and women choose
to study in school, where they work, and how they balance their
home and career. A thorough 2009 study by the US Department
of Labor examined more than fifty peer-reviewed papers on the
subject and concluded that the wage gap “may be almost entirely
the result of individual choices being made by both male and
female workers.”®® In addition to differences in education and
training, the review found that women are more likely than men
to leave the workforce to take care of children or older parents.
There were so many differences in pay-related choices that the
researchers were unable to specify even a residual effect that
might be the result of discrimination.



Wage-gap activists at the AAUW and the National Women’s
Law Center say no—even when we control for relevant variables,
women still earn less. But it always turns out that they have
omitted one or two crucial variables. Consider the case of
pharmacists. Almost half of all pharmacists are female, yet as a
group, they earn only 85 percent of what their male counterparts
earn. Why should that be? After all, male and female pharmacists
are doing the same job with roughly identical educations. There
must be some hidden discrimination at play. But according to
t h e 2009 National Pharmacies Workforce Survey, male
pharmacists work on average 2.4 hours more per week, have
more job experience, and more of them own their own stores.°!
A 2012 New York Times article tells a similar story about women
in medicine: “Female doctors are more likely to be pediatricians
than higher-paid cardiologists. They are more likely to work part
time. And even those working full time put in seven percent
fewer hours a week than men. They are also much more likely to
take extended leaves, most often to give birth and start a
family.”62 There are exceptions, but most workplace pay gaps and
glass ceilings vanish when one accounts for these factors. And as
economists frequently remind us, if it were really true that an
employer could get away with paying Jill less than Jack for the
same work, clever entrepreneurs would fire all their male
employees, replace them with females, and enjoy a huge market
advantage.

Women’s groups do occasionally acknowledge that the pay gap
is largely explained by womens life choices, as the AAUW does



in its 2007 Behind the Pay Gap.3 But this admission is qualified:
they insist that women’s choices are not truly free. Women who
decide, say, to stay home with children, to become pediatricians
rather than cardiologists, or to attend the Fashion Industry High
School rather than Aviation High are driven by sexist stereotypes.
Says the AAUW, “Women’s personal choices are . . . fraught with
inequities.”® It speaks of women being “pigeonholed” into
“pink-collar” jobs in health and education. According to the
National Organization for Women, powerful sexist stereotypes
“steer” women and men “toward different education, training,
career paths,” and family roles.®> But is it really sexist stereotypes
and social conditioning that best explain women’s vocational
preferences and their special attachment to children? Arent most
American women free and self-determining human beings? The
womens groups need to show—not dogmatically assert—that
womens choices are not free. And they need to explain why, by
contrast, the life choices they promote are the authentic ones—
what women truly want, and what will make them happier and
more fulfilled. Of course, these are weighty philosophical
questions unlikely to be resolved anytime soon. But surely, one
thing should be clear: ignoring boys educational deficits is not
the solution to the wage and power gap. And whatever women’s
problems may be, they should not blind us to the growing plight
of marginally educated men.

In 2000, the Portland Press Herald ran an alarming series of
reports about the educational deficits of boys in Maine.®¢ Among
its findings: “High school girls outnumber boys by almost a 2:1



ratio in top-10 senior rankings,” and “Men earn about 38
percent of the bachelor’s degrees awarded by Maines public
universities.” According to the report, boys both rich and poor
had fallen seriously behind their sisters. But the director of
Women’s Studies at the University of Southern Maine, Susan
Feiner, expressed frustration over the sudden concern for boys.
“It is kind of ironic that a couple of years into a disparity between
male and female attendance in college it becomes ‘Oh my God,
we really need to look at this. The world is going to end.”®7

I can sympathize with the professor’s complaint. Where was
the indignation when men dominated higher education, decade
after decade? Maybe it is time for women and girls to enjoy the
advantage. That is an understandable but misguided reaction. It
was wrong to ignore women’s educational needs for so long and
cause for celebration when we turned our attentions to meeting
those needs. But turning the tables and neglecting boys is not the
answer. Why not be fair to both?

In feminist Betty Friedans celebrated 1963 book, The
Feminine Mystique, she said that American women suffered from
severe domestic ennui—“the problem that had no name.” Today
the problem Friedan described hardly exists. For most American
women, especially young women, the problem is not the futility
and monotony of domestic life; it is choosing among the many
paths open to them. Finding male partners as ambitious and well
educated as they are is another challenge. Life for women may be
difficult, but the system is no longer rigged against them. The
new problem with no name is the economic and social free fall of



millions of young men.

Thomas Mortenson, a policy analyst at the Pell Institute for
the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education, began to notice
negative trends for young men twenty years ago. He was certain
that journalists, educators, and political leaders would pick it up
and run with it. When that did not happen, he wrote about it
himself in a 1995 fact sheet entitled “What's Wrong with
Guys?”¢8 He noted that the women surpassed men in the rates at
which they graduated from college in 1991, acknowledging that
the gender gap was “widening.” He asked, “When the labor
market offers such rich rewards for the college educated—Dboth
men and women—why have only women responded?”
Mortenson foresaw the profound negative effects of male
underachievement on the American economy and the family. He
also noted the high psychological toll it would exact from men
themselves. As he told an education reporter, “Most men define
themselves by their work and must be productively engaged.”®

Unfortunately, Mortenson sounded the alarm during a period
when the media, the education establishment, and the
government were focused on the AAUW-engineered girl crisis.
Congress had just passed the Gender Equity in Education Act,
the Department of Health and Human Services had launched
Girl Power!,70 and Reviving Ophelia was on the bestseller lists.”!
No one was paying attention to boys, and the problem that has
no name went unnoticed. Mortenson, a mild-mannered, just-the-
facts-maam Joe Friday from lowa, was no match for the girl
advocates and their buzz machine.



The Economic Fallout

In February 2011 a small miracle happened. The Harvard
Graduate School of Education, once the epicenter of the silenced-
and shortchanged-girl movement, published a major study that
acknowledged the plight of males. It recognized the real problem
that has no name. The study, Pathways to Prosperity, points out
that a high school diploma was once the passport to the American
dream; in 1973, 72 percent of the American workforce had
earned only a high school diploma—or less. Nearly two-thirds of
them made it into the middle class. “In an economy in which
manufacturing was still dominant, it was possible for those with
less education but a strong work ethic to earn a middle-class
wage.”72 Not any longer. As the report makes clear, since the
1970s, “all of the net job growth in America has been generated
by positions that require at least some post-secondary
education.”” The new passport to the American Dream is
“education beyond high school.” And today, far more women
than men have that passport. As Pathways to Prosperity reports:

Our system . . . clearly does not work well for many, especially
young men. In recent years, a yawning gender gap has opened up in
American higher education. Men now account for just 43 percent of
enrollment in our nations colleges, and earn only 43 percent of
bachelor’s degrees. Not surprisingly, women also account for 60

percent of the nation’s graduate students.
This dramatic chart accompanied the report:

Figure 5: The Growing Gender Gap in Our Nation’s Colleges:



What Are the Implications?

Women now account for 57% of college students

bt

Women earn 57% of college degrees Men earn just 43% of
college degrees

FRefeeTm

Women now account for 60% of graduate students

Source: Pathways to Prosperity, Harvard Graduate School of
Education, 2011.

A few months later, in the summer of 2011, the Brookings
Institution published a study that reinforced the message of the
Harvard study. Michael Greenstone, a professor of economics at
MIT and senior fellow at Brookings, along with Adam Looney,
another Brookings senior fellow, released a report on the fate of
marginally educated men in todays workplace. It confirmed
Mortenson’s predictions—and more. To give one dramatic



example, for men ages twenty-five to sixty-four with no high
school diploma, median annual earnings have declined 66
percent since 1969. Say the authors, “Men with just a high
school diploma did only marginally better. Their wages declined
by 47 percent” (Figure 6). Not only have men with minimal
educational credentials suffered severe setbacks in wages—a large
number have vanished from the full-time workforce.

Figure 6: Change in Male Earnings, 1969-2009
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Why have men suffered this decline? As jobs in

manufacturing, construction, farming, and mining have



disappeared and the United States has moved toward a
knowledge-based economy, men have failed to adapt. At the same
time, the education establishment, as well as the federal
government, looked the other way. Male workers with only a
high school degree, say Greenstone and Looney, have been
“unhitched from the engine of growth.”74 According to these two
economists, “Male college completion rates peaked in 1977 . ..
and then barely changed over the next 30 years. This slowdown
in educational attainment for men is puzzling because attainment
among women has continued to rise, and higher education is
richly rewarded in the labor market.””5

These rewards are already in evidence. In major cities across
the United States, single women ages twenty-two to thirty with
no children now earn 8 percent more than their male
counterparts (Figure 7). According to the latest Census Data,
since 2007, the number of young men (ages twenty-five to thirty-
four) living with their parents shot up from 14.2 percent to 18.6
percent. For young women the rates have remained steady—
around 10 percent (Figure 8). The Population Reference Bureau
notes, “The share of young men living at home has reached its
highest level since the Census Bureau first started tracking the
measure in 1960.”76

Figure 7: Top Towns for Women

Percentage in which median full-time wages for single, childless
women ages 22-30 exceeds those of single, childless men in the
same age group.
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Source: Reach Advisory, New York, New York.

Figure 8: Share of Men and Women Ages 25-34 Living with
Their Parents, 2000-2011
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At the conclusion of their report, the Brookings authors offer
suggestions on “the long road back.” One of their top
recommendations: more career academies for high school
students that blend academic instruction with workplace
experience. In other words, more schools like Aviation High
School. Given the current climate, how likely is it that will

happen?

The Women’s Lobby Again

In June 2012, the National Coalition for Women and Girls in
Education (NCWGE) published a new, 66-page report on the
plight of girls in education, 77tle IX at 40: Working to Ensure
Gender Equity in Education.”” While acknowledging that women



have made progress, and mentioning that men may face bias in
nursing and child care programs, they once again present girls as
the shortchanged gender. “Girls and women,” they say, “are
discouraged from pursuing traditionally male training
programs.”’8 Aviation High is not singled out by name, as it was
at the White House equity seminar in 2010, but it is clearly in
their sights. The report calls for aggressive Title IX compliance
reviews and demands that Congress “hold states and
municipalities accountable for increasing women’s completion of
career and technical education programs.”79 As we shall see in
chapter 7, the effort to harass and subjugate one of the few styles
of education that is working for boys is already bearing bitter
fruit in law and regulation. The buzz machine never stops.

Soon after the AAUW published its 2008 report dismissing
the boys crisis, Linda Hallman boasted in her monthly
newsletter about how its release was publicized by the major news
organizations—NPR, the New York Times, and the Washington
Post. She said, “[The] AAUW’s ability to capture media attention
demonstrates the power and credibility of our message.”80 Not
so. Capturing media attention and being credible are distinct
phenomena. What it demonstrates is these womens groups
preternatural ability to lobby, to network, and to spin.

Within living memory, the American feminist movement has
been a valiant, broad-based vehicle for social equality. It achieved
historic victories and enjoys continuing, well-deserved prestige for
its contributions to social equality. But it has now harnessed that
prestige to the ethos and methods of a conventional interest



group. For leaders like Linda Hallman and Marcia Greenberger,
men and women are two opposing camps engaged in a zero-sum
struggle. Their job is to make sure women win. Few women,
including feminist women, share their worldview. The AAUW
and the National Womens Law Center represent a tiny
ideological constituency. But, at the moment, the education
establishment, the White House, and many in the media treat
them as the authoritative voice of American women.

Male underachievement is more than an American problem.
While men still outnumber women in higher education in
China, Japan, and India, there is a growing college gap favoring
women in countries as diverse as France, Brazil, Albania,
Malaysia, and Australia. And the international dimension gives
the problem special urgency, as education writer Richard
Whitmire and literacy expert William Brozo remind us: “The
global economic race we read so much about—the marathon to
produce the most educated workforce and therefore the most
prosperous nation—really comes down to a calculation:
Whichever nation solves these ‘boy troubles’ wins the race.”8!

That is surely an overstatement, but we do know that the
entry of large numbers of women into the workforce in recent
decades has paid large economic dividends. There is no principle
that says gender parity in education guarantees national economic
success, but finding ways to get boys and men more engaged in
school will certainly yield social and economic benefits that go
beyond the welfare of the men themselves.



