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More Praise for The Minds of Boys

“The Minds of Boys is a wonderfully practical and enjoyable book to read
and a great companion to The Wonder of Boys. The strategies presented
help to empower parents to demand social justice for their boys in
school. I highly recommend!”

—Stephen J. Bavolek, Ph.D., author, Nurturing Parenting Programs

“The Minds of Boys provides a valuable service not only to parents and
teachers but also to policymakers. Boys today are languishing academi-
cally.  Gurian and Stevens provide important analysis and practical so-
lutions.”

—Christina Hoff Sommers, Ph.D., author, The War Against Boys

“Reading this book may be the greatest act of love you can do for your son.”
—Scott Haltzman, M.D., author, The Secrets of Happily Married Men

and founder of www.secretsofmarriedmen.com

“The Minds of Boys is a gift to parents, teachers, and anyone else involved 
in raising or nurturing boys. It is filled with cutting-edge neuroscience, 
yet has the warmth of a wise professional.”

—Daniel Amen, M.D., author, Making a Good Brain Great

“Gender plays a significant role in how children think, develop, behave,
and  consequently learn. The Minds of Boys is a timely, practical approach
to helping boys succeed in educational environments, extracurricular
activities, and daily life. A must-read for parents trying to provide the
best for their sons!”

—Amy James, author, the Knowledge Essentials series, 
including First Grade Success and Second Grade Success

“This book provides invaluable information for parents and educators
to help them improve boys’ academic and social success.”

—Michael Merrifield, Colorado House of Representatives, 
Chairman, House Education Committee
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“As the mother of three sons, I’m grateful to Michael Gurian and Kathy
Stevens for their breakthrough contribution to helping us understand
how a boy’s mind really works. We’ve always known that boys and girls
learn differently, but Michael and Kathy have really shown us for the
first time how we specifically can help our sons fulfill their potential. I
highly recommend The Minds of Boys to all parents, teachers, and anyone
who really cares about the future of our society. It is a must-read that is
destined to become a classic.”

—Michele Borba, Ed.D., author, Building Moral Intelligence: 
The Seven Essential Virtues That Teach Kids to Do the Right Thing

“Michael Gurian had the courage to talk about boys before it was popu-
lar. This book takes his work further and articulates the issues from a
brain-based approach with supporting research. He and Kathy Stevens
then give very practical examples for interventions. I highly recom-
mend this book to anyone who works with boys professionally or per-
sonally. I found the book to be extraordinarily helpful.”

—Ruby Payne, author, A Framework for Understanding Poverty

“In The Minds of Boys, Michael Gurian and Kathy Stevens provide a very
readable description of the current academic dilemma affecting a large
number of boys.”

—Sandra F. Witelson, Ph.D., Albert Einstein/
Irving Zucker Chair in Neuroscience, McMaster University

“The crisis facing boys today is as damaging and dangerous as that
which faced young women twenty years ago. With practical strategies,
research-based suggestions, and a family-oriented support team, The
Minds of Boys offers real help to restore boys’ confidence, culture, and ca-
pability.”

—Dr. Linda Karges-Bone, author, More Than Pink or Blue: 
How Gender Shapes Your Curriculum 
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introduction

You can pull me all you want, and I’ll stretch, but I won’t break.

—fantastic four comics, circa 1968

when i was a boy, i liked superman, batman, and spiderman. my school
friends and I traded our comic books on the playground, in our back-
yards, our homes. In fourth grade, I discovered the Fantastic Four. The
special power of one of the Four mesmerized me: he could stretch his
arms and legs elastically. Even when his enemies tried to kill him, he
would not be torn apart, he could not be broken.

A lot was going on in our culture in 1968, the year I discovered the
Fantastic Four. Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were shot and
killed. Every night my family watched TV, seeing soldiers with their faces
mired in dirt and blood, the helicopters roiling great blasts of wind
against the jungle grass. In 1968, I lived in Aina Haina, a neighborhood
built at the leeward base of Oahu’s mountains. My father, a junior pro-
fessor at the University of Hawaii, came home very sad more than once
because one of his former students had just been killed across the ocean.
When I saw wheelchair-bound soldiers near Hickam Air Force Base
rolling down the sidewalk, I felt my heart wince in fear and confusion.

I know now that I wanted to be a superhero, unbreakable and bold;
I carried this longing, partly because I am human, but also because of
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those soldiers and the war that raged. I also know there were other rea-
sons. At ten years old, I had problems at home and in school.

At home, my family struggled near poverty. My parents fought. Their
discipline of their children was physical and brutal. Their marriage
struggled, and I began running away from home at nine years old. In
school I was called “incorrigible,” summoned many times to the princi-
pal’s office, a discipline problem. By fifth grade I had seen a psychiatrist
and been put on Ritalin. Within a few months, my teacher, Mrs. Kono,
suggested I be taken off the Ritalin. The drug had made me into some-
thing of a “zombie,” in her words. She told my parents she missed my
“spark.” I was taken off Ritalin, but my troubles in school continued.

I didn’t focus well on what teachers wanted me to do.

I had trouble sitting still for as long as was needed.

I wanted to learn one thing well rather than constantly move
between tasks.

I didn’t want to read textbook after textbook.

I got bored easily.

I wanted to do my learning, not hear about it.

I was never sure I understood the directions I was given, nor did I
succeed at accomplishing all of what my teachers demanded.

I often didn’t see why I had to be in school anyway.

By the time I was in seventh grade—we lived in Laramie, Wyoming,
now, my father teaching at the University of Wyoming—I started skip-
ping classes. By tenth grade, in Durango, Colorado, I worked twenty
hours a week at a restaurant, paying rent back to my family in order to
help financially. By the time I matriculated from twelfth grade (now back
in Honolulu, at Kaiser High School), I got better grades and succeeded
on the debate team.

But still my troubles in school continued. My behavior had
improved, but I left high school a poor writer. My freshman year in col-
lege, my history professor gave me an F on my first paper. He wrote, “You
have good ideas, but you can’t write. Did you sleep all the way through
high school?”

2 Introduction
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The year was 1976. I remember discussing my ongoing educational
failures with a counselor at the University of Hawaii. I told her how I’d
been sent to a psychiatrist at ten years old and given Ritalin. I told her
that our family was suffering internal distress. A middle-aged woman
with three sons of her own, she asked for more information about my
schools. After she heard more about my difficult and painful years
in school, she said, “Isn’t it possible that something was wrong with 
the schools, too, that caused problems for you? I’ve had some problems
in school with two of my own boys.”

This was a revelation to me, a first hint that the problem wasn’t
entirely my fault—that something might be wrong with the way our
learning institutions educate our sons. I asked the counselor what she
meant, what might be wrong with my schools, but she said no more
about it, and in the end I had to look back at myself. I saw a boy who
tried to be elastic, tried to stretch himself constantly toward educational
goals and methods that often did not help him. I remembered how it
hurt, and how I acted out against that system.

In graduate school, three years later, I made friends with a house full
of roommates, all guys, all of whom had been, in their individual ways,
“a disappointment in school,” “a kid who didn’t work to his potential,”
“unmotivated.” This was eye opening. There were so many of us. One
graduate school friend shared with me a comment his father had made:
“You’re not supposed to like school or care a lot about it. You gotta just
survive it and get to college. If a kid can do that, he’ll be okay.”

That comment stopped me short. I had heard it before, from inside
myself somewhere, during boyhood. Now an adult, I didn’t like it. Some-
thing was wrong here. The “something” wasn’t just something wrong
with me or with my “dysfunctional family.” The “something” was, per-
haps, intrinsic to the way I was educated in school and in life.

Pursuing that “something” became a large part of my professional work.