As we shall see, for countries such as Australia, England, and
Canada, closing the boy gap has become a national priority. But
the United States has an extra handicap. We are coping not only
with millions of poorly educated boys and young men, but with
a tenacious women’s lobby that thwarts all efforts to help them.
And today, that lobby appears to be setting the agenda for the US

gover nment.

In June 2012, the Department of Education’s Office for Civil
Rights published a report entitled Gender Equity in Education.s?
This new equity study might have been an occasion for federal
officials to finally acknowledge the boy gap and alert the public
to its social and economic hazards. After the departments 2000
Trends in Educational Equity study and alarming reports on male
academic disaffection by the California Post-Secondary
Education Commission, the Massachusetts Rennie Center, the
Harvard Graduate School of Education, and the Brookings
Institution, it would seem impossible for federal officials to
ignore boys any longer. But Gender Equity in Education reads as
if it were crafted by spin-mistresses at the AAUW and the
National Womens Law Center. The reading, writing, and school
engagement chasms favoring young women are never mentioned;
the college gap is noted without comment. In contrast, the few
areas where girls are behind boys are highlighted as examples of
inequitable “disparities” and described as “underrepresentation.”

The report’s treatment of the gender gap in the elite Advanced
Placement (AP) program is typical of the entire study. In 1985,
boys and girls took AP courses at nearly the same rate. Around



1990, the girls moved ahead of boys and never looked back. By
2012, AP enrollment was 56 percent female. How do you turn
that into bad news for girls? The authors of Gender Equity in
Education found a way. They mention without elaboration that
“girls outnumber boys in enrollment in AP science, AP foreign
languages, and several other AP subjects”"—and then they get
down to business. Bullet point: “In AP mathematics, however,
boys have consistently outnumbered girls by up to 10,000.” A
longitudinal graph emphasizes the point. But there are no bullet
points or graphs showing that girls have consistently
outnumbered boys by up to 32,000 in biology, 56,000 in
history, and 206,000 in English.85 Why dont the lower male
numbers count as disparity and underrepresentation? Because
they do not fit the shortchanged-girl narrative promoted by the
womens lobby. Unfortunately for boys, that narrative has been
adopted by the federal government and other influential quarters
of the American education establishment.

A Smoking Gun on How Our Schools Fail Boys

What, finally, explains boys plight in education? Why should
they be so far behind girls in honors courses and college
attendance? Boys score slightly better than girls on national math
and science tests—yet their grades in those subjects are lower.
They perform worse than girls on literacy tests—but their
classroom grades are even lower than these test scores predict.
How does that happen? Dont expect answers from the
Department of Education.



In February 2013, three economists from the University of
Georgia (UGA) and Columbia University may have inadvertently
solved the mystery behind the boy gap. In “Non-cognitive Skills
and the Gender Disparities in Test Scores and Teacher
Assessments: Evidence from Primary School” (published in the
Journal of Human Resources), they confirmed that boys across
racial lines and in all major subject areas earn lower grades in
elementary school than their test scores predict.84 But then these
economists did something no education official had thought to
do: they looked for an explanation. And they appear to have
found it. Teachers as early as kindergarten factor good behavior
into grades—and girls, as a rule, comport themselves far better
and are more amenable to classroom routines than boys. As the
authors say, “We trace the misalignment of grades and test scores
to differences between boys and girls in their non-cognitive
development.”  Non-cognitive skills include  self-control,
attentiveness, organization, and the ability to sit still for long
periods of time. As most parents know, girls tend to develop
these skills earlier and more naturally than boys do. It is not
unheard of for some males never to develop them at all.

The economists looked at data from 5,800 children in
kindergarten through fifth grade. They examined students
performance on standardized tests in reading, math, and science.
They then compared the test scores to the teachers” evaluations of
student progress, both academically and socially. At all stages
studied, teachers’ assessments strongly favored the girls. Girls reap
large academic benefits from good behavior and accommodation



to the school environment. So do some boys, by the way. The
researchers found that boys who possess social skills more
commonly found in girls—those who are well-organized, well-
behaved, and can sit still—are graded as well or better than girls.
But such boys are rare. According to the authors “the seeds of a
gender gap in educational attainment may be sown at an early
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Figure 9: Male-Female Gender Gaps on Kindergarten Test
Scores and Grades
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School,” Tables 4A, B and C (for Whites). All gender gaps are
significant at the 5% level or higher.

Graph by Mark Perry (University of Michigan and American
Enterprise Institute). Data from Department of Education, ECLS-
K (Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten, 1998-1999



cohort).

Some will say: too bad for the boys. If young boys are
inattentive, obstreperous, and upsetting to their teachers, that’s
their problem. After all, the ability to regulate one’s impulses,
delay gratification, sit still, and pay close attention to the teacher
are building blocks of success in school and later life. As one
critic told me, the classroom is no more rigged against boys than
workplaces are rigged against lazy and unfocused workers.

But unfocused workers are adults. We are talking here about
children as young as five and six. If little boys are restive and
unfocused, why not look for ways to help them improve? When
we realized that girls, as a group, were languishing behind boys in
math and science, we mounted a concerted national effort to give
female students more support and encouragement, an effort that
has met with significant success. Surely we should try to provide
similar help to boys. Much is at stake.

Grades, more than ever before, are crucially important to a
child’s future. According to the lead author, UGA’s Christopher
Cornwell, “The trajectory at which kids move through school is
often influenced by a teacher’s assessment of their performance,
their grades.”8> Grades determine a students entry into
enrichment programs and AP classes, as well as whether or not a
student receives honors. Most of all, they open and close doors to
higher education. So, says Cornwell, “If grade disparities emerge
this early on, it’s not surprising that by the time these children
are ready to go to college, girls will be better positioned.”



Boys, on average, lack the social maturity of girls—and for
that, many are paying a high price that continues after they have
become more purposive young adults. What is the answer? More
boy-friendly curricula? More male teachers? More single-sex
classrooms? Special preschool classes to improve boys’ social skills?
Extra recess where boys are allowed to engage in their
characteristic rough-and-tumble play? More boy-engaging schools
like Aviation High? As we will see in chapters to come, these are
all promising solutions—and all are strenuously opposed by the
women’s lobby.

Teachers know their male students are struggling, and most
would welcome new ideas on how to help them. But they get
little help or support from offcial circles. The 2012 Gender
Equity in Education report is striking proof that boys are nowhere
on the agenda.

The sad truth is that the educational deficits of boys may be
one of the least-studied phenomena in American education. If
Professor Cornwell and his colleagues are right, our educational
system may be punishing boys for the circumstance of being
boys. And it is a punishment that can last a lifetime.



2
No Country for Young Men

Boys make adults nervous. As a group, they are noisy, rowdy,

and hard to manage. Many are messy, disorganized, and won sit
still. Boys tend to like action, risk, and competition. When
researchers asked a sample of boys why they did not spend a lot
of time talking about their problems, most of them said it was
“weird” and a waste of time.!

When my son David was a high school senior in 2003, his
graduating class went on a camping trip in the desert. A creative
writing educator visited the camp and led the group through an
exercise designed to develop their sensitivity and imaginations.
Each student was given a pen, a notebook, a candle, and matches.
They were told to walk a short distance into the desert, sit down
alone, and “discover themselves.” The girls followed instructions.
The boys, baffled by the assignment, gathered together, threw the
notebooks into a pile, lit them with the matches, and made a
little bonfire.

The creative writing teacher was horrified at the thought that
she was teaching a pack of insipient arsonists—or Lord of the Flies
sociopaths. In fact, they were just boys. But, increasingly, in our



schools and in our homes, everyday boyishness is seen as
aberrational, toxic—a pathology in need of a cure.

Boys today bear the burden of several powerful cultural
trends: a therapeutic approach to education that valorizes feelings
and denigrates competition and risk, zero-tolerance policies that
punish normal antics of young males, and a gender equity
movement that views masculinity as predatory. Natural male
exuberance is no longer tolerated.

The Risk-Free Schoolyard

Many games much loved by boys have vanished from school
playgrounds. At some elementary schools, tug-of-war is being
replaced with “tug-of-peace.”? Tag is under a cloud—schools
across the country have either banned it or found ways to repress
it. When asked by a reporter why the game of tag was
discouraged in the Los Angeles Unified School District 4, the
superintendent, Richard Alonzo, explained, “Why would we
want to encourage a game that may lead to more injuries and
confrontation among students?”3 But safety is just one concern.
Protecting children’s self-esteem is another.

In May 2002, the principal of Franklin Elementary School in
Santa Monica, California, sent a newsletter to parents informing
them that children could no longer play tag during the lunch
recess. As she explained, “The running part of this activity is
healthy and encouraged; however, in this game there is a ‘victim’
or ‘it, which creates a self-esteem issue.”4 School districts in



Texas, Maryland, New York, and Virginia “have banned, limited,
or discouraged” dodgeball.5 “Any time you throw an object at
somebody,” said an elementary school coach in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, “it creates an environment of retaliation and
resentment.”® Coaches who permit children to play dodgeball
“should be fired immediately,” according to the physical
education chairman at Central High School in Naperville,
[llinois.”

'The movement against competitive games gained momentum
after the publication of an article by Neil Williams, chair of the
department of health and physical education at Eastern
Connecticut State University, in a journal sponsored by the
National Association for Sport and Physical Education, which
represents fifteen thousand gym teachers and physical education
professors. In the article, Williams consigned games such as Red
Rover, relay races, and musical chairs to “the Hall of Shame.”8
Why? Because the gamesare based on removing the weakest
links. Presumably, this undercuts children’s emotional
development and erodes their self-esteem. The new therapeutic
sensibility rejects almost all forms of competition in favor of a
gentle and nurturing climate of cooperation. It is also a surefire
way to bore and alienate boys.

From the earliest age, boys show a distinct preference for
active outdoor play, with a strong predilection for games with
body contact, conflict, and clearly defined winners and losers.®
Girls, too, enjoy raucous outdoor play, but they engage in it
less.!0 Deborah Tannen, professor of linguistics at Georgetown



University and author of You Just Don’t Understand: Women and
Men in Conversation, sums up the research on male/female play
differences:

Boys tend to play outside, in large groups that are hierarchically
structured. . . . Girls, on the other hand, play in small groups or in
pairs: the center of a girl’s social life is a best friend. Within the group
intimacy is the key.11

Anthony Pellegrini, a professor of early childhood education
at the University of Minnesota, defines rough-and-tumble play
(R&T) as a behavior that includes “laughing, running, smiling,
jumping, open-hand beating, wrestling, play fighting, chasing
and fleeing.” 12 This kind of play is often mistakenly regarded as
ageression, but according to Pellegrini, R&T is the very opposite.
In cases of schoolyard aggression, the participants are unhappy,
they part as enemies, and there are often tears and injuries.
Rough-and-tumble play brings boys together, makes them happy,
and is a critical part of their socialization.

“Children who engaged in R&T, typically boys, also tended
to be liked and to be good social problem solvers,”!3 says
Pellegrini. Aggressive children, on the other hand, tend not to be
liked by their peers and are not good at solving problems. He
urges parents and teachers to be aware of the differences between
R&T and aggression. 'The former is educationally and
developmentally important and should be permitted and
encouraged; the latter is destructive and should not be allowed.
Increasingly, however, those in charge of little boys, including
parents, teachers, and school officials, are blurring the distinction



and interpreting R&T as aggression. This confusion threatens
boys” welfare and normal development.14

Today, many educators regard the normal play of little boys
with disapproval, and some ban it outright. Preschool boys,
much to the consternation of teachers, are drawn to a style of
rough-and-tumble play that involves action narratives. Typically,
there are superheroes, “bad guys,” rescues, and shoot-ups. As the
boys play, the plots become more elaborate and the boys more
transfixed. When researchers ask boys why they do it, “Because
it’s fun” is the standard reply. 15 According to at least one study,
such play rarely escalates into real aggression—only about 1
percent of the time.!¢ But when two researchers, Mary Ellin
Logue and Hattie Harvey, studied the classroom practices of 98
teachers of four-year-olds, they found that this style of play was
the least tolerated. Nearly half (48 percent) of teachers stopped or
redirected boys dramatic play daily or several times a week,
whereas less than a third (29 percent) reported stopping or
redirecting girls' dramatic play weekly. 17 Here are some sample
quotes from teachers reported by the two authors:

* “My idea of dramatic play is experience created by an adult
with a specific purpose in mind. In our learning
environment, we perceive dramatic play as a homemaker in
the kitchen [or a] postal worker sorting mail. Rough-and-
tumble play is not an acceptable social interaction at our
school.”

e “We ban superhero toys at school.”