Now, a quarter century later, I recall my school years with a lot more
information, greater perspective, and I hope a little wisdom. I’ve devoted
the last twenty years to studying the arc of boyhood, from birth through
adulthood, both in and out of school. As a therapist, educator, philoso-
pher, and author, I’ve focused on helping our culture revise its parenting

Introduction 3
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and schooling practices to bring out the best in our sons. Books I’ve
written, such as The Wonder of Boys, A Fine Young Man, and The Good Son,
asked parents, educators, and policymakers to take a very close look at
just how much our boys today are struggling, emotionally, spiritually,
and morally, at home and in society. Boys and Girls Learn Differently! began
to discuss what new research in brain science, biochemistry, and child
development was showing us about gender and education. What Could
He Be Thinking? asked our culture to notice who men are, what they are
striving for, and especially how they and their wives and partners can
succeed in relationship and marriage. In The Minds of Boys I will plead,
with my coauthor’s help, that all parents, teachers, policymakers, and
other concerned citizens look very closely at what is happening to boys
in our educational institutions.

A system is in place today with which boys (and girls) are educated—
but is it the system we all want? I have written this book with Kathy
Stevens, a parent, an educator, and the training director of the Gurian
Institute, in the hope that you can answer this question for yourself and,
more important, so you can learn how to help your son and your stu-
dents do their best in school. Kathy and I believe that we are losing too
many boys today in our schools. More and more boys are doing poorly,
dropping out, and beginning their lives handicapped without the edu-
cation and skills they need to succeed in a world that is increasingly
demanding and competitive. We believe this trend need not continue.
Now is the time to change things for the better.

The Minds of Boys is our practical guide to helping boys learn, do bet-
ter in school, and succeed in life. This book provides you with a kind of
“operating system” that you can immediately “load into” your own life
and your son’s schooling.

Kathy Stevens

Kathy Stevens, like myself, is an advocate for both boys and girls. For
thirty years, she worked in female development programming, most
recently as executive director of the Women’s Resource Agency in Col-

4 Introduction

03a.Intro.Gurian  6/23/05  8:32 AM  Page 4



orado Springs. She ran the award-winning Intercept Mentoring  pro-
gram for teen girls.

After reading a book I wrote called The Wonder of Girls, Kathy con-
tacted me, and we discovered a mutual interest in cross-cultural
approaches to the lives of children. My work over the last two decades
has combined neurobiology, anthropology, and psychology to under-
stand how boys and girls develop along parallel but also different paths.
Kathy had noticed in her work with girls that the struggles of girls and
of boys were intersecting.

“To better care for our girls,” she told me, “we have to get real about
what’s happening to our boys, too.” Kathy is one of those wise thinkers
who see the whole picture. Coincidentally, Kathy and I met at the very
time when the institute I had founded to study this field was looking
for a new training director. Kathy not only took over its direction but
also has now helped develop Gurian Institute programs throughout the
United States and in Canada and Australia. Much of the practical mate-
rial in this book has been created and developed by Kathy Stevens.

My coauthor is not only a professional but also a mother of two
sons. When she told me the story of her son Karl’s education, I thought
of how my own mother had struggled with me to get through school; I
thought of all the parents and teachers who are struggling to help their
sons do their best. Kathy’s story is both chilling and inspiring. It repre-
sents so well both the power of human perseverance against institutional
failure and the will we all have to protect the minds of boys.

Kathy’s Story

Karl Michael was a risk taker from the day he was born. He pulled and
prodded about in my arms. He was ready and eager to take on the world.
With beautiful blue eyes and a smile that lights up a room, he grew into
a bubbly toddler—outgoing and curious. He explored, burned up energy,
slept soundly. And he enjoyed school early on. His teachers in kinder-
garten and first, second, and third grade helped him care for himself so
he could stay on task and grow. He talked a lot and wiggled around a
lot, but he learned well.

Introduction 5
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Then Karl went to fourth grade. This experience changed his atti-
tude about school forever. His teacher didn’t understand his energy, his
way of learning, his boyishness, his difficulty sitting still. I saw these 
as “who he was,” but she saw them as significant problems. She was
very hard on Karl; she made him believe she didn’t like him and that
he was “bad.”

Karl’s attitude toward school began to change. Many days at a time,
he didn’t want to go. I talked with his teacher but couldn’t get through.
She said Karl had “behavior issues.”