* “Rough play is too dangerous. . . . playing house, going
fishing, doctors, office work and grocery store keeps dramatic
play positive.”

“Rough-and-tumble play typically leads to someone getting
hurt, so I redirect. When a child talks about jail, using
karate, etc. I'll ask questions and redirect.”!8

Such attitudes may help explain why boys are 4.5 times more
likely to be expelled from preschool than girls.”® Fortunately,
there were champions of R&T among the teachers in the study.
As one said,

Rough-and-tumble play is inevitable, particularly with boys. It seems
to satisfy innate physical and cultural drives. As long as all participants
are enjoying the play and are safe, I don't intervene. Play is the basis
of learning in all domains.20

Play is, indeed, the basis of learning. And the boy’s superhero
play is no exception. Researchers have found that by allowing
“bad guy” play, the childrens conversation and imaginative
writing skills improved.2! Such play also builds their moral
imagination. It is through such play, say the authors, “that
children learn about justice . . . and their personal limits and the
impact of their behavior on others.” Logue and Harvey ask an
important question, “If boys, due to their choices of dramatic
play themes, are discouraged from dramatic play, how will this
affect their early language and literacy development and their
engagement in school?”22

Carol Kennedy, a longtime teacher and now principal of a



school in Missouri, told the Washington Post, “We do take away a
lot of the opportunity to do things boys like to do. That is to be
rowdy, run and jump and roll around. We don' allow that.” 23
One Boston teacher, Barbara Wilder-Smith, spent a year
observing elementary school classrooms. She reports that an
increasing number of mothers and teachers “believe that the key
to producing a nonviolent adult is to remove all conflict—toy
weapons, wrestling, shoving and imaginary explosions and crashes
—from a boy’s life.” 24 She sees a chasm between the “culture of
women and the culture of boys.”2> That chasm is growing, and it
is harmful to boys.

The Decline of Recess

Recess itself is now under siege and may soon be a thing of the
past. According to a summary of research by Science Daily, “Since
the 1970s, children have lost about 12 hours per week in free
time, including a 25 percent decrease in play and a 50 percent
decrease in unstructured outdoor activities, according to another
study.”26 In 1998, Atlanta eliminated recess in all its public
elementary schools. In Philadelphia, school ofhicials have replaced
traditional recess with “socialized recesses,” in which the children
are assigned structured activities and carefully monitored.2”
“Recess,” reported the New York Times, “has become so
anachronistic in Adanta that the Cleveland Avenue Grammar
School, a handsome brick building, was built two years ago
without a playground.”28



The move to eliminate recess has aroused some opposition,
but almost no one has noticed its impact on boys. It is surely not
a deliberate effort to thwart the desires of schoolboys. Just the
same, it betrays a shocking indifference to their natural
proclivities, play preferences, and elemental needs. Girls benefit
from recess—but boys require it.2 Ignoring differences between
boys and girls can be just as damaging as creating differences
where none exist. Were schools to adopt policies harmful to girls,
there would be a storm of justified protests from well-organized
women advocates. Boys have no such protectors.

Boys playing tag, tug-of-war, dodgeball, or kickball together
in the schoolyard are not only having a great deal of fun, they are
forging friendships with other males in ways that are critical to
their healthy socialization. Similarly, little girls who spend hours
exchanging confidences with other girls or playing theatrical
games are happily and actively honing their social skills. What
these children are doing is developmentally sound. What

justifiable reason can there be to interfere?

Of course, if it could be shown that sex segregation on the
playground or rambunctious competitive games were having
harmful social consequences, efforts to curb them would be
justified. But that has never been shown. Nor is there reason to
believe it will ever be shown. In the absence of any evidence that
rough-and-tumble play is socially harmful, initiatives to suppress
it are unwarranted and a presumptuous attack on boys’ natures.

Such bans are also compromising their health. Obesity has



become a serious problem for both boys and girls, but rather
more so for boys. According to a study prepared for the US
Department of Health and Human Services, “The obesity
prevalence for male children quadrupled from 5.5% in 1976-
1980 to 21.6% in 2007-2008. For female children, the obesity
prevalence tripled from 5.8% in 19761980 to 17.7% in 2007—
2008.730 Diet is a big part of the problem, but lack of exercise is
as well. Strenuous rough-and-tumble play is part of the solution.
And it is something most boys will happily do on their own—if
their elders were not so busy discouraging it.
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Zero Tolerance for Boys

On February 2, 2010, nine-year-old Patrick Timoney was
marched to the principal’s office and threatened with suspension
when he was caught in the cafeteria with a weapon. More
precisely, he was found playing with a tiny LEGO soldier armed
with a two-inch rifle. It was his favorite toy and he had brought
it to school to show his friends. As he sat in the ofhice, frightened
and in tears, the principal, Evelyn Matroianni, called security
administrators in the New York Department of Education for
guidance. She confiscated the toy and summoned his parents to
school for a conference. Patrick avoided suspension by signing an
official statement and promising never again to bring a weapon to
school. A spokesman for the Department of Education explained
to reporters that the principal was just following the “no
tolerance policy” that proscribes weapons at school.3!

Zero-tolerance policies became popular in the 1990s as youth
crime seemed to be surging and schools were coping with a rash
of shootings. These policies mandate severe punishments—often
suspension or expulsion—for any student who brings weapons or
drugs to school, or who threatens others. Sanctions apply to all
violations—regardless of the student’s motives, the seriousness of
the offense, or extenuating circumstances. School ofhcials
embraced zero tolerance because it seemed like the best way to
make schools safe, plus it had the advantage of consistency.
Inform students of the rules and subject everyone to the same
punishments regardless of particular circumstances. Yes, the



occasional student will be punished too harshly, but why not err
on the side of caution?

But in many schools the policy has been taken to absurd
extremes. More often than not, it is boys who are suffering. Here
are a few recent examples of zero tolerance at work.

e 2011: Ten-year-old Nicholas Taylor, a fifth grader at the
David Youree Elementary School in Smyrna, Tennessee, was
sentenced to sit alone at lunch for six days. His crime?
Waving around a slice of pizza that had been chewed to
resemble a gun.

e 2010: David Morales, an eight-year-old in Providence,
Rhode Island, ran afoul of zero tolerance when, for a special
class project, he brought in a camouflage hat with little
plastic army men glued on the flap.

* 2009: Zachary Christie, six, of Newark, Delaware, excited to
be a new Cub Scout, packed his camping utensil in his lunch
box. The gadget, which can be used as a knife, fork, or
spoon, prompted school officials to charge him with
possession of a weapon. Zachary faced forty-five days in the
district’s reform school but was later granted a reprieve by
the school board and suspended for five days.32

[t is tempting to dismiss these cases as aberrational. They are
not. Punishing minor cases is not an unfortunate lapse: it is the
heart of the policy. In defense of the schools, Jennifer Jankowski,
a special education director at the school where Cub Scout
Zachary Christie was suspended, explained to a reporter that “if



Zachary or another student had been hurt by the knife, the
district would have taken the blame. . . . There’s more to the
school’s side than just us being mean and not taking this child’s
interests into account.”33 She is right of course, but it is still hard
to see why common sense cannot be factored into the mix.
School officials should be permitted to consider the student’s
motives, past behavior, and seriousness of the offense. But, of
course, such discretion violates the take-no-prisoners logic behind
zero tolerance.

Under the zero-tolerance regime, suspension rates have
increased dramatically. In 1974, 1.7 million children in grades
K-12 were suspended from the nations schools. By 2007, when
the K-12 population had increased by 5 percent, the number of
suspensions had nearly doubled to 3.3 million—nearly 70
percent of them boys.34 In 2007, according to the National
Center for Education Statistics, 32 percent of boys in grades 9
through 12 had been suspended compared with 17 percent of
girls.35

School suspensions, more than other punishments like
detention, alternative classrooms, or community service, appear
to accelerate a student’s disengagement from school. Not only do
students fall further behind in their studies, many of them enjoy
what is often an unsupervised vacation from school. Also, if
students perceive a punishment to be excessive, capricious, and
unjust, this weakens the bond between them and the adults who
are supposed to be their mentors. According to psychologists
James Comer and Alvin Poussaint, suspensions can make it “more



difficult for you to work with the child in school—he or she no
longer trusts you.”3¢

There is not a lot of research documenting a direct correlation
between suspension and school failure, but one recent study by
two economists, Marianne Bertrand (University of Chicago) and
Jessica Pan (National University of Singapore) should give anyone
pause. After controlling for reading and math scores, race,
gender, and birth year, Bertrand and Pan quantified the damage:
“We observe a negative relationship between school suspension
and future educational outcomes.”” For example, a single
suspension lowers a student’s chances of graduating from high
school by 17 percent and the likelihood of attending college by
16 percent.3® With so many boys at risk of academic failure, it
would seem that suspensions should be reserved for the most
egregious cases.

Zero tolerance was originally conceived as a means of ridding
schools of violent predators and drug users. Who could object to
that? But careful reviews of the policy show that most students
are suspended for minor acts of insubordination and defiance.39
No one is suggesting that such misconduct go unpunished. But
there are many other ways to correct bad behavior besides
suspension—ways shown to be much more effective.40 Preventive
programs appear to work best. In 2009, 2,740 at-risk Chicago
boys in grades seven through ten took part in a life skills/ethics
program called Becoming a Man: Sports Edition. Most of them
had low grade point averages, had missed many weeks of school,
and more than one third had been arrested. A carefully designed



two-year University of Chicago study found that by the end of
the program, their grades and school engagement had improved,
prospects for graduation brightened (by as much as 10 percent to
23 percent). Compared to a control group, arrests diminished by
44 percent.4!

In 2008, a task force for the American Psychological
Association (APA) published a thorough review of literature on
the efficacy of zero-tolerance policies. “Despite a 20-year history
of implementation,” the report concluded, “there are surprisingly
few data that could directly test the assumptions of a zero-
tolerance approach to school discipline, and the data that are
available tend to contradict those assumptions.”¥2 Put another
way, they found no evidence that it worked. But the evidence
that it harmed boys was unequivocal. Not only are young boys
being shamed and treated as deviants for bringing the wrong toys
to school, but suspension may be correlated with school
disengagement, poor achievement, and dropping out.43

The APA authors also noted that fears of school violence have
been greatly exaggerated. While all violence is unacceptable, “the
evidence does not support an assumption that violence in our
schools is out of control or increasing.”44 But might it be that
zero-tolerance policies had themselves suppressed school violence?
The APA found no evidence for that. After controlling for
socioeconomic factors, the task force found that schools with
zero-tolerance policies had more behavior problems than those
using other methods. School climate was worse, not better, under
zero tolerance. Furthermore, far from making punishment more



predictable and fair, the policy was applied unevenly—with
African American boys most severely affected. The authors also
found a negative correlation between the use of suspensions and
academic achievement.¥> These uniformly negative findings
raised a question: what had prompted schools to adopt such a
draconian policy in the first place?