Watching this playful, energetic, and intelligent boy come to hate
school tore at my heart. When I listen today to other moms and dads
talk about losing their own sons to the same kind of crisis at their
school, I remember my family’s nightmare. Within the year, Karl was
diagnosed with ADHD, even though his intelligence tests showed him
above average for academic potential. Within another year, his sixth-
grade teacher asked that he be placed in a special education class. At the
advice of the school principal, we consulted a psychologist, who rec-
ommended Ritalin, which Karl started taking regularly. Karl was labeled
a problem in school and was now being treated by a doctor. Karl hated
school, and we, his parents, were deeply confused. We didn’t know where
to turn. The professionals around us seemed to be doing their best, but
we saw Karl slipping away from happiness and success.

Sixth, seventh, and eighth grades were some of the most painful
years of Karl’s and our lives. Karl became increasingly negative about
school. His special ed class was a mixture of children with very mild to
extremely serious problems. Karl cried and begged to stay home. He was
entering puberty, and in trying to navigate the complicated new social
world of his peer group, he felt like an outsider. Teased by peers for being
stupid and a retard, he felt that he was, in his own words, “a complete
loser.”

Outside of school, Karl played basketball, climbed, rode his skate-
board, enjoyed family camping trips where we lived in a tent for a week
during the summer, and fished and canoed on lakes and rivers. During
the summers he mowed and raked lawns around our neighborhood,
cleaned gutters, and earned money, which he spent going to movies and
buying his coveted Michael Jordan athletic shoes.

6 Introduction
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But back at school, he turned into a depressed adolescent boy. Dur-
ing ninth grade, he started skipping school, completing little of his
work, and finally he failed that grade. His big brother, six years older,
was away at college by now, and an opportunity arose for us to relocate
from Virginia to Colorado. Karl voted to move—right now. We packed
the car and headed west.

The first day of our three-day drive, we talked about what we wanted
life to look like in Colorado. Karl said he wanted to change everything,
including his name. He didn’t want to be his “old school self.” In his
new school, he wanted to be known by his middle name, Mike. He
begged me not to let his new school put him in special education. I told
him I would try. Because I had felt so impotent for so many years now,
I had no confidence that I could satisfy his wish.

Things did get better in Colorado. We found some help there. From
that day on he’s been Mike. We chose a home in Colorado based on what
school district could best serve Mike. We sat down with a wonderful
counselor at Holmes Junior High School, and Mike told her his story.
She asked a lot of questions and listened a lot. In the end, she counseled
my son that he was going to have a tough time academically, as he had
allowed himself to get behind, but she agreed to let him try regular
classes.

The counselor was right: Mike did struggle. But he never took
another pill, and he did not go into special education classes. Many of
his teachers were patient and supportive, and he started playing foot-
ball, which helped immensely. In football, he found a reason to go to
school—he got motivation and mentoring. Very quickly he became more
popular with his peers. Many of his teachers liked him, even the ones
who were frustrated by his suspicion of school and academics. He
became active in the church youth group, finding new friends there.

Karl Michael is now a young man of twenty-eight, a veteran of five
years in the army. He is taking college courses so that he can be a teacher
someday. He says, “I know what went wrong and what went right when
I was in school, and I want to help other boys who are struggling like 
I did.”

Mike again has a smile that can light up a room. He is again outgo-
ing and curious. He is a risk taker. He constantly fights the demons of

Introduction 7
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self-doubt that were planted so long ago, but every time he takes a step
forward he is closer to achieving his dreams—and the dreams that I, his
mother, have always had for him: to succeed in life as a man. In his case,
to become a man who teaches children.

When Kathy told me her story, tears came to my eyes. The similarities
to my own boyhood pulled at me. I was not as athletic as Mike, but still
. . . so many of our issues resonated.