The Superpredators

To understand the evolution of zero tolerance, and the
increasingly harsh treatment of even minor behavioral infractions
among young boys, we need to recall the widespread fear of
youth violence that prevailed in the mid-1990s. On January 15,
1996, Time magazine ran a cover story about a “teenage time
bomb.” Said Time, “They are just four, five, and six years old
right now, but already they are making criminologists nervous.” 46
The “they” were little boys who would soon grow into cold-
blooded killers capable of “remorseless brutality.” The story was
based on alarming findings by several eminent criminologists,
including James Q. Wilson (then at UCLA). Wilson had
extrapolated from a famous 1972 study of the juvenile
delinquency rate among young people born in Philadelphia in
1945 and estimated that within five years—by 2010—the nation
would be plagued by “30,000 more muggers, killers and
thieves.”” John ]. Dilulio Jr., then a professor in Princeton’s
Department of Politics, invoked Wilson’s findings and coined a
chilling cognomen for the rising violent horde: superpredators.48
Dilulio believed that deteriorating social conditions were making



matters much worse: Refining Wilson’s definitions and
extrapolations, he forecasted that “by the year 2010, there will be
approximately 270,000 more juvenile superpredators on the
streets than there were in 1990.”4% In a 1996 book, Dilulio and
two coauthors, William ]. Bennett and John P Walters,
proclaimed: “America is now home to thickening ranks of
juvenile  ‘superpredators—radically  impulsive,  brutally
remorseless youngsters, including ever more preteenage boys . . .
the youngest, biggest, and baddest generation any society has ever
known.”50

The fear of rising youth violence translated easily into fear of
rising school violence, with support from additional research.
Dewey Cornell, a forensic psychologist and professor of
education at the University of Virginia, reports in his 2006 book,
School Violence: Fears Versus Facts, “The perception that schools
were dangerous seemed to be confirmed by a widely publicized
report on school problems.”>! According to the report, when
teachers in 1940 had been asked about “top problems in school,”
they had listed chewing gum, running in halls, and not putting
paper in the wastebasket. Asked the same question in the 1990s,
teachers listed rape, robbery, and assault. The story of the
contrasting lists and the contemporary school jungle culture
entered the media echo chamber and was repeated thousands of
times.

Then, in the late 1990s, the fears were horribly realized. In
1997, teenage boys murdered schoolmates in Bethel, Alaska;
West Paducah, Kentucky; Pearl, Mississippi; and Stamps,



Arkansas. The bloody crescendo came in 1999, in the
Columbine High School massacre in Littleton, Colorado. Seniors
Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold murdered twelve classmates and a
teacher before turning their guns on themselves. They had
planned the assault for more than a year, hoping to kill at least
five hundred schoolmates and teachers with bombs they had
placed around the school (which failed to detonate).

Suspicion of the masculine gender quickly went generic,
extending to all boys. “The carnage committed by two boys in
Littleton, Colorado,” said the Congressional Quarterly Researcher,
“has forced the nation to reexamine the nature of boyhood in
America.”? Michael Kimmel, professor of sociology at Stony
Brook University, explained that the Littleton shooters were “not
deviants at all,” but “over-conformists . . . to traditional notions
of masculinity.”>3

The public was ready for tough defensive measures, and zero-
tolerance policies fit the bill. But there was a problem with the
picture of escalating school violence and the approaching
superpredators: it was not true. At the very moment that Dilulio,
Wilson, and other crime experts were predicting a superpredator
surge, youth crime was beginning to plummet to historic lows.
Criminologists are still at a loss to explain it. Between 1994 and
2009, the juvenile crime rate fell by 50 percent. A 2009 bulletin
of the US Department of Justice noted that, “Contrary to the
popular perception that juvenile crime is on the rise, the data

reported in this bulletin tell a different story.” 54 Here are a few
highlights of the DOJ report:



e Compared with the prior twenty years, the juvenile murder
arrest rate between 2000 and 2009 has been historically low
and relatively stable.

e The 2009 rape arrest rate was at its lowest level in three

decades.

* The 2009 juvenile arrest rate for aggravated assault was at its
lowest since the mid-1980s.55

Could it be that youth violence diminished because fear of the
superpredators led to harsher policies and more arrests? The best
evidence we have says no. Rates of juvenile crimes in states with
high arrests were not significantly different from those with low
arrests.’6  What about school violence? The American
Psychological Association task force study found no evidence that
zero-tolerance policies had made schools more peaceable. More
generally, rates of violent crime in school were low before zero
tolerance and are even lower today®” (see Figure 11).

Figure 11: Percentage of Students ages 12—-18 Who
Reported Serious Violent Victimization at School During the
Previous Six Months



20

Percent

10 1

0 T T T T ] T
1985 1999 2001 2003 2008 2007

Year
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Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2009.

The Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that in 2010, “One
percent [of students] reported violent victimization, and less than
half of a percent reported a serious violent victimization.”>8
School shootings are ghastly, mortifying events and extremely
rare. Dewey Cornell, in his study of school violence cited earlier,
considered the number of school murders between 1994 and
2004 and did the math: “The average school can expect a
student-perpetrated homicide about once every 13,870 years.”>?

Rates of serious school violence were even lower between 2004
and 2010.60

Following the December 2012 slaughter of twenty first
graders and six adults at Sandy Hook Elementary in Newtown,



Connecticut, a Gallup poll found that 60 percent of women and
43 percent of men thought it “very likely” or “somewhat likely”
that a similar shooting could happen in their own community. ¢!
The reactions were no doubt shaped by the particularly
demented and horrifying nature of shooter Adam Lanzas deed,
the national soul searching that ensued, and the fear of copy-cat
incidents. It does no disrespect to the victims to note that
homicidal school violence was a rare aberration in the 1990s
when criminologists predicted the arrival of a horde of
superpredators—and it is even rarer today.

Retreat and Reinforcements

The superpredator hypothesis was aggressively disputed by
academics and child advocates almost as soon as it appeared in
print. University of California, Berkeley, law professor and crime
expert Franklin Zimring summed up the opposition in 1998:
“His [Dilulios] prediction wasnt just wrong, it was exactly the
opposite. His theories of the superpredators were utter
madness.”62

To their credit, both Wilson and Dilulio quickly recanted. As
early as 1999, Wilson conceded that he was wrong about a
juvenile crime wave—“So far, it clearly hasnt happened. That is
a good indication of what litdde all of us know about
criminology.”®3 Dilulio apologized for the mistakes and their
“unintended consequences” and became a committed advocate of
preventive measures rather than harsh punishment.64



And what about those widely reported surveys contrasting
gum-chewing problems in 1940 with todays hyperviolent
schools? It turned out to be an urban legend. When Yale
professor Barry O’Neill tried to find a reliable source, he found
that not a single one existed. It had been concocted by a Texas
businessman, T. Cullen Davis, in the 1980s. What was his
source? As he told O’'Neill, “I read the newspaper.”65

But the damage was done. The public would remain anxious
about the specter of youth violence. Although Wilson and
Dilulio renounced their theory about young male
superpredators, a large group of activist gender scholars
immediately took their place. Their theories were even more
extravagant and far less empirically grounded. But the outraged
criminologists, law professors, and child welfare activists who
stood up to the superpredator myth left the new mythmakers
alone.

Reimagining Boys

On July 28, 2005, the University of California, San Francisco
(UCSEF), hosted Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day.
Parents were surprised to discover that the Center for Gender
Equity, the UCSF group in charge of organizing the day, had
planned distinctly different days for boys and girls. Girls were
scheduled to participate in exciting hands-on activities: playing
surgeon, wielding a microscope, and firing lasers. Boys would be
spending most of the day learning about “violence prevention



and how to be allies to the girls and women in their lives.” When
a reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle questioned the logic
behind this plan, the director, Amy Levine, explained, “It’s about
dealing with effects of sexism on both boys and girls and how it
can damage them.”66

As Levine sees it, boys are potential predators in need of
remedial socialization. Her view is the norm among gender
activists. Consider how the Ms. Foundation explained its mission
in a 2007 report, Youth, Gender and Violence: Building a
Movement for Gender Justice: “At the center of this work must be
a reimagining of what it means to be masculine, since violence
appears to be built into the very core of what it is to be a man in
US society.”¢7

From its beginnings in the 1990s, the gender equity
movement has been leery of boys and has looked for ways to
reimagine their masculinity. By 1996, the Ms. Foundation, the
creator of Take Our Daughters to Work Day, found itself on the
defensive. Parents and employers were insisting that boys be
included. To preserve the feminist purity of the girls-only
holiday, Ms. went to work designing a special day for boys. The
first Son’s Day was planned for Sunday, October 20, 1996.
October was especially desirable because, as the Ms. planners
pointed out, “October is Domestic Violence Awareness Month,
so there will be lots of activities scheduled.”®8 Here are some of
the ways Son’s Day was to be celebrated:

e Take your son—or “son for a day’—to an event that focuses



on . . . ending mens violence against women. Call the
Family Violence Prevention Fund at 800 END-ABUSE for
information.

 Plan a game or sport in which the contest specifically does
not keep score or declare a winner. Invite the community to
watch and celebrate boys playing on teams for the sheer joy

of playing.

e Since Sons Day is on SUNDAY, make sure your son is
involved in preparing the family for the work and school
week ahead. This means: helping lay out clothes for siblings
and making lunches.®?

And for boys not exhausted by all the fun and excitement of
the day’s activities, the Ms. planners had a suggestion for the
evening:

 Take your son grocery shopping, then help him plan and

prepare the family’s evening meal on Son’s Day.70

Ms. made the mistake of sending their planning documents to
a large number of child advocates. A few of them protested this
little “holiday in Hell for Junior,” and Son’s Day was canceled.
But Ms.’s attempt to inaugurate a boys’ holiday is illuminating. It
shows how female advocates think when they imagine what

would be good for boys. And Ms. was hardly alone.

Sue Sattel, a “gender equity specialist” with the Minnesota
Department of Education and coauthor of an antiharassment
guide for children aged five to seven, said, “Serial killers say they



started harassing at age ten. . . . They got away with it and went
on from there.””! Nan Stein, a senior research scientist at the
Wellesley Centers for Women and a major figure in the
movement to get antiharassment programs into the nation’s
elementary schools, has referred to little boys who chase girls in
the playground and flip their skirts as “perpetrators” committing
acts of “gendered terrorism.”72 Classroom curricula produced by
the gender equity activists reflect their worldview.

Consider Quit [/ 'This is a still-popular 1998 K-3
antiharassment and antiviolence teacher’s guide and curriculum,
produced by the Wellesley Center, the National Education
Association, and other like-minded groups. (The guide was first
published when the initial Harry Potter novels were gaining a
passionate following among young people—its title seemed to be
a critical pun on the novels’ hyper-raucous, hyper-demanding,
hyper-popular game of Quidditch.) The authors explain why
boys as young as five need special training: “We view teasing and
bullying as the precursors to adolescent sexual harassment, and
believe that the roots of this behavior are to be found in early
childhood socialization practices.””3

Quit It/ includes many activities designed to render little boys
less volatile, less competitive, and less aggressive. It is not that
“boys are bad,” the authors assure us, “but rather that we must all
do a much better job of addressing aggressive behavior of young
boys to counteract the prevailing messages they receive from the
media and society in general.”74



The curriculum promises to develop childrens cooperative
skills through “wonderful noncompetitive activities.””> 'The
traditional game of tag, for example, includes elements that the
authors consider socially undesirable. Quit It/ shows teachers how
to counteract the subtle influences of tag that encourage
ageressiveness: ~Before going outside to play, talk about how
students feel when playing a game of tag. Do they like to be
chased? Do they like to do the chasing? How does it feel to be
tagged out? Get their ideas about other ways the game might be
played.” After students share their fears and apprehensions about
tag, the teacher is advised to announce that there is a new,
nonthreatening version of the game called Circle of Friends—
where nobody is ever “out.”

In reading Quit ¢/, you have to remind yourself that its
suggestions are intended not for disturbed children but for
normal five- to seven-year-olds in our nation’s schools. These are
mainstream materials. Quit It! was funded by the US Department
of Education. According to the National Education Association’s
website, it is a “bestseller” among teachers. What motivates the
girl partisans to sow their bitter seeds? The views of a prominent
equity specialist shed some light on this question.

The Heart and Mind of a Gender Equity Activist

Katherine Hanson was the principal investigator for five National
Science Foundation grants on gender equity. She was also

director of the Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA)



Resource Center from 1988 to 2000. For twenty-five years, the
WEEA Center served as a national clearinghouse for and
publisher of “gender-fair materials.” It was also the primary
vehicle by which the US Department of Education promoted
gender equity. As director, Hanson worked with schools and
community organizations to “infuse equity” into all education
policies, practices, and materials.”¢

In February 1998, an exultant Hanson announced that the
WEEA Center had been awarded a new five-year contract with
the Department of Education that offered “exciting new
opportunities to become a more comprehensive national resource
center for gender equity.”77 ‘These included “developing a
national report on the status of education for women and
girls . . . an exciting opportunity for the education field, the
Department, Congress and the nation to explore the successes,
challenges, and complexity of gender equitable education.””3

Who is Katherine Hanson, and what are her credentials for
educating Congress and the nation on gender equity? Judging
from her writings, she shares the view of Nan Stein, Sue Sattel,
and the Ms. Foundation’s would-be creators of “Sons Day”: early
intervention in the male “socialization process” is critical if we are
to stem the tide of male violence.” Underscoring the need for
radical changes in how we raise young males, Hanson offers some
horrifying statistics on male violence in the United States. To wit:

e Every year nearly four million women are beaten to death by
men.80



* Violence is the leading cause of death among women.8!

e 'The leading cause of injury among women is being beaten by
a man at home.82

* There was a 59 percent increase in rapes between 1990 and
1991.83

This “culture of violence,” says Hanson, “stem([s] from cultural
norms that socialize males to be aggressive, powerful,
unemotional, and controlling.”84 She urges us to “honestly and
lovingly” reexamine what it means to be a male or a female in our
society. “And just as honestly and lovingly, we must help our
young people develop new and more healthful models.”8> One
old and unhealthful model of maleness that needs to be
“reexamined” is found in Little League baseball. Writes Hanson,
“One of the most overlooked arenas of violence training within
schools may be the environment that surrounds athletics and
sports. Beginning with Little League games where parents and

friends sit on the sidelines and encourage aggressive, violent
behavior.”86

History is one long lesson in the dangers of combining moral
fervor with misinformation. So the first question we should ask
is: Does Hanson have her facts right? Her organization, under the
auspices of the Department of Education, sent out more than
350 publications on gender equity and distributed materials to
more than 200 education conferences for more almost thirty
years. In my book Who Stole Feminism?, 1 write at length about
the tide of feminist “Ms/information.” Katherine Hanson’s



“facts” are the most distorted I have yet come across.

If Hanson were right, the United States would be the site of
an atrocity unparalleled in the twentieth century. Four million
women beaten to death by men! Every year! In fact, the total
number of annual female deaths from all causes is approximately
one million.8”7 Only a minuscule fraction are caused by violence,
and an even tinier fraction are caused by battery. According to
the FBI, the total number of women who died by murder in
1996 was 3,631.88 In contrast, Director Hanson calculates that
11,000 American women are beaten to death every day.

I spoke to Hanson in June 1999 to ask about her sources.
Where did she get the statistic about four million American
women being fatally beaten each year? Or the information that
violence is the leading cause of death for women? She explained
that “those were pulled from the research.” What research? “They
are from the Justice Department.” I inquired about her academic
background. She told me she had been “trained as a journalist”
and had done many things in the past, including “studies in
theology.”s?

For the record, the leading cause of death among women is
heart disease (c. 370,000 deaths per year), followed by cancer (c.
250,000). Female deaths from homicide (c. 3,600) are far down
the list, after suicide (c. 6,000).90

Male violence is also far down the list of causes of injury to
women. Two studies of emergency room admissions, one by the
US Bureau of Justice Statistics and one by the Centers for Disease



Control and Prevention, suggest that fewer than 1 percent of
womens injuries are caused by male partners. ! Hanson’s other
factoids are no less fanciful: between 1990 and 1991, rapes
increased by 4 percent, not 59 percent, and the number has gone
down steadily since.92

Hanson is convinced that “our educational system is a primary
carrier of the dominant culture’s assumptions,” 93 and that that
“dominant culture”—Western, patriarchal, sexist, and violent—is
sick. Since the best cure is prevention, reeducating boys is a moral
imperative. She gratefully quotes the words of male feminist Haki
Madhubuti: “The liberation of the male psyche from
preoccupation with domination, power hunger, control, and
absolute rightness requires . . . a willingness for painful,
uncomfortable and often shocking change.”4

It would be comforting, but wrong, to assume that such male-
averse rhetoric is a relic of the 1990s and no longer with us. The
WEEA Center closed in 2003 and, according to Hansons
biography, she is “currently a writer and artist in New York.” 95
But the Ms. Foundation is still going strong and has not softened
its tone. If anything, it has become more extreme. Here, for
example, is a typical pronouncement from its 2007 report Youth,
Gender & Violence: “The roots of gendered violence lie in the
efforts of the privileged and powerful—mainly white, middle-
class men—to maintain their own status.”9¢ Misandry is very
much alive and boys everywhere pay the price.

Imagine being a male student of Jessie Klein, assistant



professor of sociology and criminal justice at Adelphi University.
Professor Klein has been immersed in the gender equity culture
for two decades. Before going to Adelphi, she worked in the New
York City Schools as a conflict resolution coordinator, social
worker, teacher, and administrator. In her 2012 book, 7he Bully
Society, she says, “Boys learn from an early age that they assert
manhood not only by being popular with girls but also by
wielding power over them—physically, emotionally, and
sexually.™7 And she has a ready explanation for the school
shootings:

The school shooters picked up guns to conform to the expected ethos
dictating that boys dominate girls and take revenge against other boys
who threatened their relationships with particular girls: their actions
were incubated in a culture of violence that is largely accepted and
allowed to fester every day. Transforming these hyper-masculine
school cultures [is] essential to preventing . . . school shootings.98

Like Hanson, Klein has statistics to support her apocalyptic
vision. She says, for example, that “in 1998, the FBI declared
violent attacks by men to be the number one threat to the health
of American women.”?® According to the Mayo Clinic, in reality
the most serious threats are heart disease, cancer, stroke, chronic
lower respiratory disease, and Alzheimer’s disease.100 Where did
Professor Klein get her facts? Her source is an article in the
American Jurist by a law professor from the University of Denver,
Kyle Velte. But Velte gives no source. When my research
assistant asked for the source, Velte explained that she no longer
had it. There is no such FBI declaration. But what matters is that



Professor Klein and Velte believe it and disseminate it. If you
think that “violent attacks by men pose the number one health
threat to women,” then it stands to reason that boys must be
radically resocialized.

Klein also reports in her book, “Dating violence is another
step on an escalating continuum of behaviors by which boys,
schooled in traditional masculinity, demonstrate their power over
girls.”101 But in the CDC’s 2009 study on youth risk behavior in
grades 9-12, it found that 9 percent of girls and 10 percent of
boys report being “hit, slapped, or physically hurt on purpose by

a boyfriend or girlfriend.”102

How much does it matter that equity experts in the federal
government, WEEA, AAUW, Ms., Wellesley Center, Adelphi
University, and the University of Denver believe a lot of
nonsense about male brutality and think of little boys as insipient
batterers and worse? None of these things would matter much if
the activists promoting these views did not play a major role in
American education. Title IX of the Education Amendments of
1972 prohibits sex discrimination in any educational institution
that receives public funds. The WEEA Center’s mission was to
“provide financial assistance to enable educational agencies to
meet the requirement of Title IX.”103 Fager to avoid charges of
discrimination that trigger the punitive provisions of Title IX,
many schools and school districts have “equity coordinators.”
These experts were trained on materials that reflect the mind-set
of Hanson.



The Fallout

The fear of ruinous lawsuits is forcing schools to treat normal
boys as sexist culprits. The climate of anxiety helps explain why,
in 2004, Stephen Fogelman from Branson, Missouri, was
suspended for sexual harassment for kissing a classmate on the
cheek. He was eight at the time. The stunned parents explained
that the boy had no idea what sexual harassment was and did not
know he was doing anything wrong.104

Stories about little boys running afoul of sexual harassment
codes are everywhere. In January 2011, Levina Subrata was
astonished to receive a note informing her that her son was being
suspended from his school in a San Francisco suburb for having
“committed or attempted to commit a sexual assault or sexual
battery.” During a game of tag he allegedly touched another
student on the groin. Her son was six years old at the time.105

In Gaston, North Carolina, a nine-year-old was suspended for
remarking, to another student in a private conversation, that the
teacher was “cute.” In this case, charges were dropped once the
case gained publicity. The distraught mother was gratified by all
the supportive attention. “This is something that everyone
needed to see,” she told a local television station. “Just to see
what’s happening within our school systems.”106

Sharon Lamb, a committed feminist and a professor of
psychology, was shocked to hear that her ten-year-old son and his
friend had been charged with sexual harassment. A girl had
overheard them comment that her dangling belt looked like a



penis. “It’s against the law,” the teacher informed the mother.
This moved Lamb to ask, “If the message to boys is that their sex
and sexuality is potentially harmful to girls, how will we ever
raise them to be full partners in healthy relationships?”107

In early October 1998, Jerry, a seventeen-year-old at a
progressive private school in Washington, DC, received the
customary greeting card from the school director on his birthday.
[t was affectionately inscribed, “To Jerry—You are a wonderful
person—a gift to all of us.” Two weeks later, this same director
would expel Jerry when he was accused of harassing a classmate,
and school officials would urgently advise his parents to “get him
professional attention.”108

A female classmate accused Jerry of verbally harassing her. On
one occasion, the girl claims, he said to her, “Why don’t you give
so-and-so a blow job?” She also alleged that he licked his lips in a
suggestive way. He denied these allegations. Finally (and this may
have been the last straw), someone overheard him ask another
boy on the bus, referring to the other boy’s girlfriend, “Did you
get into her pants yet?”

When these allegations came to the attention of the school
authorities, Jerry was ordered off school property. Following a
hasty investigation, he was thrown out of the school. All of this
transpired in little more than twenty-four hours. Jerrys parents
agree that he deserved some kind of reprimand or punishment.
But expulsion?

Why did the school react with such a severe punishment?



Schools rightly fear lawsuits, and many feel they can no longer
afford to tolerate the usual antics of teenage boys. “He’s being
punished for being an adolescent boy,” said Jerry’s mother. And
she is right.

Pathological versus Healthy Masculinity

Sex differences in physical aggression are real.109 Cross-cultural
studies confirm the obvious: boys are universally more
combative. In a classic 1973 study of the research on male-female
differences, Eleanor Maccoby and Carol Jacklin conclude that,
compared to girls, boys engage in more mock fighting and more
aggressive fantasies. They insult and hit one another and retaliate
more quickly when attacked: “The sex difference [in aggression] is
found as early as social play begins—at 2 or 21/2.7110 The equity
specialists look at these insulting, hitting, chasing, competitive
creatures and see proto-criminals. And that is where they go
egregiously wrong.

There is an all-important difference between healthy and
aberrational masculinity. Criminologists distinguish between
“hypermasculinity” (or “protest masculinity”) and the normal
masculinity of healthy young males. Hypermasculine young men
do indeed express their maleness through antisocial behavior—
mostly against other males, but also through violent aggression
toward and exploitation of women. Healthy young men express
their manhood in competitive endeavors that are often physical.
As they mature, they take on responsibility, strive for excellence,



and achieve and “win.” They assert their masculinity in ways that
require physical and intellectual skills and self-discipline. In
American society, the overwhelming majority of healthy, normal
young men dont batter, rape, or terrorize women; they respect
them and treat them as friends.

Unfortunately, many educators have become persuaded that
there is truth in the relentlessly repeated proposition that
masculinity per se is the cause of violence. Beginning with the
premise that most violence is perpetrated by men, they move
hastily, and fallaciously, to the proposition that maleness is the
leading cause of violence. By this logic, every boy is a proto-
predator.

Of course, when boys are violent or otherwise antisocially
injurious to others, they must be disciplined, both for their own
betterment and for the sake of society. But most boys’ physicality
and masculinity are not expressed in violent ways. A small
percentage of boys are destined to become batterers and rapists:
boys with severe conduct disorders are at high risk of becoming
criminal predators. Such boys do need strong intervention, the
earlier the better. But their numbers are small. There is no
justification for a gender-bias industry that looks upon millions

of normal male children as pathologically dangerous.

My message is not to “let boys be boys.” Boys should not be
left to their boyishness but should rather be guided and civilized.
It has been said that every year civilization is invaded by millions
of tiny barbarians; theyre called children. All societies confront



the problem of civilizing children—both boys and girls, but
particularly boys. History teaches us that masculinity without
morality is lethal. But masculinity constrained by morality is
powerful and constructive, and a gift to women.

Boys need to be shown how to grow into respectful human
beings. They must be shown, in ways that leave them in no
doubt, that they cannot get away with bullying or harassing other
students. Schools must enforce firm codes of discipline and clear,
unequivocal rules against incivility and malicious behavior.
Teachers and administrators have to establish school
environments that do not tolerate egregious meanness, sexual or
nonsexual.