When I met Mike in 2002, I was impressed by a young man of intel-
ligence and zeal. Though twenty years older than he, I could see how he
too had survived what we have come to call “the institutional education
of our boys.” Our learning style often didn’t fit the way we were taught.
Our high energy was a minus, not a plus. Our need for movement, for
less talk and more “doing,” for innovative ways of keeping us focused,
and for male-friendly emotional support and direction did not gener-
ally fit the schools we went to. We were not the boys many of our teach-
ers wanted in their classrooms.

If meeting Kathy for the first time created in me a vision of a book
she and I could write together for boys, meeting her son clarified that
vision completely. Kathy and I came to agree that it was time to write 
a book that helped parents and teachers understand not only boys 
and families who were struggling in the current educational culture but
all boys who want to move through their school years doing the best
they can.

Our Method of Research

Every book that is needed by a culture grows first from some part of an
individual heart that is stretched to its breaking point. Both Kathy and
I had our hearts nearly broken by the institutional system of education
that has been provided to boys in these last two generations. Our pas-
sion comes from our own life stories.

At the same time, a book that is needed can’t be based on two sto-
ries alone; it must be based on the finest research available. So we com-
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mitted ourselves to research in service of this project. That research often
points to boys in trouble in school, but often does not. We don’t believe
every boy and every parent suffers, nor do we blame any teacher or par-
ticular school. Many boys are doing quite well in school. Most teachers
care deeply for the hearts and minds of boys. We have not completed our
research and written this book in order to complain.

Instead, we have a theory to share with you, as well as a great deal
of practical information you can use immediately. Both our theory and
the practical information are offered in alliance with teachers, parents,
and school staff who feel that although the educational system today is
very fine in many ways, it is also breaking at the ribs just enough to leave
the heart of education unprotected. That “heart” is success for all children.

Our Theory

After studying, evaluating, synthesizing, and promulgating research in
this field for twenty years, we believe that boys are being educated today
in a system—comprising schools, homes, and communities—that is not
well enough briefed on these four crucial elements of education:

• The male learning style
• The potential mismatch of that male learning style with many

current educational practices
• The complete role parents and communities need to take, in

any generation and in any culture, to ensure the education of
sons

• New methods, strategies, and teaching techniques that 
have been proven to work in schools and classrooms that
educate boys

Our Book

As we explore this theory with you, we’ll begin in Chapter One by flesh-
ing out the crisis that many boys experience in our educational culture
today: the kinds of crisis situations that Kathy’s son Mike and I faced.
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You may well be shocked by how many of us are out there. If you are liv-
ing through the crisis right now, you’ll find immediate support as you
hear other voices like yours. If you are not living through the crisis, you’ll
be moved, we hope, to notice a boy around your home, school, or com-
munity whose distress resembles the crisis we describe and fits the the-
ory that institutionalized educational systems today are often a
mismatch with the way boys naturally learn.

In Chapter Two we’ll guide you on a journey inside boys’ minds—
their actual brain structure and how it works—so that you can see how
boys in general learn, whether they are high or low performing. We’ll
bring you the results from scientific scans of male and female brains.
You’ll notice both similarities and key differences in the ways boys and
girls learn math, science, reading, writing, and other subjects.

As we explore this with you, we’ll look at how gender-different learn-
ing styles were nurtured in the past and how they must be nurtured in
new ways in the future. Chapters One and Two represent the first two
steps that you need to take before leaping into the practical strategies
we offer.

Our theory and research—these two steps—grow in and from four
combined disciplines: neurobiology, anthropology, sociology, and edu-
cational psychology. Both Kathy and I have had experience working in
other countries; thus the information we use from these disciplines
has been well researched both in the United States and on other con-
tinents.

It is our hope that because of the conf luence of disciplines and
sources in this book, you can gain a new vision of what works best for
boys’ minds wherever you find them, whether in a rural town or a big
city, and whatever their educational status at this moment. The male
learning style we’ll explore with you is immensely diverse—nature does
not stereotype, but instead thrives on diversity—yet as you explore male
education, you will recognize how “boyish” a boy is. Understanding male
energy from the inside out is very empowering to parents, teachers, and
all of us who care for boys’ minds. We believe that inside every boy there
is an educational hero who is trying to flourish. We believe every boy can
learn if his education is well cared for.
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How to Care for a Boy’s Education

Recently I went with my wife, Gail, and my children and some of their
friends to watch the movie Spiderman 2. I enjoyed it, and I know the kids
did. We all walked out in a “heroic” frame of mind, aware of our own
self-doubts and of the innate courage that waits inside each of us to be
activated toward the good. Spiderman is comic book wisdom at its
best—simple, primal, powerful.