These are demanding tasks, but they are not mysterious. We
have a set of proven social practices for raising young men. The
traditional approach is through character education: to develop a
boy’s sense of honor and to help him become considerate,
conscientious, and gentlemanly. This approach respects boys
masculinity and does not require that they sit in sedate circles
playing tug-of-peace or run around aimlessly playing tag where
no one is ever out. And it does not include making seven-year-old
boys feel ashamed for playing with toy soldiers. Boys do need
discipline, but in today’s educational environment they also need
protection—from  self-esteem  promoters, roughhouse
prohibitionists, zero-tolerance enforcers, and gender equity
activists who are at war with their very natures.



3
Guys and Dolls

In the summer of 1997, 1 took part in a television debate with

feminist lawyer Gloria Allred. Allred was representing a fourteen-
year-old girl who was suing the Boy Scouts of America for
excluding girls. Girls fifteen and older can join the Explorer
Scouts, which is coed, but Allred was outraged that girls younger
than fifteen are not allowed in. She referred to same-sex scouting
as a form of “gender apartheid.”!

I pointed out that younger boys and girls have markedly
different preferences and behaviors, citing the following
homespun example: Hasbro Toys, a major toy manufacturing
company, tested a playhouse the company was considering
marketing to both boys and girls. But it soon emerged that girls
and boys did not interact with the structure in the same way. The
girls dressed the dolls, kissed them, and played house. The boys
catapulted the toy baby carriage from the roof. A Hasbro general

manager came up with a novel explanation: “Boys and girls are
different.”

Allred flatly denied there were innate differences. She seemed
shocked by the boys’ catapulting behavior. Apparently, she took



it as a sign of a propensity for violence. She said, “If there are
some boys who catapult baby carriages off the roofs of
dollhouses, that is just an argument why we need to socialize boys
at an earlier age, perhaps, to be playing with dollhouses.”

Allred has powerful allies. Resocializing boys to play more like
girls has been a part of the gender equity agenda for several
decades. Notably active on this front throughout the 1990s and
early 2000s were the Wellesley Center for Research on Women,
US Department of Education, and Harvard School of Education.

A Wellesley College Equity Seminar

In 1998, the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women
sponsored a daylong teacher-training seminar entitled Gender
Equity for Girls and Boys: A Conference for K—12 Teachers and
Administrators. It attracted two hundred teachers and
administrators from the Northeast (teachers received state
recertification credits for attending). One session, “Dolls, Gender
and Make-Believe in the Early Childhood Classroom,” was
concerned with sex stereotypes and how to defeat them. It was
led by Dr. Nancy Marshall, a senior research scientist and
associate director of the Wellesley Center, and two of her
associates.

According to Marshall, a child’s sexual identity is learned by
observing others. As she noted, “When babies are born they do
not know about gender.” Since newborn babies know very little
about anything, Marshall’s comment was puzzling. They don'



know their blood type either, after all, but they still have one.
Marshall explained that gender, indeterminate at birth, is formed
and fixed later by a process of socialization that guides the child
in adopting a male or female identity. According to Marshall and
her colleagues, a child learns what it means to be a boy or a girl
between the ages of two and seven. In those early years the child
develops a “gender schema’—a set of ideas about appropriate
roles, attitudes, and preferences for males and females. The best
prospects for influencing the child’s gender schema are in these
early malleable years: these years are the opportunity zone.

Marshall and her associates presented a slide show, explaining,
“A young mind is like Jell-O: you learn to fill it up with all the
good stuff before it sets.” What counts as “good stuft” for the
Wellesley pedagogues is making children as comfortable as
possible participating in activities traditionally “associated with
the other gender.” One favorite slide—to which they repeatedly
referred—showed a preschool boy dressed up in high heels and a
dress. “It’s perfectly natural for a little boy to try on a skirt,” they
said.

The group leaders suggested that teachers “use water and
bathing” to encourage boys to play with dolls. Acknowledging
that preschoolers tend to prefer same-sex play, which reinforces
“gender stereotypes,” they advised teachers in the audience to
“force boy/girl mixed pairs.” In a follow-up discussion, one of the
participating teachers boasted of her success in persuading her
kindergarten-aged boys to dress up in skirts. Another proudly
reported that she makes a point of informing boys that their



action figures are really dolls.

At no time during this eight-hour conference did any of the
two hundred participating teachers and administrators challenge
the assumption that gender identity is a learned (“socially
constructed”) characteristic. Nor did anyone mention the
immense body of scientific literature from biologists and
developmental psychologists showing that many male/female
differences are natural, healthy, and, by implication, best left
alone.> On the contrary, everyone simply assumed that preschool
children were malleable enough to adopt either gender identity
to suit the ends of equity and social justice. The possibility that
they were tampering with the childrens individuality or
intruding on their privacy was never broached.

Early Interventions

Throughout the 1990s, equity activists in the Department of
Education promoted a national effort to liberate children from
the constraints of gender. The Womens Educational Equity Act
Resource Center (a national center for “gender-fair materials”
maintained by the Department of Education) distributed
pamphlets that confidently asserted the social origins of feminity
and masculinity. Here, for example, is a passage from the center’s
guide, entitled Gender Equity for Educators, Parents, and
Community:

We know that biological, psychological, and intellectual differences
between males and females are minimal during early childhood.



Nevertheless, in our society we tend to socialize children in ways that
serve to emphasize gender-based differences.4

In fact, we know no such thing. Play preferences of chimps,
rhesus monkeys, and other primates parallel those of children.> A
special issue of Scientific American in the spring of 1999 reviewed
the evidence that these play preferences are, in large part,
hormonally driven. Doreen Kimura, a psychologist at
Vancouver’s Simon Fraser University, wrote, “We know, for
instance, from observations of both humans and nonhumans,
that males are more aggressive than females, that young males
engage in more rough-and-tumble play, and that females are
more nurturing. . . . How do these and other sex differences
come about?”® Kimura points to animal studies that show how
hormonal manipulation can reverse sex-typed behavior. (When
researchers exposed female rhesus monkeys to male hormones
prenatally, these females later displayed malelike levels of rough-
and-tumble play.) Similar results are found in human beings.
Congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH) is a genetic defect that
results when the female fetus is subjected to abnormally large
quantities of male hormones—adrenal androgens. Girls with
CAH consistently prefer trucks, cars, and construction sets over
dolls and play tea sets. “It appears,” says Kimura, “that perhaps
the most important factor in the differential of males and
females . . . is the level of exposure to various sex hormones early
in life.”” These sorts of findings undermine the simplistic view
that gender-specific play is primarily shaped by socialization.

The Department of Education equity educators promoted



materials in the schools that ignored the scientific research. They
assumed, along with Gloria Allred and the Wellesley Center
experts, that typical male and female play preferences were the
result of imposed cultural stereotypes. Creating Sex-Fair Family
Day Care is a model curriculum guide for day-care teachers
developed by the department’s Office of Educational Research
and Improvement. It offers concrete suggestions on how to
change children’s gender schemas.8

The central thesis of the guide is that the only way to win the
battle over gender stereotypes is to stage interventions as early as
possible, preferably in infancy. Masculine stereotypes receive the
lion’s share of attention. Getting little boys to play with dolls is a
principal goal. The 130-page guide includes ten photographs:
two show a little boy with a baby girl doll; in one, he is feeding
her, in the other, kissing her. The guide urges day-care teachers
to reinforce the boys' nurturing side: “It is important for boys
and girls to learn nurturing and sensitivity, as well as general
parenting skills. Have as many boy dolls as girl dolls (preferably
anatomically correct). Boys and girls should be encouraged to
play with them.™

Ever vigilant for gender stereotypes, the guide warns child care
workers to “be wary of charming Mommy Bears . . . wearing
little aprons and holding a broom in one hand.”10 And it offers a
new second verse for “Jack and Jill,” now with Jill leading a
safety-conscious, rough-and-tumble-free adventure:

Jill and Jack went up the track



To fetch the pail again.

They climbed with care,

Got safely there

And finished the job they began.!!

This government-sponsored day-care guide also urges teachers
to carefully monitor childrens fantasy play: “Watch your
children at play. Are stereotypes present in the fantasies and
situations they act out? Intervene to set the record straight. “Why
dont you be the doctor, Amy, and you the nurse, Billy?’” 12 The
purpose of these interventions is described expansively: “Unless
we practice nonsexist child-rearing, we cannot fulfill our dreams

of equality for all people.”’3

William’s Doll

Boys do not always cooperate with efforts to rescue them from
their masculinity. Sometimes they openly rebel. In their 1994
book Failing at Fairness, education scholars Myra and David
Sadker describe a fourth-grade class in Maryland in which the
teacher worked with the boys to help them “push the borders of
the male stereotype.”!4 She asked them to imagine themselves as
authors of an advice column in their local newspaper. One day
they received the following letter:

Dear Adviser:

My seven-year-old son wants me to buy him a doll. I don’t



know what to do. Should I go ahead and get it for him? Is it

normal, or is my son sick? Please help!

The nine-year-old “advisers” were unsympathetic to the boy.
The teacher then read aloud from a popular feminist book,
William’s Doll. It is a story about a boy who wants a doll “to hug
it and cradle it in his arms.”?> His father refused and tried instead
to interest him in a basketball or in an electric train. But William
persisted in wanting the doll. When the grandmother arrived, she
gently scolded the father for thwarting William’s wish. She took
William to the store and bought him “a baby doll with curly
eyelashes, and a long white dress with a bonnet.” William “loved
it right away.”

The story did little to change the fourth graders’ minds.
According to the Sadkers, “Their reaction was so hostile that the
teacher had trouble keeping order.”16 A few reluctantly agreed
that the boy could have a doll—but only if it were a G.I. Joe.
The Sadkers were surprised that boys so young could be so
inflexibly traditional. “As we observed her lesson, we were struck
by how much effort it took to stretch outmoded attitudes.”

William’s Doll has been made into a play. Boston University
professor Glenn Loury tells about sitting through a production at
his son’s elementary school in Brookline, Massachusetts, in 1998.
Loury, the father of two boys—one starring in the play—was not
impressed: “First of all, what is wrong with wanting your boy not
to play with a doll but to play ball? There is nothing that needs
to be fixed there.”!” Loury was speaking for many fathers and



mothers. However, his voice and sensibility seemed to count for
naught with the resocializers.

Shaping the gender identities of schoolchildren was a heady
enterprise. And it was inspired and informed by the scholars in
some of our leading universities. Preeminent among them was
Carol Gilligan. Gilligan and her colleagues at the Harvard School
of Education saw themselves leading a profound revolution that
would change the way society constructs young males and
females. Once children were freed of oppressive gender roles,
Gilligan predicted a change in their play preferences. She and her
associate Elizabeth Debold firmly believed that so-called male
behaviors—roughhousing and aggressive competition—are not
natural but are artifacts of culture. Superheroes and macho toys,
they said, “cause boys to be angry and aggressive.” Debold
reported on their studies of three- and four-year-old boys who
“are comfortable playing house or dress-up with girls, and in
assuming nurturing roles in play.” Unfortunately, as they saw it,
boys' interest in playing dress-up with the girls is rarely
encouraged or sustained. “By kindergarten, peer socialization and
media images kick in.”18

The gender reformers at Wellesley, the Department of
Education, and Harvard helped shape attitudes and policy in
schools throughout the country. They were convinced that
breaking down male stereotypes, starting in preschool, was good
for society. Whether it was good for the boys never came up. In
classrooms across the country little boys got the message that
there was something wrong with them—something the teacher



was trying to change.

It is doubtful that these efforts at resocialization were ever
successful. But they surely succeeded in making lots of little boys
confused and unhappy. Questions abound. What sort of
credentials do the critics of masculinity bring to their project of
reconstructing the nation’s schoolboys? How well do they
understand and like boys? Who has authorized their mission? To
better understand the logic and motives of the resocializers, it is
helpful to consider the arguments of a contemporary gender
theorist.

The World According to Virginia Valian

Virginia Valian, a professor of psychology at Hunter College, is
one of the most frequently cited authorities on gender schemas
and how to change them.!® She is also a leading light in the
National =~ Science  Foundations gender equity campaign
ADVANCE.20 With the help of a $3.9 million National Science
Foundation grant, she and her colleagues established the Hunter
College Gender Equity Project, where they have developed
tutorials on gender role transformation.2! Her 1998 book, Why
So Slow? The Advancement of Women explains the urgency of that
mission:

In white, Western middle-class society, the gender schema for men
includes being capable of independent, autonomous action . . . [and
being] assertive, instrumental, and task-oriented. Men act. The

gender schema for women is different; it includes being nurturant,



expressive, communal, and concerned about others.22

Our society, says Valian, pressures women to indulge their
nurturing propensities while it encourages men to develop “a
strong commitment to earning and prestige, great dedication to
the job, and an intense desire for achievement.”2?3 Such gender
role socialization, she says, exacts a high toll on women and
confers an unfair advantage on men.

To achieve a gender-fair society, Valian advocates a concerted
attack on conventional schemas. Changing how parents interact
with children is at the top of her list. For example, says Valian,
there is a widespread assumption that women are better with
babies than men. Where did that come from? The commonsense
answer is that women’s special affinity for babies is a powerful,
universal, time-immemorial biological instinct. But Valian
dismisses such explanations and cites a large body of research
showing how parents and other adults aid and abet children’s
preferences and propensities.

Valian describes a study in which fathers are placed in rooms
with their one-year-old sons or daughters. “On the shelf, within
the babies’ sight but out of reach were two dolls, two trucks, a
toy vacuum cleaner and a shovel.” What does the father do? Over
and over again, fathers were observed giving their sons a truck
twice as often as they gave them a doll.24 (They gave daughters
dolls and trucks at similar rates.) She mentions another study in
which parents appear to reward children for choosing sex-
appropriate toys. Valian concludes, “It appears that [parents]



want their children . . . to conform to gender norms.” And,
according to Valian, those norms inhibit a child’s potential to
flourish later in life.

As things stand, children learn to enjoy only half of what is
potentially open to them, the half adults give them access to. Girls
learn to take pleasure in being nurturant, boys learn to take pleasure
in physical skills. Girls' increasing interest in sports shows how
quickly some of them acquire a taste for physical activity. We have
yet to provide boys with a parallel opportunity for nurturance.25

In the closing sentences of Why So Slow?, Valian says,
“Egalitarian parents can bring up their children so that both boys
and girls play with dolls and trucks. . . . From the standpoint of
equality, nothing is more important.”26

From the standpoint of reality, nothing seems more unlikely.
Most little girls dont want to play with trucks, as almost any
parent can attest. Including me: when my son gave his daughter
Eliza a toy train, she placed it in a baby carriage and covered it
with a blanket so it could get some sleep.

Valian has heard this sort of objection many times, and she
has an answer. She does not deny that sex differences have some
foundation in biology, but she insists that culture can intensify or
diminish their power and effect. Even if Eliza is prompted by
nature to interact with the train in a stereotypical female way,
that is no reason for her father not to energetically correct her
behavior. “We dont,” says Valian, “accept biology as destiny. . . .
We vaccinate, we inoculate, we medicate. . . . I propose we adopt
the same attitude toward biological sex differences.””



Few would deny that parents and teachers should expose
children to a wide range of toys and play activities. And Valian is
right when she says that culture can intensify or diminish our
natural inclinations. But gender identity is notoriously difficult
to change. As one neuroscientist, Lise Eliot, observes, “[I]t is a
potent, irreversible piece of self-knowledge that crystalizes
childrens perceptions and choice about much in their world,
creating pink and blue barriers that parents find difhcult to
maneuver around.”?® In the hands of little boys, toy baby
carriages will be catapulted from the roofs of dollhouses. In the
hands of little girls, toy trains will be nurtured. Nothing short of
radical and sustained behavior modification could change these
elemental play preferences. Is it worth it? Is it even ethical?

We vaccinate, inoculate, and medicate children against disease.
Being a typical little boy or girl is not a pathology in need of a
cure. Failure to protect children from smallpox, diphtheria, or
measles places them in harm’s way. There is no such harm in
allowing male/female differences to flourish in early childhood.
The resocializers talk of “gender apartheid,” of the schoolyard as a
training ground for incipient batterers, of conventional
masculinity as toxic. For Valian, the gender system is a source of
massive social injustice. But these are all extravagant
exaggerations. These would-be reformers completely ignore or
discount all the good achieved by a tolerant policy that allows the
sexes to freely pursue their different styles of play. More than
that, this movement to change children’s concept of themselves is
invasive and authoritarian.



Gender-variant children (once called “tomboy girls” and “sissy
boys” in the medical literature) are a lesson to us all. These
children are powerfully drawn to the toys of the opposite sex.
They will often persist in playing with the “wrong” toys despite
relentless pressure from parents, peers, and doctors. There was a
time when a boy who behaved like William in Williams Doll
would have been considered mentally ill and subject to behavior
modification therapy. Today, we have developed more
enlightened and compassionate attitudes. Most experts encourage
tolerance, understanding, and acceptance.?? But surely the same
tolerance and understanding should extend to the gender identity
and preferences of the vast majority of children.

What If Mother Nature Is Not a Feminist?

On March 21, 2005, the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study
at Harvard University hosted a conference entitled Impediments
to Change: Revisiting the Women in Science Question. The
auditorium in Agassiz Theatre in Radcliffe Yard was packed.
Dedicated in 1904, the theater has been the site of many a
spirited intellectual exchange. But this conference was a forum
not for debate but for indignation over (then) Harvard president
Lawrence Summers’s speculation that innate differences between
the sexes might be one reason there are fewer women than men at
the highest echelons of math and science.

The six panelists—four from Harvard, two from MIT—did
not challenge one another in the fashion of typical academic



seminars, but rather repeated and reinforced a common
conviction that there is only one possible explanation for why
fewer women than men teach math and physics at Harvard and
MIT: sexist bias. Why were no dissenters invited? Because from
the point of view of the assembled, that would be like inviting a
flat-earther or a Holocaust denier. One panelist, Harvard
psychologist Elizabeth Spelke, flatly declared that the case against
significant inborn cognitive differences “is as conclusive as any
finding I know of in science.”30

For any scholar, especially a Harvard University social
scientist, to sweep aside all the evidence for innate differences
defies belief. In 2010, David Geary, a University of Missouri
psychologist, published Male, Female: The Evolution of Human
Sex Differences. This thorough, fair-minded, and comprehensive
survey of the literature includes more than fifty pages of
footnotes citing studies by neuroscientists, endocrinologists,
geneticists, anthropologists, and psychologists showing a strong
biological basis for many gender differences.3! While these
particular studies may not be the final word, they cannot be
dismissed or ignored.

Nor can human reality be tossed aside. In all known societies,
women have better verbal skills, and men excel at spatial
reasoning.32 Women tend to be the nurturers and men the
warriors. Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker points to the
absurdity of ascribing these universal differences to socialization:
“It would be an amazing coincidence that in every society the
coin flip that assigns each sex to one set of roles would land the



same way.” 33 A recent study on sex differences by researchers
from the University of Turin and the University of Manchester
confirms what most of us see with our eyes: despite some
exceptions, women tend to be more sensitive, esthetic,
sentimental, intuitive, and tender-minded; while men tend to be
more utilitarian, objective, unsentimental, and tough-minded.34
It is true that we do not yet fully understand the precise
biological underpinnings of these universal tendencies, but that is
no reason to deny they exist. And there are many tantalizing
theories.

Consider, for example, Cambridge University’s Simon Baron-
Cohen. He is one of the world’s leading experts on autism, a
disorder that affects far more males than females. Individuals
with autism tend to be socially disconnected and unaware of the
emotional states of others. But they often exhibit obsessive
fixation on objects and machines. Baron-Cohen suggests that
autism may be the far end of the male norm, or the “extreme
male brain.” He believes that men are, “on average,” wired to be
better “systematizers’ and women to be better “empathizers.” 35 It
is a daring claim—but he has data to back it up, presenting a
wide range of correlations between the level of fetal testosterone
and behaviors in both girls and boys from infancy into grade
school.

[t is hard not to be attracted to theories like Simon Baron-
Cohen’s when one looks at the way children play and how men
and women are distributed in the workplace. After two major
waves of feminism, women still predominate—sometimes



overwhelmingly—in empathy-centered fields such as early-
childhood  education,3¢  social ~work,3”  nursing,3®  and
psychology3?;  while men are overrepresented in the
“systematizing” vocations such as car repair,40 oil drilling,4! and
electrical engineering.42 And there are no signs that boys are
going to surrender their trucks, rockets, and weapons for glittery
lavender ponies anytime soon.

Harvard psychologist Marc Hauser has what seems to be the
appropriate attitude about the research on sex differences:
respectful, intrigued but also cautious. When asked about Baron-
Cohen’s work, Hauser said, “I am sympathetic . . . and find it
odd that anyone would consider the work controversial.”43
Hauser referred to research that shows, for example, that if asked
to make a drawing, little girls almost always create scenes with at
least one person, while males nearly always draw things—cars,
rockets, or trucks. And he mentioned that among primates—
including our closest relations, the chimpanzees—males are more
technologically innovative, while females are more involved in
details of family life. Still, Hauser warns that a lot of seemingly
exciting and promising research on sex differences has not panned
out and urges us to treat the biological theories with caution.44

Clearly, gender differences are driven by some yet-to-be
understood interaction between culture and biology. And we
must always bear in mind that no one is claiming that 2// men
and women embody the tendencies of their sexes: some girls have
superb spatial reasoning skills and little interest in nurturing,
while some males reject rough-and-tumble play and prefer calm,



imaginative games. When we speak of gender differences, we are
referring to statistical differences between groups, not the rigid
determination of individuals. If we say, for example, that women
tend to enjoy romance novels more than men do, we are not
saying that 2// women enjoy them. Hauser is right that we need
to proceed with care.

But where is that care where the social constructionists are
concerned? Though their research appears to be going nowhere,
they are still marching ahead with their workshops, curriculum
guides, and tutorials. Confident in their theories, they have taken
on the task of resocializing the American child.

Ms. Logan’s Classroom

There is much to be learned from classrooms where teachers are
actively attacking the schemas of their pupils. Peggy Orenstein’s
SchoolGirls: Young Women, Self-Esteem, and the Confidence Gap
was written in association with the American Association of
University Women.4> Just after the AAUW had alerted the
country to the plight of its shortchanged adolescent girls,
Orenstein visited several middle schools to see firsthand how they
were coping with the “confidence gap.” As a trusted insider,
Orenstein was given full access to classrooms that were “raising
the gender consciousness” of students. From her detailed report,
we get a good understanding of how the new gender-fair activists
view boys and what they have in mind for them.

The climatic section of SchoolGirls is entitled “Anita Hill Is a



Boy: Tales from a Gender-Fair Classroom.” Orenstein describes
the classroom of Ms. Judy Logan, an award-winning English and
social studies teacher at the Everett Middle School, a public
school in San Francisco. Logan has gone as far as anyone in
transforming her classroom into a woman-centered community of
learners. Indeed, Logan is something of a pedagogical legend
among girl-partisan activists. Jackie DeFazio, former president of
the AAUW, says that a teacher like Logan, “who puts equity at
the center of her classroom,” fills her with hope.4¢ Mary Pipher,
author of Reviving Opbelia, praises Logan for offering “a new
vision of what our schools can give to our children.”4”

When Orenstein stepped into Logan’s classroom for the first
time she found it “somewhat of a shock.” There are images of
women everywhere:

The faces of Abigail Adams, Rachel Carson, Faye Wattleton, and

even a fanciful “Future Woman” smile out from three student-made

quilts that are draped on the walls. . . . Reading racks overflow with
biographies of Lucretia Mott, Ida B. Wells, Emma Goldman, Sally
Ride, and Rigoberta Menchd. . . . There is a section on Pele, the
Hawaiian goddess of volcanoes. . . . A giant computer-paper banner

spans the width of another wall proclaiming, “Women are one-half of
the world’s people, they do two-thirds of the world’s work, they earn

one-tenth of the world’s income; they own one hundredth of the

world’s property.”48

At first, Orenstein found herself wondering “Where are the
men?” But then in one of those characteristic “click” moments
that feminists often report, the light dawned and all was clear:



“In Ms. Logan’s class, girls may be dazzled by the reflection of
the women that surround them. And, perhaps for the first time,
the boys are the ones looking through the window.”4

Logan’s classes are unusual and fun. She is popular with her
students. But, according to Orenstein, many students complain
that she is unfair to boys. One sixth grader, Holly, says,
“Sometimes, I worry about the boys, that they kind of get
ignored.” Another says that her brother had taken one of Ms.
Logans classes, and “all she ever talked about was women,
women, women. And he did not like it.” Even the girls get tired
of all the “women-centeredness.” Orenstein reports one as
complaining, “Ms. Logan, I feel like I am not learning anything
about men, and I do not think that is right.” Orenstein attributes
the girls' objections to their low self-esteem; because of the
“hidden curriculum,” girls “have already become used to taking
up less space, to feeling less worthy of attention than boys.” By
contrast, one older student, Mindy, who spent three years with
Logan (Orenstein describes her as “a model of grunge chic”), has
clearly learned the lessons that Logan strives to impart. Here is
how this student explains the boys’ resentment:

I think it’s the resentment of losing their place. In our other classes,
the teachers just focus on men, but the boys dont complain that
that’s sexist. They say, “It’s different in those classes because we focus
on the important people in history, who just happen to be men.”50

As Orenstein describes her, Mindy rolls her eyes to indicate the
incredible cluelessness of the boys. Mindy’s reference to those
other classes shows she has, indeed, learned her lesson well. The



new pedagogy justifies its intense focus on women by reminding
us that allegedly gender-neutral classes on such subjects as the Age
of Discovery or the Rise of Science are “all about men” like
Columbus and Isaac Newton. Now it is time to put women in
their rightful place at the center of attention.