My older daughter, Gabrielle, who knew that Kathy and I were writing
a book on boys and education, pointed out to me, “Dad, did you notice?
Peter Parker is doing badly in school.” This led to a discussion about how
many contemporary films depict male heroes as “not good students.” Even
in the highly popular Harry Potter series, the best student is a girl, whereas
the boys struggle in classes. These fictional sons of our culture, like Peter
Parker, have given up somewhat on gaining the academic education their
institutions and communities can give them; they feel isolated, and they
turn inward, toward magical powers. How lucky for them if they, like Peter
Parker, find superhuman powers within them but what about all the boys
who have no comic book magic? School has afforded them too little suc-
cess, and within these boys as well, there is not much hidden power.

I felt a little sad about this that evening. But I also felt a stirring of
comfort. During the days of our Spiderman venture, I was working on
a section of this book that involved very practical information on how
to teach language arts to boys. It struck me, very gently, that even at
forty-seven, I did not need to give up on the sense of magic. The prob-
lems of the world are not actually solved by magical mutations, but they
can be solved by practical application of science and a great deal of hard
work. That, for me, is the magic I turn to. That is what allows me to
bend without breaking. That “practical magic” can be available to any
boy who is having trouble in school.

I hope that for you the sciences of neurobiology, anthropology, soci-
ology, and psychology can be “magical.” I hope they can be heroic. I
believe they have the power to help boys do well in school—even more,
to help our boys love school. I hope in this book you’ll feel the sense of
magic in science and in research.
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Kathy’s son Mike has told me, “Throughout the whole nightmare
of my school years, it was weird—I really wanted to like school. I just
really wanted to.”

Bravo to him. So did I. Don’t all of our sons, at some level, really
want to like the way they spend six to eight hours of every weekday?
Don’t they wish the magic were there in those schools, in their home-
work, in their learning adventures?

Your sons and your students want to live the magic, do the magic
with their minds and hands. They, like you, are practical people, look-
ing for practical ways to spin their webs or stretch their limbs or fly.

Following the first two chapters, we’ll move on with you to practical
information: direct and immediate steps you can take to care for your
sons’ and your students’ educational success. Much of the research,
ideas, and specific techniques we’ll present come from the work of the
Gurian Institute.

The Gurian Institute has become, especially under Kathy Stevens’s
direction, a resource for practical information on how to educate boys
and girls. The Institute has developed a method by which parents, teach-
ers, school systems, and communities can care for the minds of boys, in
practical measure. This method has been used successfully in classrooms
and homes in most of the states of the United States, including
Alabama, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Minnesota,
Missouri, New York, Texas, and Washington, as well as in England,
Canada, and Australia (for success data, please visit www.gurianinsti
tute.com).

The practical measures you can take immediately in your home and
school make up the bulk of the final ten chapters of The Minds of Boys.
We’ve organized this practical information for you after listening to
questions like these:

• What part does nutrition play in my son’s education?
• What specific role does the nuclear family play in making

school successful for him?
• Can parents be teachers too?
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• At what age do I stop helping him with his homework?
• Are there certain classroom environments that work best for

boys?
• How much television is good for learning? How much is bad?
• What role should computers play in a boy’s development as a

learner?
• Are there ways to fight the peer pressure some boys exert on

others to stop them from liking school?
• What do teachers need in order to feel appropriately supported

in teaching boys?
• How can single-gender education work for boys without hurt-

ing girls?
• What are boys themselves saying about the kinds of educational

processes they need?