In one history class, the girls take over the discussion and go
after the boys for being sexual predators. As the girls get angrier,
Logan gets more animated. The girls’ anger is the sign that her
pedagogy is working. “This is a very important, scary, and
profound conversation you are having.”>! What do the boys have
to say for themselves?

One boy tries to placate the girls: “It’s true that some guys are
assholes in school. But there are nice people too.” During a
subsequent male-bashing session, a girl points out that though
sexual harassment happens to girls more often, the girls are doing
it to boys as well. “We go up and feel on guys too.”52

“That’s a good point,” says Logan. But not one she chooses to
pursue. She soon stops the discussion, “We've gotten a lot done
on this, but the class isn’t about sexual harassment. It’s American
Women Making History.” But later, she will return to the topic
of sexual harassment and explain to her students how it is a part
of a “hidden curriculum” that teaches girls to be second-class
citizens. “They learn to become silent, careful, not active or
assertive in life.”>3

Logans pedagogy turns out to have its own hidden
curriculum, which she teaches in every class, regardless of the



subject. It is unflattering to males, and they learn the lesson. Luis,
a seventh grader, later confessed to Orenstein, “I couldnt really
defend myself, because it’s true. Men are pigs, you know?”>4

As a final “unifying project,” Logan’s sixth-grade social studies
class made a quilt to celebrate “women we admire.” Logan was
alarmed by one student’s muslin square. A boy named Jimmy
had chosen to honor the tennis player Monica Seles, who, in
1993, was stabbed on the court by a deranged man. He had
drawn a bloody dagger on a tennis racket. Its not the sort of
thing a girl would think of. Jimmy’s square may be unique in the
history of quilting, but Ms. Logan did not appreciate its
originality. In his own defense, he said, “I thought it was kind of
important, a tennis player stabbed just so she wouldnt win.” The
teacher insisted he start again and make an acceptable
contribution to the class quilt.

I can see why Logan did not want Jimmy’s square on the class
quilt. But perhaps Jimmy was looking for some way—within the
confines of a feminist quilting environment—to assert his young
maleness, which was under direct assault by his teacher. Logan,
clearly exasperated, did not see it that way. She confided to
Orenstein: “When boys feel like theyre being forced to admire
women, they try to pick one that they think behaves sort of like a
man.”5 Jimmy is left looking “despondently” at his rejected
square.

Jeremy, another boy in the class, showed more progress. His
muslin quilting square celebrating Rosa Parks had been done to



Logan’s specifications. When he handed it in, Logan turned to
Orenstein, saying, “This is how you teach about gender. You do
it one stitch at a time.”5¢ Much taken by that remark, Orenstein
used it to end her book.

Interdicted Research

A female colleague of Steven Pinker, the Harvard psychologist,
once told him, “Look, I know that males and females are not
identical. I see it in my kids. I see it in myself. I know about the
research. I cant explain it, but when I read claims about sex
difference, steam comes out of my ears.”57 Feminist Gloria
Steinem has called research on sex differences “anti-American.”
She says, “It is what is keeping us down.”58 According to Gloria
Allred, such research simply should not be done. “This is
harmful and dangerous to our daughters’ lives, to our mothers
lives, and I am very angry about it.”>® Feminist critics have a term
for neurologists who study sex differences: “neurosexists.”0

From a historical perspective, apprehension over research on
sex differences is understandable. The idea of natural difference
was once the thinking man’s justification for keeping women in
their place, socially, legally, and politically. Before the women’s
movement took root in the nineteenth century, patriarchal
thinking was the norm. It was then taken for granted that women
were not just innately different but naturally inferior to men.
Even an enlightened moral philosopher such as Immanuel Kant
comfortably held the view that women were by nature ethically



substandard. Kant believed that women have little respect for
concepts like right and obligation, which are at the very
foundation of ethical living: “Women will avoid the wicked not
because it is unright, but because it is ugly; and virtuous actions
mean to them such as are morally beautiful. Nothing of duty,
nothing of compulsion, nothing of obligation! Woman is
intolerant of all commands and all morose constraint. They do
something only because it pleases them. . . . I hardly believe that
the fair sex is capable of principles.”¢!

It was also widely believed that women are less intelligent than
men. Stereotypes that demeaned women were commonly
accepted, and women everywhere paid the price. Soon eminent
scientists were weighing in to confirm women’ inferiority. In the
mid-nineteenth century, when anatomy and physiology were
gaining scientific respectability, Paul Broca, a French professor of
clinical surgery and pioneer in brain anatomy, concluded that
“the relatively small size of the female brain depends in part upon
her physical inferiority and in part upon her intellectual
inferiority.”62 A contemporary of Broca, French psychologist
Gustave Le Bon, went further: “In most intelligent races, as
among the Parisians, there are a large number of women whose
brains are closer in size to those of gorillas than to the most
developed male brains. This inferiority is so obvious that one
cannot contest it for a moment.”63

Given the history of interpreting natural differences between
men and women as proof of male superiority, it is
understandable that women like Allred and Steinem and



Lawrence Summerss tormentors react with suspicion to the
suggestion that men and women are innately different in any
way. But the proper corrective to bad science and rancorous
philosophy is not more of the same but rather good science and
clear thinking. For the moment, bad science and rancor are
ubiquitous.

The ACLU Goes to War Against Single-Sex Schools

When students, especially boys, were falling behind academically
at the Van Devender Middle School in Parkersburg, West
Virginia, school officials decided to experiment with single-sex
classes for sixth and seventh graders. Leonard Sax, a physician and
prominent advocate of single-sex education, had visited the
school and offered teachers suggestions for classroom activities.
Many boys think of reading as “feminine,” but following Sax’s
advice, teacher Mackenzie Lackey found a way around their
resistance. For the past two years, she has divided her all-male
sixth-grade classes into two teams and organized a Battle of the
Books competition. Her students read a series of books and then
competed to see which team could answer the most questions
about the readings. The boys started reading like mad. The
exercise was so successful that in both 2010 and 2011, in a
schoolwide Battle of the Books, Lackey’s sixth-grade boy teams
beat the entire school, including coed teams from traditional
seventh- and eigth-grade classes. To her delight, her pupils asked
for more books to read over the summer. “Imagine,” says Sax,
“boys from a low-income neighborhood who demanded more



books to read.”o4

But on May 21, 2012, the American Civil Liberties Union
sent the school authorities a ten-page cease-and-desist letter
demanding that they terminate their “gender-specific” programs
post haste. “Our analysis demonstrates that this program is
unlawful because it is premised upon and likely promotes
harmful stereotypes about the different learning styles and
development of boys and girls.”¢5 Failure to terminate the
programs, warned the ACLU, could result in a lawsuit and/or a
formal complaint with the pertinent federal agency. “We expect
your response no later than June 4, 2012.766 Similar letters were
sent to school districts with single-sex programs in Florida,

Mississippi, Maine, Virginia, and Alabama.
Wealthy families have always had the option of sending their

children to all-male or all-female academies, but parents of lesser
means have rarely had the choice. That changed in 2002, when
the No Child Left Behind Act sanctioned innovative programs—
including single-sex classes and academies—in public schools.6”
Then-senator Hillary Clinton, a coauthor of the provision, urged
that the single-sex option be broadly expanded and not limited to
a fortunate few: “There should not be any obstacle to providing
single-sex choice within the public school system. . . . We have to
look at the achievements of [single-sex] schools that are springing
up around the country. We know this has energized students and
parents. We could use more schools such as this.”¢8

There are now nearly 400 public schools that offer single-sex



classes and about 116 public all-girl and all-boy academies.®?
Single-sex programs are especially popular in low-income
neighborhoods where parents are worried about their daughters
and panicked about their sons. The Claremont Academy in
Chicago, for example, offers a single-sex academic program for
seventh- and eighth-grade, mostly poor, African American
students. “It helps us to focus more,” said one eighth grader.
According to a profile of the school in Phi Delta Kappan
magazine, students’ test scores have improved dramatically since
the program began in 2007.70

The Irma Lerma Rangel Young Womens Leadership School
in Dallas opened in 2004 and enrolls 4,525 girls in grades six
through twelve. Its success has been dazzling. The school has
scored at or near the top of all Dallas public schools on state tests
for the past five years.”! Dallas has now opened a comparable
academy for young men—the Barack Obama Male Leadership
Academy. Madeline Hayes, a mother of a young man attending
the school, said shed always dreamed “that there would be a
boys’ school that doesnt charge $25,000 a year, but would give
the same academics, the same level of interaction and

leadership.”72

Galen Sherwin, an attorney for the ACLU’s Womens Rights
Project, explained why she and her organization want such
programs eliminated: “Over and over we find that these programs
are based on stereotypes that limit opportunities by reinforcing
outdated ideas about how boys and girls behave.””3



It is hard to see how the classes limit anyone’s opportunities.
In West Virginia, boys are behind girls about one year in reading
and two and a half years in writing. And West Virginia places
close to last in national reading tests.”4 Put another way, boys in
West Virginia are among the worst readers in the nation. The
reading classes seem to be improving their abilities and
opportunities. The seventh and eighth graders at the Claremont
Academy are scoring higher on standardized tests. Children at the
Irma Lerma Rangel School and Barack Obama Male Leadership
Academy appear to be thriving. What is wrong with a voluntary
program that seems to be helping? Plenty, says the ACLU—and
they claim to have the research to prove it: a 2011 critique of
single-sex education published in the prestigious journal
Science.”>

Eight Professors and a “Study”

Teachers visiting the website of the American Council for
CoEducational Schooling (ACCES) are invited to take a quiz that
measures their gender inclusiveness.”¢ The quiz asks how often
they do the following:

A. I say “Good morning, boys and girls”;
B. I call students “boys” and “girls”;
C. I refer to my students as “ladies” and “gentlemen.”

Any teacher guilty of using such gendered language receives
low marks on “gender mixing.” The executive director of the



ACCES, Rebecca Bigler, a psychology professor at the University
of Texas, explained her organizations logic in Education Week.
“If you compare it to race, if you said to your first-grade
classrooms, ‘Good morning, whites and Latinos; let’s have the
Latinos get your pencils,” what would happen is you would go to
federal prison. . . . Labeling children routinely by race in your
classroom is a violation of federal law, and, of course, you can do
this routinely with gender.”77

Bigler’s mention of federal prison is hyperbolic, but it
highlights her passion and moral certainty. Success stories from
schools like the Claremont Academy do not impress her. As she
told the Phi Delta Kappan, “African American males should be
schooled right next to white girls because they would benefit
from it. And those white girls need to know and understand the
views of other people.” She and her fellow ACCES ofhicers, all
professors, view “male” and “female” as arbitrary and invidious
distinctions that should be left behind. They are now waging a
major campaign against single-sex schools.”8

Bigler and seven ACCES colleagues are the authors of the
article cited by the ACLU, “The Pseudoscience of Single-Sex
Schooling.” Because it appeared in Science, it has proved to be a
potent weapon against programs like those in West Virginia and
Chicago.”? What does the article say?

T