In Parts Two and Three of this book, you’ll be coached on how to
adapt home, school, and classroom environments to fit boys’ learning
styles and needs. These adaptations include changes to home and school
schedules and policies, teacher-student ratios, classroom space and phys-
ical layout, and classroom procedures. Each innovation is tried and
true—we have culled through twenty years’ worth of successful strate-
gies in order to present you with what works best.

As you read and apply the practical innovations in this book, you’ll
notice many stories and anecdotes from people like you. You’ll meet
teachers, parents, grandparents, and concerned citizens who are giving
great care to boys’ everyday education in homes, in schools, in parks, on
streets. Their wisdom can guide us just as well as expert research can.
You’ll find testimonials from school principals, heads of schools, teach-
ers, parents, and others who have instituted successful programs and
experienced improved grades and test scores, as well as lowered num-
bers of discipline referrals.

There are some key academic areas of concern that many teachers
and parents have reported. In Part Three, we specifically focus on the
best home and classroom strategies for teaching the core curricula of
reading, writing, language arts, math, and science. This focus includes
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information on the importance of arts and athletics in boys’ learning.
We’ll also look closely at how single-gender education is working in cer-
tain communities, and why. Kathy and I believe strongly in coeduca-
tion, but we also believe that for both boys and girls, single-gender
classrooms need to be part of the educational palette. We’ll show you
why we believe this.

Part Four looks at boys who are struggling with emotional issues,
underachievement, bullying, academic distress, and learning disabilities.
We’ll focus on practical help for these boys, so that truly, no child is left
behind.As we provide practical information to you, you’ll notice some
chapters divided into two major sections: What Parents Can Do and
What Teachers Can Do. We’ll explore with you the kind of parent-led
team—mother, father, grandparents, neighbors, mentors—a boy needs in
order to achieve the best learning at home. We’ll look at how parents
and teachers can do their separate and different jobs, but in concert with
each other. For teachers, our chapters will include information for your
classroom that you can put to work immediately.

In different parts of many chapters, we’ve include two kinds of mate-
rial in boxes. These are highlighted lists of data, titled “Did You Know?”
and highlighted innovations called “Try This.” Kathy and I hope you’ll
pass the information from the highlighted boxes to friends and family
members, put them in school mailboxes, and share them in teacher-staff
meetings. We hope they’ll help you and the others around you who care
about boys to open communication about the needs of boys in your
cities, towns, and schools.

The Minds of Boys

For Kathy and me, helping boys has become an essential purpose of our
professional and personal work. It is at the core of our personal mission.
We have experienced an unprotected male life in these last two genera-
tions. We have lived, from the viewpoints of son and mother, the pain
and the passion of caring for boys.
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The Minds of Boys is a joint venture, growing from our two visions and
the combined efforts of the Gurian Institute’s staff. We also know that
it grows from all of your efforts. You care deeply about children’s suc-
cess, and we could not have written this book without the many stories
and innovations that have come to us in person or via email from peo-
ple like you—sons, daughters, mothers, fathers, grandparents, teachers,
coaches, and school staff.

Our profound thanks go out to everyone who has entrusted their
story to us. We feel, in a way, as if we have met your sons, the boys in
your schools, even the young men who at this point are wandering away
from you, searching for any help or magic they can find. You, like us,
know just what is at stake as, together, we help our civilization awaken to
the duty we have, as adult women and men, to better protect the minds
of boys.

Together now, let us study and serve this male population. These
boys cannot bend, stretch, spin, or fly forever. We can’t afford to lose or
nearly lose any more of our young men. We cannot abide watching these
boys go away from school unhappy and inwardly empty for another gen-
eration. We must do something complete, passionate, and well informed.
Let’s begin right here, right now.
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1

The Current Crisis

Because of the risks boys naturally take, a mom is ready to face a lot
of little daily crises. But the crisis in my son’s education—that took
me completely by surprise.

—kathy stevens

the sign outside the preschool reads, “all children welcome.” a
mother, father, and three-year-old son drive into the small parking lot.
The parents have chosen this preschool among many others available in
their neighborhood. Now their hearts are pounding, for this is their
son’s first day of school. They step out of the car, unbuckle their son
from the car seat, lift him out, and walk with him to the front door.

A young woman comes to them and greets her new student and his
parents. For a second the boy trembles, realizing that his parents are
going to leave him here. He hugs them, cries a little, but then goes off
with his new teacher, a kind young woman who holds his hand and
introduces him to other kids. The boy turns, waves to Mommy and
Daddy. They wave back, and leave silently.

This little boy can’t fully understand his parents’ hopes and dreams.
He can’t know how much they want not only this school but also the
other schools their son will attend to inspire him and enrich his mind.
These parents trust their educational system to be filled with teachers
and staff who are trained to teach boys. As they turn away from the 
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preschool, this mother and father already imagine the way their boy’s
mind will grow, the good grades their son will get, the teachers he’ll have,
and the knowledge, love of life, and wisdom he’ll gain in twelve or more
years of education. These parents have given their son to an educational
system that they believe has shown, historically, great promise.

And for their son, it may fulfill that promise.
But it’s just as likely that it will not. This may be the beginning of

an educational crisis in this family. And this family will not be the only
one experiencing such a crisis.

Is There Really a Crisis?

Because the word crisis gets thrown around a great deal these days, it
deserves to be treated with suspicion. In fact, Kathy and I have tried not
to use it, thinking, “But so many boys are getting by just fine. Can we
really call the situation a crisis?” We’ve said, “Yes, the Gurian and Stevens
families endured, struggled, and overcame their problems, but is it really
a national or international crisis?” We’ve looked back on the months
after Columbine, during which the Gurian Institute staff, along with
many professionals, were asked by the media to comment and to offer
our analysis of what happened and why. We learned then how using the
word crisis can generate unwarranted fear about children’s lives, a sen-
sationalism that can wound schools and families, that can spread hope-
lessness and hinder necessary changes and healing.

Yet after all this we have ended up using the term. Yes, we’re sorry
to say, there really is a crisis. And in this chapter we hope to convince
you to use the word not just as a negative alarm, but rather as an inspi-
ration for positive change. Here are some of the things parents and edu-
cators are saying about the situation boys face in education today.

Laurie Hoff, a mother of three from Neenah, Wisconsin, wrote us:
“I have a 13 year old boy. The middle school he attends is what I can only
call ‘anti-boy.’ The assignments, the discipline, the structure of the day
make him flounder in a system that works against him.”

20 the minds of boys
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Netty Cruscan, a professional from Marion, Kentucky, wrote, “I’m
a Developmental Interventionist, assessing and working on develop-
mental delays. I’m noticing that the majority of the children on my
client list are boys.”

Linda Sullivan, a mother of two from Virginia, wrote, “I am becoming
increasingly alarmed at the amount of boys being told they have pro-
cessing problems, ADHD, LD, adjustment disorder, anxiety, and focus
problems. By chance I happened to uncover today a new parochial school
in our area in which 8 out of 20 in a third grade class are on Ritalin.”

The Awful Truth

These parents and professionals are frightened. They have reason to be.
Their communities are living out some painful statistics, as shown in
the Did You Know? box.1

The issues boys face in school cross economic and ethnic groups.
Although it might be politically tempting to say that upper-income
white males must be doing well, that is in fact not a given. The Gurian
Institute was just asked to assist a prestigious private boys’ high school,
populated by a majority of white males of high economic status, in
which 50 percent of the boys in the school, across all grade levels, are
receiving a D or an F in at least one subject. Even among white males
there is a problem.

African American males are another group in which crisis is distin-
guishable. African American boys are more likely than other males (1)
to be identified as learning-disabled and to end up in special education
classes, (2) not to participate in advanced placement courses, (3) not to
perform as well as other boys in math and science, and (4) to perform
below grade level on standardized tests.

Pedro Noguera, professor in the Graduate School of Education at
Harvard, has studied the academic performance of African American
males and has reported that whereas 90 percent of black males surveyed
“strongly agree” that they would like to succeed in school, only 22 per-
cent responded that they “work hard to achieve good grades,” and 42
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